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The twin moons of Haven shimmered on the horizon, casting their double-lined shadows on the valley
below. Mornan could not help but turn her attention away from supervising the preparation of the
pentagram to appreciate this final moment of tranquility.

There was a stirring behind her--Danuth, the second in command. She knew that in his mind there would
be no admiration, no deeper understanding for the beauty she was admiring; anything that could so easily
be destroyed was beyond his caring.

"Too much light," Danuth whispered. "It favors them and their power."

"Precisely," Mornan hissed in reply. "Do you think our master is completely without cunning? Tonight of
any night, when the twin moons are full and command the sky, is a time when those fools will think
themselves safest, and not watch so closely."

Mornan settled back for a moment, wishing to enjoy the contemplation, but Danuth was insistent--she
could almost feel the anxiety in the old sorcerer's voice.

"It is time to conjure the demons. We have no time to waste."
Mornan turned and smiled softly. "Frightened?"

"Allic is the son of a god--of course I'm frightened. You trust Sarnak too much, I dare say. If Allic
realizes who conjured a pack of demons on his border, he'll not leave off until we are dead, or worse.
'Cross not a demigod, for they are without a sense of humot', or have you forgotten?"

"Tf you wish much, you must risk much,' or have you forgottentiat, my dear Danuth? Come, come, my
old friend," Mornan said mockingly, "aren't you tired of casting the same old tricks to amuse some bored
princeling? Even if he is Accursed, Sarnak offers us power. Think of it--a fiefdom for each of us, after we
have unleashed the demons upon Allic's domain. They'll never guess we did it. Why do you think the
Torm border was selected for our attack? Allic will blame the Torm sorcerers, and thus fuel the tension
between him and his neighbors."

"My masters."

Mornan turned. It was one of Danuth's apprentices; he must have finished the pentagram. Mornan
looked at him and smiled sadly. Poor boy, he thought that being asked along on this mission was a high
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honor. Yes, he would learn to conjure demons tonight--but little did he know that if the demons proved
intractable, he would be given to them as a sacrifice.

Mornan walked over to the pentagram, examined the lines cut into the turf, and nodded with approval.

"Danuth, we're ready."
Mumbling in some arcane language, Danuth wandered over to one of the points.

"You, boy, over there," Mornan directed. "Be sure to stand within the marks of protection, and leave

them not unless I tell you."

Even as she spoke, Mornan looked at Danuth, who gave a silent nod.

From out of the shadows the other two sorcerers appeared, their long robes waving in the breeze.
Stepping forward they took their places around the pentagram, making it whole.

Mornan reached into her robes and brought forth the precious crystal given to her by Sarnak. Its power
would help protect them from the chaos about to be unleashed. Focusing her thoughts through the

crystal, Mornan projected her will to the others.

"Open your minds to find demons in the worlds too long denied Us by the gods. Guide your minds
through the myriad portals, and when you find our goal call to the rest of us and together we shall draw
the quarry out. I can shield us from Allic's power of sensing for only so long. If you are not ready for this,

tell me now!"

The only response was the gentle crying of the wind.

HBegin!H

The hilltop glowed with a pulsing, unworldly light as the four sorcerers and their apprentice projected
their minds through the crystal and then outward, searching for the openings into universes concealed

from all but the most powerful.

War between the gods had been unknown on Haven for three thousand years.The sacred peace was
about to end at last.

Chapter 1

Anshan, Manchuria
July 9,1944

"Kochanski, what does radar show?"
"Their Zeros are holding back, Captain."

"All right, gunners, stay sharp. They'll jump us on the other side of this flak."
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Captain Mark Phillips felt a nudge on his shoulder, and looking over, he saw Younger, his copilot,
pointing forward and up to where the first cotton ball bursts of flak were opening up. They were a little
high but Mark knew that the Japanese would soon get the range.

"Two minutes to drop." It was Ed Watson, his bombardier, cold and steady, as if the half-hour running
fight with the Zeros were nothing more than a sideshow to provide them with some excitement before the
bomb drop. Mark could see him down in the nose, hunched over the bomb-sight, guiding them in for
their first visit to the Japanese-held steelworks.

The flak was dropping lower, coming into range. There was a mild buffet, then another. The B-29
surged and tossed as it knifed through the turbulence. Another burst straight ahead, and theDragon Fire
bucked up as it plunged through the rolling black clouds.

"Hold her steady, hold her steady, Mark. One minute."

Icy sweat soaked down Mark's back and his arms grew numb with the tension of holding the lumbering
B-29 on course. Another minute, just another minute till bomb release, and they could get the hell out of
here to face an eight-hundred-mile flight back to safety. Back to Nationalist Chinese territory with a
running fight all the way against the flak belts and fighters, but at least they'd have the tons of death out of
their belly.

"Steady, steady... We're lining right up the chute. Steady..."

A blinding flash cut off Ed's words. With a howling, splintering roar, the entire port side of the plane
caved in around Mark as flying shards of glass and steel swept through the cabin.

Screams filled the air as theDragon Fire rolled onto its starboard side.

He was numbed by the howl of the wind; still not sure if he was hurt. He gave a quick glance over to
Charlie Younger and all he could see was the wide-eyed tetror.

Everyone was shouting, screaming, filling the intercom with a cacophony of noise that could not be
separated into the individual cries of fear as the bomber started to slide into a deadly rolling dive.

Mark fought the controls, trying to pull her out. The wheel wouldn't budge. The cracked windscreen was
filled with the Manchurian landscape rushing toward them.

He looked again to Younger who was motionless, his hands off the wheel.
"Pull, you bastard."

He wanted to reach out and smash him, to pummel him out of his terror, but he was locked to the wheel
in a desperate struggle.

"Damn you,pull. Bring her up!"

Younger looked at him, and as if Mark's rage took hold, he snapped out of his catatonic fear and
returned to the struggle.

Jesus, they were red-lining her; the wings were going to rip oft.Not now, dear God, Mark begged,not
now.
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He could feel the first response coming into the craft: she was coming out of the dive, edging back up.
He pulled his left hand off the wheel and slammed the throttles down, cutting back their speed.

Sighs of relief filled the intercom. As everyone started talking, Mark snarled, "All right, you guys, shut
up ! n

The voices dropped off.
"Anyone hurt?"

"Yeah, Jose took it bad in the arm and shoulder. The whole radio compartment was blown out by the
hit," replied Giorgini.

"Will he make it?"

"Hard to tell."

"Mark, it's Goldberg."

Mark looked over his shoulder to the flight engineer, Sam Goldberg.

"Go on."

"We're losing oil pressure on number three. I'm shutting her down."

"All right, take care of it."

It was hard to hear anything--the hull was ripped wide open and the air screamed past with a high,
piercing shriek that was maddening. He looked out his shattered portside window. The wing was a sieve;
rolling black smoke poured from the inboard engine.

Mark looked back at Goldberg again.

"Fuel?"

"I'llhave it for you in a minute, but it doesn't look good."

Ed! What about the bomb drop? Mark leaned over and saw with relief that his friend was uninjured.

"Say, Ed, you all right down there?"

Ed looked up at him and Mark could see that he had been as terrified as the rest of them.

"Any hope of lining back up on target?" Mark asked.

"We're already passed it."

"Dump that load and let's get the hell out of here."

TheDragon Fire surged up as the bombs dropped free to land in the hills beyond the city.
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Mark could see the other bombers in a cloud of flak, already several miles away. They were clear of the
target area and were already turning in a broad sweeping arc.Dragon Fire had lost the protection of the
herd, and with a crippled craft there would be no hope of regaining the shield of fire that a formation
could place around itself. The wolves would soon be closing in.

"Look out for company--we'll soon be getting lots of it. Kraut, you still with us?"

"I'm okay, Mark."

Thank god the navigator was all right.

"Listen, Kraut, I'll be following the squadron back on a heading of two seventeen, but if Goldberg says
we don't have the juice, I want you to line up our choices and get them back to me."

"Captain, this is Walker."

"How are things back in the tail?"

"Not good, Captain. Three bandits approaching at seven o'clock low."
"T've got them on my screen!" Kochanski shouted.

"Giorgini, lock them into central fire control."

"Locked in."

"Here they come-----
TheDragon Fire shook as her guns, guided by the B-29's central fire system, swung into action, setting
out an arc of tracers to greet the first Zero as it rolled in low for a sweeping pass. The camouflaged plane
shot past, soaring upward in a steep climb that would position him for a dive.

"Mark, it's Goldberg."

"Go on, give me the word."

"Losing fuel at over thirty gallons a minute from portside fuel tanks. Our radius of action is four hundred
and ten miles at the present heading."

"Can't we switch off starboard fuel and use up portside first?"
"Already done that."
"Watch it," Walker shouted. "Two more boring in."

TheDragon Fire's guns fired deep staccato bursts, which were counterpointed by the enemy's 20mm
shells.

Suddenly Ray Welsh, the left side gunner, gave a wild shout of triumph. "We've flamed one, we've
flamed one! Look at that bastard burn!"
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"Shut up, Welsh, let's keep some discipline!"

"Mark, this is Kraut. It's not good."

"Go on."

"There's no way we'll make it back to base. Our only hope of safety is to head for Soviet territory."

Russia would mean internment. The Reds were still at peace with Japan, and it could take months before
they would be cycled back into the fighting. But there were the unofficial orders, as well. The B-29s were
the best the U.S. had. Russia might be their ally, but the longer the Russians had to wait before getting
their hands on a model, the better high command would feel. Russia was out.

"Here comes that one from above!"

Mark braced himself for the impact. TheDragon Fire shuddered as the enemy's guns stitched yet more
holes in the damaged wing. Trying to knock off the Zero's aim, Mark desperately rolled the plane, but he
could see they were taking more damage. The enemy shot past, followed by twin arcs of tracers from the
bottom guns.

"She's not going to hold up much longer," Younger shouted. "Number four is starting to lose pressure."

Mark could almost smell Younger's panic. How had he ever got stuck with this clown, anyway? His old
copilot Tom Seay had been with him in Europe along with Kochanski and Walker, and together the four
had made a good team. But a bout of amoebic dysentery got Tom pulled from this eight-hour run.
Younger's old commander, John Foss, had ditched him at the first chance, and now Mark could see
why. The guy was a coward--he couldn't hack the pressure.

"Russia's out, Kraut. You wanta eat borsch for the rest of the war?"

"Thought you'd say that," Goldberg cut in. "My old man never did have anything good to say for them
cossacks, anyhow. Listen, Mark, our fuel loss is increasing. I can give you three hundred miles max,
more like two fifty."

"Where does that put us, Kraut?"

"Puts us over to a heading of, just a minute... puts us onto two sixty-five. If we can make two hundred
seventy-five miles, we'll enter guerrilla country, along the China-Mongolia border. We might have a
chance there. Rough terrain though--we'll have to bail out."

"Mark, we can't jump." It was Kochanski, the radar operator.

"Why not?"

"It's Jose."

"How's he doing?"

"Not too good: he's unconscious. I've stopped the blood loss; his arm looks pretty bad. He's in no shape
to jump."
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Shit!He'd have to order the crew out and then pull the heroic act. If he jumped from a plane leaving a
crew member to certain death, he could never live with himself. Once they cleared Japanese space, he'd
order the men out and he forced to try to land the plane. Damn it!

"Look, Mark, we might be able to bring her in," Kraut said, trying to sound optimistic. "'It's rough
country but there are some long, narrow valleys with open fields. Wonderful terrain for guerrillas. Some
of them are probably old warlords still fighting for themselves against everyone else, but it's our only
chance."

"I'm on two sixty-five," Mark replied, unsuccessfully trying to sound relaxed and self-assured. "Keep me
posted on our fuel."

The Zeros rolled in for one more pass, and with ammunition depleted, finally turned off. Within minutes
theDragon Fire was alone. Number four held on at reduced power and Mark's right leg was soon numb
and trembling, as he kept the rudder over to counter the imbalance of the engines.

Every ten minutes or so Goldberg and Kraut updated him and it was soon obvious that they were
gradually losing the race. They just might make it out of Jap territory, but the odds were stacking up
against them.

"How far to disputed territory?"

"As near as I can figure, another twenty miles."

"Right. Now listen closely. We're down to fifteen hundred feet. I see a ridge line up ahead, looks to be
five hundred below us, but it's an open valley beyond. We'll fly straight down that valley and once we

cross that twenty-mile mark, I want all of you out."

Suddenly number four engine seized up and cut completely. For a frozen moment of horror Mark
looked back at Goldberg who shook his head like a doctor giving up on an injured patient.

TheDragon Fire started to drop out from underneath them, the ridge line ahead filling the cracked
windscreen. There was no time now, nor enough altitude, for a jump. With the fury of despair Mark
hauled back on the wheel, watching the airspeed indicator drop to the stall line. It was as if he had two
choices of death--hit the ridge head-on or stall the plane and then have it drop straight in.

"Forget the jump. Brace yourselves, we're going in!"

The ridge passed by not a dozen feet below them. The stall indicator alarm kicked on and the plane
started to shudder, and then they were past, dropping into a long, sloping valley.

"Prepare for emergency landing. Wheels up! Ready!"

They drifted down the long open slope and theDragon Fire settled--the props bit the rock-hard
ground, metal shrieking as the blades bent back into the wings.

The plane touched, skipped lightly, then came down hard. A shudder ran through the craft as her bottom
ripped open.

The impact slammed Mark forward into the instrument panel and his world plunged into darkness.
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Captain Ikawa Y oshio of the Imperial Japanese Army was exhausted to the point of numbness. His
aching body cried out for him to give up, to fall upon the ground and surrender.Not yet, he thought
almost sadly. Through aching eyes he watched as Sergeant Saito weaved his way down the slope and
came to attention, snapping a weary salute.

"Captain."
"Yes, Sergeant."
"The plane is just on the other side of this ridge, but I think the Chinese are already moving in."

"Thank you, Saito. Corporal Kantaro, take four men and try to slow our pursuers, but do not sacrifice
yourself. That is an order. Just give us enough time to reach the plane."

"Yes, Captain."

Following the sergeant, Ikawa crept up to the brow of the hill and looked over. Yes, the giant was there.
Intact. He had heard about the new bomber but this was indeed the first time he had actually looked at
one, and he admired its sleek, sweeping lines.

"Captain, look over there!"

He looked where the sergeant was pointing. From out of the hills on the other side of the narrow valley,
several hundred men dressed in dark uniforms were slowly advancing. He looked down at the plane
again. Yes, the Americans had seen them, as well.

"And there, Captain, look," Saito said softly, "one of the Americans is going over to them. See, there
along the trail, he's waving a white shirt."

"The fools. They'll soon find out."

For several minutes the captain watched the drama unfold. Behind him he could hear the high-pitched
staccato of a machine gun. His corporal was slowing the Chinese bandits advancing from the other
direction. For six days Ikawa's men had been running. Once they had numbered over a hundred, a
garrison outpost, but that was before a running retreat that had left a trail of dead over forty miles. Now,
with his back to the high mountains, the game was nearly up. Less than a score of his men were left, all
knowing that death would overtake them before the day was out. And then came these Americans,
landing right in a nest of the bandits who had been trying to cut off their retreat.

Ikawa half suspected what would happen. He should leave them and push on; they could serve him by
momentarily slowing the pursuit. But a perverse curiosity compelled him to watch.

The Chinese column swept down around the lone American waving the signal of surrender. The
swarming host stopped for a moment. The other Americans were gathered around their fallen plane,
waiting, watching.

Suddenly there was a glint of steel. The American carrying the flag turned and started to run but was
overborne by half'a dozen men. They forced him to his knees, and a moment later a shower of scarlet
washed over his severed bead.
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The captain looked at the sergeant, who smiled sadly.
"Now they know," the sergeant whispered.

The bandits let out a shout and advanced towards the plane. The Americans started to run, straight up
the hill to where Ikawa was waiting.

"Captain, shall I open up?"
"No--order the men to hold their fire. I think this can be useful."

At that moment the Japanese machine gun on the hill behind them fired a sustained burst. The captain
looked back to the opposite hill a hundred yards away and watched as the corporal and his four men
picked up the weapon, then ran back down the hill to rejoin them.

Ikawa watched the enemy sweeping forward, driving the Americans before them. Behind him the enemy
was closing in as well. A high, solitary mountain soared up on his right--an impenetrable barrier. He
looked closer. Yes, there was a possible way out of this trap, which the bandits had laid long before the
Americans had fallen from the sky. There was a narrow defile heading straight into the mountain fastness.
Without hesitation Ikawa formed his plan.

"Sergeant, [ want you and four other men to stay with me. Lieutenant Mokaoto, move the rest of my
command towards that defile."

Saluting, the lieutenant barked some quick commands and the rest of the unit started out."Sergeant
Saito, let's get ready to greet our new visitors. Fire only on my command."

The sergeant cradled his machine pistol and waited with the rest, either to shoot the Americans or those
behind them. In his mind the two were nearly the same.

Ikawa could hear them now--their heavy gasping as they came running straight up the slope towards his
concealed position. A quarter mile away the Chinese were already closing around the plane. Some of the
men were shooting at the Americans and laughing. Bullets hummed through the air, some of them striking
the ground around the Americans, driving the fugitives forward. Several Americans were armed with light
carbines and two held Thompson submachine guns. They turned occasionally to trade shots with their
tormentors, but with no effect. They could have been moving faster, but their progress was slowed by a
wounded man who was half-carried, half-dragged by two of his comrades.

"Get ready, Sergeant, they're almost on us. If they make a move with their weapons, open up."

"Yes, Captain."

Ikawa took a deep breath, trying to remember the correct words. He stood up and barked a command.

"Halt!"

Mark snapped out of his exhausted stupor.

"Jesus, a Jap," someone screamed behind him.

The Japanese officer extended his hands, to show he was weaponless.
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"Don't shoot," the Japanese officer shouted. "My men have you covered."

He had to decide, he had to decidenow. Mark looked over his shoulder. Giorgini was already swinging
his carbine around.

"Giorgini, freeze! Don't move a goddamn inch!"

"But, Captain..."

Mark turned back to face Giorgini and started to raise his own .45.
"Giorgini, if you move, I'll blow your goddamn head off."

He stared at his men for a moment. They were silent--the only sound was the snapping of the bullets
overhead. Gazing beyond his men he saw the swarm of Chinese bandits advancing up the slope.

Mark looked back at the Japanese officer.

"Captain, you're trapped. I offer you quarter," Ikawa shouted. "Those men behind you are the soldiers
of a renegade warlord. He doesn't care if you're American, Japanese, Nationalist, or Communist. Any
outsiders meet death at his hand. You saw what they did to your man."

"Goddamn it, they killed Ed," Goldberg cried.

"You've no time, Captain. Surrender and I will give you quarter. If you do not, my men will finish you or
leave you to them." The Japanese officer pointed back down the hill to the advancing horde.

Mark followed his gaze. There was no hope; he had to take the chance.

"Drop your weapons," Mark cried.

"But, Captain!"

"Drop them now!"

He heard the carbines, Thompsons, and .45s hitting the ground.

"Good," Ikawa grunted. "Follow Sergeant Saito, he'll show you the way. Now move!"
Mark looked again at the Japanese officer, and hesitated.

"Move your men out. Or do you want the bandits to finish you the way they did your comrade?" Ikawa
asked softly.

Ed, damn them, they killed Ed.He looked back at the advancing host, while the air reverberated with the
snap-crack of passing bullets.

"All right, move it," Mark commanded. "Follow their sergeant.Lets go!"

The Americans fell in behind Sergeant Saito, but Mark stayed behind. Several Japanese soldiers
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sprinted to pick up the American weapons, then rejoined the retreat.
Mark fell in at the back of the column, running alongside the Japanese captain.

The Chinese gave a shout of triumph as their comrades crested the opposite hill. Within seconds a light
machine gun opened up on the fugitives, stitching a line of tracers up the slope. A Japanese soldier in
front of Mark crumpled with a loud grunt as a bullet ricocheted off a rock and struck his helmet a
glancing blow.

"Nishida!"

One of the Japanese privates was bent over his stunned comrade, trying to help him up. Mark looked
over to his captor. Ikawa yelled at the soldier who had stopped, then ran back to help the private pick
up his comrade. Together they started off towards the narrow defile that offered their only hope.

Mark felt as if his lungs were about to burst. Every breath was an agony of fire. Fifty yards, thirty
yards--the machine-gun bullets whined around them. Another Japanese went down, his head smashed
like an overripe melon, and the radio on his back a shattered ruin. Overhead there was a sharp
crack-whine: The Japanese in the defile were opening up with cover fire.

He stumbled into the protection of the rocky path where the rest of the men, Japanese and American,
were bent in exhaustion. The officer and private finally came in, dragging their dazed comrade and
dropping him behind the protection of the rocks.

The captain shouted some quick orders in Japanese. His men stood, loaded their weapons, and laid
down a pattern of fire that slowed the Chinese column. Kochanski came up behind Mark.

"Damn it, Captain," Kochanski whispered to Mark, "there's less than twenty of them. Once we get out
of this scrape they'll finish us oft or hand us over for interrogation. Let's jump them while we have a
chance."

As if sensing their conversation, the Japanese officer turned away from the firing line and came up to
Mark.

"Don't even think about it. You're in trouble just as bad as we are."
Mark eyed his captor closely. He was taller than Mark had expected. His deep-set eyes seemed to look
straight into Mark. The officer had a casual, almost relaxed stance, strangely different from the accepted

image of an Imperial Army officer.

"Where did you learn such good English?" Mark asked, "When I first heard you I thought you were one
of us."

"I studied at MIT before the war. My name is Ikawa Y oshio--Captain Ikawa to you."

"What the hell is going on here?"

"The Chinese are a renegade band left over from the old civil wars. They cut off my garrison six days
ago. I had to pull out, and was trying to withdraw to our lines, but they flanked me this morning. We

were being pushed into a pocket when you so conveniently arrived to divert them, giving us the time to
gain this defile."
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"Why didn't you just kill us or leave us to them?"

Ikawa looked at Mark for a moment. These Americans were the enemy, the same as the Chinese.
Maybe because he was the hunted, and these Americans were the hunted as well... He just couldn't
answer that one. Perhaps it was simply that he had lived with them for several years, and in spite of the
war he felt an empathy with them.

He started to turn away.

HWhy?H

Ikawa looked back at the American. "Captain, you are my prisoner," he said coldly. "If we get out of
here, and I truly doubt that, I shall turn you over to army intelligence for whatever information they can
get out of you. But for now we are in this together. If your men make any move, I shall execute all of you
at once. If you give me your word that there shall be no action against me, I shall treat you honorably."

Mark nodded his agreement.

Ikawa went back to the firing line. His lieutenant, Okada Mokaoto, came up to his side.

"Captain, if I might speak."

"Yes, Lieutenant."

"Kill them now. They are the enemy as well."

"We might need them. I have less than twenty men; we may need these Americans to carry our
wounded, or even to fight, if we are to survive,"

"Captain, don't let it be said that you are soft towards the enemy."

Ikawa scowled at his lieutenant. "Mokaoto, I don't care if your father is a general," he hissed softly so
that no one else could hear. "I am your superior; it is not for you to question my commands."

Mokaoto glared defiantly. Ikawa could well imagine what would be reported, but he didn't care--he had
just about had it with this man who had connections because he was the spoiled son of a general.

"Captain." Sergeant Saito was peering out towards the enemy line, which had stopped several hundred
yards away. "Captain, they're bringing up that captured 37mm cannon."

The gun had been lost when the garrison was overrun. He knew the enemy had it, but didn't realize they
had manhandled it all this way in the pursuit.

"Mokaoto, have you scouted up that trail yet?" Ikawa pointed up the narrow defile that weaved up into
the heart of the mountain.

HNO n

"As I thought." Ikawa's voice was icy. "Mokaoto, take Sergeant Nobuaki and four men. You are to stay
here and delay their advance."
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Mokaoto looked at him with hate-filled eyes. The orders were an invitation to die for the emperor, but
he had to obey.

Mokaoto looked at his men. "Nobuaki, Denzo, Kurosawa, Teruzo, and Takeo."

Ikawa looked at Mokaoto and said nothing. He knew Mokaoto picked Takeo as revenge. Takeo was
the go master of the company, and Ikawa had actually broken the barriers between officer and private
during the lonely months of garrison duty to indulge in his favorite game. Takeo had been like a younger
brother, but there was nothing to be done about it now.

"The rest of us move out," Ikawa shouted, and started to scramble up the narrow gorge. They had
barely gone fifty yards when the first shell screamed in and detonated at the opening to the pass.

Within minutes the shelling had stopped and a loud shout echoed up from the valley below. They were
advancing again. The enemy elevated his range and shells were soon impacting along the walls of the
gorge, driving the fugitives onward. After half an hour of steady climbing the party came out onto a small
plateau where Ikawa called a brief halt. Far below they could see a serpentine column weaving into the
gorge. lkawa stepped out onto the edge of the plateau and looked up to the towering mountain. His
vision could trace the line of the trail as it climbed the slope, and with a cold shudder he realized that the
path did not go over the mountain. It simply led into a small canyon surrounded by cliffs. He called Mark
over to his side.

"Do you see where our trail leads?"

Mark studied the terrain for several minutes. "Once we get to the top of this gorge, we're trapped."
"Precisely."”

Mark looked at Ikawa as if trying to gauge his reaction to impending death. There was no sign of
emotion and Ikawa could only hope that his own fear was not revealed, for he now knew how a

condemned prisoner must feel who could measure almost to the minute how much longer he would be
alive.

Chapter 2
Haven

Mornan was furious. She could sense that Danuth had given up completely aad was just playing along.
The bloody incompetent--she would call him to account later. The others had found nothing.

"Open up your search," she hissed. "Go farther out. Centra, you're supposed to be good with symbolic
matching--do a broader scan for large-winged forms. And feed your sensory returns to us all."

"Danuth, you damned fool, go to the outer edge of the Void and see if there are any demons feeding at
the focal points."

Masters! The thought whispered through them. It was the apprentice./'ve found the image of a large
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winged beast --and his mind flashed an image of a dragonlike creature--and I read a score or more
lifeforms nearby.

The boy wasn't supposed to be trying--he might misread the shadowy images from other realms--but
Mornan could not chastise him now. If he had found something, she would use it. Groaning with effort,
Mornan tried to sustain her barrier to prevent Allic's detection of them, but the power created by their
spell was leaking through in several places. An alert watcher could pick them up at any time.

"Quickly, Danuth, work with whatever the boy has found. Try to lure them near the portal.”

"But I've found four small demons at the Void's edge in another plane."

"Pass them over to Centra. Open up that portal the boy has found and see what it is."

She felt a shudder run through the shielding. Something was probing them.

"Danuth, we've been scanned. Get that portal open and bring them through as quickly as you can!"

China
While the long shadows of evening were reaching across the land, the exhausted, bedraggled party
inched its way into the canyon. Their retreat was counterpointed by the echoing crack of rifle fire.

Mokaoto's rear guard was still in action.

Ikawa and Mark drove their men onward. Every minute was precious if they were to reach the canyon
in time to fortify their position.

As the sun lit the far horizon with a blazing crimson, the trail suddenly opened into a smooth stone-paved
path that cut straight into the mountainside. The overhanging cliffs caught the evening glow, so that the

mountain seemed to be washed in the color of blood.

The men gathered around their two leaders, seeking orders and some small comfort in their final
moments.

Below, the sound of small arms fire grew louder, and suddenly from around a bend in the gorge a
Japanese soldier came into view.

"Denzo!" someone shouted.

A sergeant appeared next, and with labored breath they came up the slope, shouting that the enemy was
not far behind.

A flurry of activity greeted this announcement. Kraut and Kochanski called for help in moving several
boulders across the trail to provide some cover. Mark came alongside and put his shoulder against the
stone. He looked up for a moment and saw that Ikawa was still looking into the dark passage.

Calling for Welsh and Goldberg to help with the barrier, Mark went over to Ikawa.

"You're not thinking of going in there, are you?" Mark asked.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"We have to check it out. The position might be better in there. I feel as though we've been drawn to this
place, and there will be protection in there."

"That's crazy--it's a dead end. At least out here we can die in the open."

"Are you so eager to die?"

"I thought you bastards were the ones who wanted to be killed for your emperor."

"Only when necessary, Captain, only when necessary. Are you coming?"

Ikawa drew his pistol and started into the dark passage. Mark, seeing that the others were watching,
realized that in spile of his misgivings he had to go along, or appear a coward. There was something

strange about this place--a feeling that reminded him of the air before a storm.

Pushing aside his concern he started in. Soon they were wrapped in darkness, the only light the thin
sliver of sky and the blood-red evening left behind.

"Notice this is paved. The stonework is superb. Whoever built this did so with loving attention."

Mark was silent. He didn't give a damn about the stonework--he just wanted to check this
claustrophobic nightmare and get back out.

"There must be something back here. They wouldn't have built this passage into the mountain for nothing.
Look, the path turns." Ikawa rushed ahead, then disappeared to the right.

Mark hurried after him, and came up short as he turned the corner, and bumped into Tkawa.

They followed the path for another twenty yards, until it opened into a small courtyard fifty yards across.
Sheer cliffs rose hundreds of feet on all sides. Overhead, the crimson-streaked sky gaveoff a soft glow
that reflected down onto a small, pentagon-shaped temple.

"Wondrous, absolutely wondrous," Ikawa whispered, stepping forward as if onto sacred ground.

From back down the pathway came the echo of gunfire. Mark, awakening from the awe of such a sight,
rushed past Ikawa to the doorway of the temple.

The heavy oak door glided back noiselessly. There was an eerie, unearthly feel to the place; Mark felt as
if he was treading through some remote past. The evening light streamed in behind him and he quickly
surveyed the single large room that was covered in a layer of dust. The windows were narrow slits in the
stone walls that formed the structure. It was better than a pillbox!

Turning, he started out of the temple, brushing past Ikawa who stood enraptured in the doorway.
Sprinting across the courtyard into the tunnel, Mark raced down the narrow pathway back out towards
the light. The sound of gunfire rolled up louder, and reaching the edge of the path, he crouched down low

and came up alongside his men.

"Jesus, Captain," Walker shouted, "there're hundreds of them coming up. They're swarming out on either
side of the path."
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"What about the other Japs--they get back?"

"Yeah, that bastard lieutenant made it," Giorgini growled, "but one of the scum bit it."

"We're going into the tunnel. There's a hell of a fort back in there. We can hold 'em off for days."
"And then what?" Younger cried. "We're dead anyhow!"

"Shut up and get moving," Mark said softly, but with a definite chill in his voice. Crouching low, he
started back into the passage.

Suddenly the Japanese lieutenant was before him, shouting wildly and pointing a pistol straight at Mark.
This 1s it Mark thought. He could see the finger on the trigger getting set to squeeze.

"Mokaoto!" It was Tkawa.

The lieutenant looked up.

"The American is right. We move in here."

Mokaoto didn't lower his gun.

"Mokaoto, move! The rest of you follow me!"

Mokaoto looked back at his soldiers, evidently sensing the quiet contempt from his men for his losing the
argument.

He spit on the ground in front of Mark, and turning away, called for the rest to follow him. Within
seconds the Chinese could see the pullback, and they started to rush forward.

Pushing and jostling, the Americans and Japanese ran down the narrow corridor, turned the corner, and
raced for the temple. Bursting into the building, the Japanese soldiers fanned out, covering the window
slits. Mark and Ikawa put their shoulders to the temple door and swung it shut. There was a heavy
wooden beam resting to one side.

"Shigeru, Uraga, help lift this," Ikawa called.

Shigeru, the sumo wrestler of the company, and Uraga, the muscular farmer, came over to their
commander and along with Mark they lifted the bar into place.

Mark watched as the Japanese secured the temple and saw his men standing in one corner. He could
well imagine what was going to happen shortly.

Nerving himself he approached Ikawa.
"We want our weapons back," he said evenly.

The Japanese officer turned and looked at him.
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"You know as well as I do that the Chinese will be on us in minutes. Chances are we'll die. I want my
men to die fighting."

"Out of the question," Ikawa snapped, and turned away. Mark grabbed him by the shoulder.

"Either we fight by your side or my men will rush yours and you'll have to kill us--but at least we'll take
one or two of you with us."

Ikawa stopped and looked at Mark. The American captain was now as dusty and sweaty as the rest,
but he stood straight and hid his fatigue. He was tall and well built, with short brown hair and steel-blue
eyes. Typical American, Ikawa thought. Still, the man had determination and guts--confronting him like
this when a wave of his hand would suffice to have them all killed. Courage was always admired, even in
an enemy. But should he take the chance?

"We can fight by your side," Mark argued. "At least to make those bastards out there pay for this place."

"You give your pledge that your men will fight under my command?"'

HYes'H

"That when we escape here, you'll give your weapons back?"

"Do you really believe we'll get out of this?" Mark asked quietly.

A sad smile crossed Ikawa's features. "You have Bushido, Captain..."

"Phillips, Mark Phillips," and he extended his hand.

"Captain Ikawa Yoshio." He shook the American's hand; then as if embarrassed by the ritual, he
released it and turned away.

"Sergeant Saito." Ikawa explained to the old soldier what was to be done.
There was an angry murmur from a couple of his men, but a cold look from Ikawa suppressed it, at least
for the moment, and he could see where several of them actually seemed glad to have the additional

firepower brought in on their side.

The Americans settled in around several of the window slits. Soon the only sound in the temple was the
nervous breathing and softly muttered comments of soldiers waiting for a fight.

"Here they come," Walker shouted, and he opened up with one of the Thompsons.

The Chinese came around the corner four abreast. The Japanese machine gun stitched into them, halting
their rush. With wild shouts the Chinese fell back. From down the corridor, more shouts echoed into the
courtyard. The men listened silently, tensely; then heard a burst of gunshots, and the sound of the
argument drifted away.

"Captain."

Ikawa turned to face Nobuaki. "Yes, Sergeant."
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"I could hear what they were saying."

Sergeant Nobuaki was an old China hand, serving in the army since 1933. Of them all, he knew the
language of this region the best.

"Go on."

"They're frightened of this place. One of them said that it was death to come here. I think they turned on
one of their officers and shot him."

Ikawa could feel the fear coming up in some of his own men.

"Peasant superstition, but it serves our purpose. Maybe they'll pull back and we can still get out of this."
He knew the Americans couldn't understand what he was saying, and it was just as well. As long as they
were desperate they were allies, but the moment survival seemed possible the old animosities would be
back.

Mark stepped up to Ikawa's side. "Why did they pull back?"

"We're too strong in here."

"They're afraid of something. You could hear them arguing, and they sounded frightened to me."

"Let's explore this place," Ikawa said, changing the topic. "Do you have a light?"

Mark fumbled in his pockets and pulled out an old, battered Zippo. Striking a light, he held it aloft.

"There, along the wall: torches."

Soon the five-sided room was filled with a soft glow. Ikawa posted guards at the window slits and the
rest of the men settled down in exhaustion.

Kochanski joined Mark and Ikawa as they quietly surveyed the room.

"Looks Tang period to me. This place is a hell of a find."

"How do you know that?" Ikawa asked in surprise.

"Studied it in college," Kochanski said. "I was a history major at Yale before the war."
Ikawa smiled. "Yes, I was there once. | was at MIT studying engineering."

"Yeah, I would have graduated by now, but then you folks started this little mess."
Ikawa shook his head.

"Let's not argue. I did not start it, nor did you. We simply are following our orders. I would rather have
finished my schooling, as well!"

"Okay, Kochanski," Mark interrupted, "enough of the homecoming routine. Check the rest of this place
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out. See if you can find a back door or tunnel, that's our main concern. And stop worrying about the
history."

Mark had been staring out the narrow window when he heard a moan. It was Jose Laurel--conscious
but obviously in great pain.

"How you doing, buddy?"
"Arm hurts like a bitch, Captain." His voice was weak and slightly slurred.

Mark leaned over and gently pulled back Josl's flight jacket. It was soaked in blood. He looked up at
Goldberg, who had been caring for his friend.

"It's badly broken," he whispered, moving Mark over to one side. "That flak burst nearly tore it off. If
we don't get help soon, he'll die."

"Have you shot him up?"

"I've used the medic pack aboardDragon Fire. There's some more morphine in the survival gear."
"Useit."

Mark looked up at Ikawa.

"Captain Ikawa, do you have a medic with your men?"

"Private Koki was a medical assistant. As soon as he's done with my wounded man, he'll take care of
yours. Do you have any medical supplies?"

Mark shot a quick glance back to Goldberg. What they had was limited.

"Captain Phillips, if you don't share your supplies, I will not share my medic."

"All right, have him go through the equipment with Lieutenant Goldberg."

"Captain Phillips, we're in this together. I propose that we pool what we have, and share accordingly."
"Captain, all those Japs have are their weapons and ammo," Giorgini shouted. "Let the bastards starve."
"When I want your advice, Giorgini," Mark snarled, "I'll ask for it."

Mark looked at his men and could see that they agreed with Giorgini. He turned back to face Ikawa.
"Captain Phillips, my men would undoubtedly agree with your sergeant," Ikawa whispered softly. "I have
an officer who would shoot me this minute if he thought he could get away with it." Ikawa made a subtle
gesture toward Lieutenant Mokaoto.

Ikawa turned away from Mark for a moment and looked over his men. "Where's Kurosawa?"

"Dead, Captain," Takeo replied. "He was hit by a shell."
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"I see. Captain Phillips," Ikawa continued, "I have fifteen men under me, you nine. We have a light
Nambu machine gun; the rest rifles. Our ammunition is enough for the moment. You have several
carbines, two Thompsons, and the rest .45s. What else do you have in your survival gear?"

Mark looked back over at his men. There was no sense in lying or holding back now.

"A first aid kit, signal flares--the usual survival pack gear--and rations for my crew to last three days."

"Or all of us for a day and a half."

"Yes."

"Good, then it is settled."

"I guess so."

A few moments later, Ikawa saw Kochanski come out from the back of the chamber. He stopped for a
moment in the middle of the floor and scuffed at the dust with his feet. After a quick examination he
backed away from the middle of the room and came up to where Ikawa and Mark were standing
together.

"No way out, but there's a spring in the back of the temple--all the water we need. This place is weird,"
Kochanski continued. "It looks like it hasn't been touched in centuries, yet the building seems well
maintained. There're even those fresh torches. It's obviously a temple, but for what? Just look at the

carvings!"

Ikawa looked to where Kochanski was pointing. Tortuous carvings of interlocking dragons and demons
covered the wall.

"And there's a pentagram inlaid into the floor. Strange, I thought the pentagram was a western symbol of
the occult."

Kochanski walked back to the center of the room and several of the men followed him. With his foot he
brushed aside the dust and pointed out the design. Kraut came over and examined the inlaid work, then
went over to the altar that dominated one side of the temple.

"Holy Christ, this altar has bloodstains all over it!"

Kraut's words sent a faint prickling up the back of Ikawa's neck. It was as if a hidden door was slowly
opening to reveal a coiling, insidious terror from beyond.

"Something moving outside," Walker said, still guarding the window slit with Smithie, the waist gunner, at
his side.

"Open up on it," Mark told him.
Walker squeezed off a short burst. There was a sharp cry, then a rising babble of voices.

Mark and Ikawa went to the nearest slit and looked out. In the shadows of the pathway something large
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was moving.
"Goldberg, get me the flare pistol."

Goldberg loaded a charge in and tossed it over to Mark. He aimed it through the slit and fired. The
round slammed down the narrow path, exploding with a brilliant flash.

"My God, they brought up the 37mm!" Mark exclaimed. "How the hell did they do that?"

In the white magnesium light Ikawa could see the cannon positioned in the pathway, its front armor
skirting protecting the crew which was feverishly at work.

The Japanese machine gun opened up again, bullets bouncing off the gun's armor.

"The bastards must have manhandled it all the way up the trail," Giorgroi cried. "We're trapped!"
"All right, everybody get ready. They'll blow the door. Once that's gone, they'll charge."

Even as Mark barked the commands, the cannon spat a thundering flash.

The doorway exploded.

"Hold your fire," Ikawa yelled. "Wait for the rush!"

Another round barked out, and then another. Over the ringing in their ears from the explosion came a
roar as the Chinese, screaming with fury, braced themselves for the attack.

Ikawa came over to Mark's side. In spite of his fear of approaching death, there was a terror that was
far worse, and growing stronger with each passing second. It was like an electric charge running through
his body, triggering some primordial dread. Something was horribly wrong with this room.

"I'm getting out of here!" Ikawa shouted above the roar of battle.

"You're crazy!" Mark cried. "You'll get cut down the moment you step out the door."

"I don't care. It's worse in here. There's an evil here--it's a nightmare." His words were edged with
hysteria.

Another shot barked out and the remains of the door crashed in with a thundering boom.

The bugles brayed triumphantly. The Chinese were preparing to charge. But Ikawa and the others did
not hear them. A louder, howling roar suddenly drowned out all other sound, all other thoughts, all sense
of place and time--and the room was suffused with a white, pulsing glow.

Ikawa drew his sword, and with a cry, rushed for the door.

Kochanski was in front of him looking back towards the altar and pentagram, his mouth wide open,
screaming, his eyes wild with terror. So riveted was that gaze that in spite of his own fear, Ikawa stopped
and looked back into the room, now awash in a ball of pure crystalline light that shimmered and grew,
lapping over them with a strange pressure they could actually feel.
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Ikawa screamed. The 37mm gun barked one more time. The shell howled past him, merging with the
ball of light and the nightmare image from beyond. Ikawa screamed even as he fell towards the light,
drawn in by a hurricane roar that sounded as if the universe were being ripped asunder.

Chapter 3

The center of the pentagram swirled in a maelstrom of arcing flames. Flickers of lightning crackled over
her head, and Mornan looked to Danuth, The other two sorcerers were useless, their powers nearly
spent. Mornan felt a ripple of fear, knowing that just Danuth and she might not have sufficient control
over whomever it was that Danuth and the apprentice were bringing through.

A bolt of lightning slashed out from the center, booming with a deafening roar that caused Mornan to
stagger. There was tremendous power here, she thought. What had Danuth and that damn fool
apprentice locked on to? There was another surge of power, and then the first portal worked by the
exhausted sorcerers opened wide.

For a brief nicker of time she could see into the realm beyond. She saw the winged demons and started
to form her words of command, but there was something wrong--

The other portal was opening too soon! The two should never have opened together. Danuth had fouled
up and let the power they were generating get out of control!

Fascinated, she gazed through the opening. This was a place she had never seen before, and to her
amazement she saw that this was a realm of men, not demons. Something had gone wrong.

What was this? She screamed with rage as the demons escaped the sorcerers, fleeing through the other
portal to the land of men. She turned to Danuth but before she could even voice her anger, it ended.

A 37mm shell, fired by the Chinese, burst through the mysterious portal and exploded. Mornan was cut
in half without ever knowing how or why.

Mark felt as though he had been sucked into the heart of a tornado that was the pathway to death. He
was falling, tumbling through an endless corridor in which time seemed to have no meaning. Memories of
Dante came to him and he remembered how some of the condemned souls--was it for adultery?--were
forced to tumble forever in the middle of a maelstrom. Seized by panic, he wondered if this was Hell.
And the despair of such a thought caused him to cry out.

Even as he screamed he hit the ground. A body landed on top of him and he heard Goldberg swearing.
So Goldberg was down here as well. Opening his eyes, Mark dared to look around. In front of him was
a swirling cloud of light, and he saw bodies hurled out of it like riders tossed off a merry-go-round gone
berserk.

He rolled away from the cloud and came up against something warm and sticky--the shattered body of a
woman. Mark recoiled and stood up. Other forms were standing up around him: his men and the

Japanese. Ikawa was already standing to one side, surrounded by some of his soldiers.

The whirlwind was starting to lose powers; its light was growing dim. It pulled in on itself, and with a faint
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hissing pop, disappeared.
"Has nalarn, Kulmica!"

Mark turned. A shrouded figure stood in the shadows that surrounded them, its arm raised like the hand
of death.

"What the hell is this?" Goldberg whispered to Mark.
"Has nalarn, Kulmica Sarnak. Juikal!"

A lightning bolt snaked from the shadowy figure's hand and slammed into a Japanese soldier. He
disintegrated into a vaporized mist.

"You bastard!" Walker screamed. Leveling his Thompson, he fired a quick burst. The bullets stitched
into Danuth, knocking him off his feet.

Danuth tried to get up and point in Walker's direction. There was another bolt, but it went high, arching
over Walker's head.

A fusillade snapped out from the Japanese and American guns. Within seconds Danuth was torn apart,
his body bleeding from a score of wounds.

"Jesus, Captain," Goldberg asked, "what the hell was that?"

Mark shook his head. He struggled for control, trying to decide what his next action should be. Were
they dead? Was this Hell or a nightmare that he would awake from, screaming? Hell or not, they had just
offed some of the residents, and he was certain that someone would be around to check up on the mess.

He could hear his men, some crying, others shouting, their voices trembling with panic. The years of
training took over like an instinct, restoring his control.

"Damn it, let's have some discipline here. Everybody shut the fuck up."

Even as he barked out his command he heard Ikawa's voice rise up in a sharp volley of Japanese, and
Mark knew that his counterpart was echoing his own actions.

Torn from his dreams by an inner sense of warning, Allic, Lord of Landra, sat up in his bed and turned
his thoughts outward, probing for the source of the disturbance. He could feel an imbalance, as though
the proper order of things had suddenly been shifted.

Kicking the cover aside, Allic rose, pulled on a long burgundy-colored robe, and pushed open the door
to his meditation suite.

With his approach, a gentle wash of blue light welled from a fist-sized crystal mounted on a pedestal of
gold.

Reaching out with his right hand, Allic touched the crystal of farseeing. Instantly the chamber was bathed
in a brilliant glow that caused him to close his eyes. He knew where to direct his thoughts, and turning to
the south wall of the room, he bent the flow of energy and directed it outward. Opening his eyes again,
Allic watched as the power of the crystal was directed into an intense beam which revealed a map inlaid
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with gems and gold. The map was highlighted in stark, glowing colors as the power of Allic combined
with his crystal to direct the map for a search.

Emblazoned on the wall was a representation of the realm under his control. Such was its power that
only Allic's father, the god Jartan, could have created it.

The minutes passed. In the distance he could hear his guards changing their watch.
Slowly his attention was pulled toward one point on the southern border of his realm.

What was this? Now that he started to focus, the hazy sense of an outside power was confirmed.
Someone was tampering with the Essence. It had to be an outsider, since none of his own sorcerers

would be there.

Could it be Prince Macha's people? Whoever they were, they were trying to block his probing, and so
he knew their Actions were hostile.

He bent all his will to the task. Soon he was drenched in sweat; his entire body ached with the effort as
he battled through the barrier of wills. He could feel them breaking, their shielding crumbling.

Suddenly there was a presence, a presence which he had never experienced before. At that same
moment he broke through, and for one brief second there was a flash of an image; then nothing.

Exhausted, he stepped back from the crystal, and the room went dark. Concentrating on his
communications crystal, he turned his thoughts to the castle command center.

"Who's on duty?" Allic asked.
"It is I, Ulnarn, commander of the third watch."

"Awaken Pina, tell him he has a little journey ahead of him, and bring him here at once."

"Acknowledged, my lord."

If there was anyone he could trust with this, it would be Pina. A quick flight with his triad and Pina would
find out who these sorcerers and intruders were, and if necessary kill them without further ado.

Far from where Mornan and her sorcerers had opened the portal was a land of mountains, the
princedom that Sarnak had made for himself in the desolation that followed the Great War 3000 years
ago. Towering battlements and massive fortresses covered every entrance and blocked every exit.

Each mountainside was terraced with small farms and vineyards, and the river valleys were dotted with
small villages and farmlands. Only in the desolate higher mountains of the interior were there factories and
mines spewing refuse into inacessible valleys and pits.

In the center of the land, high above a river valley stood a mighty walled city that glowed in the moonlight
of the Twin Sisters.

Sarnak the Accursed, so named for his unproven part in the betrayal and death of one of the Creators,
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sat on his throne in his darkened chamber. He had watched Mornan's efforts and her death through a
crystal--the mate of the one she had used.

For most of the night he had been watching, and with Mornan's death he had to fight for self-control. But
finally even his iron control weakened and his rage began to show, causing his aura to grow brighter.

Now Sarnak pushed his crystal aside and looked around the room. He was tall and lean, with dark hair
and black eyes that were large and mesmerizing, and few there were who dared to face that gaze in the
moments of his wrath.

"Who selected those incompetents with Mornan?" he asked, death in his voice.

"Wika made the initial assignment." Ralnath, Sarnak's chief sorcerer tried to conceal the fear in his voice.
"And who approved Wika to coordinate this mission in the first place?"

Silence.

"I want an answer," Sarnak said softly.

"I did, my lord."

Sarnak turned away with a snort of disgust. Everyone in the room did his best not to draw attention to
himself as Sarnak moved to his master crystal, activating it with a wave.

Quickly Sarnak merged it with those observation crystals set high in his border mountains that
overlooked Allic's realm. The room again became dark as his aura slowly died, his frustration giving way
to the cold analytical force that was the heart of his power.

"Allic is projecting his power in a field of interference so I can't see very much," he said to Ralnath, who
had come to stand by his side. "But I sense an alien presence, perhaps men from another plane. They're

definitely not the demons we had planned for."

He looked coldly at Ralnath. "Which of our forces can get in there and find out what they are before
Allic arrives?"

The head scribe, standing in the far corner, consulted his master file and nervously walked over.
"At this moment," the scribe said, "we've almost emptied that part of the border to prevent any possible
suspicion of our involvement. But there is a force of twelve demons under Chaka that can be there within

two turnings."

"Send them in immediately, I want at least one prisoner for interrogation; the rest are to be destroyed
before Allic can get his hands on them."

"At once, my lord."
Sarnak turned and swept them with his gaze.

"All of you leave me except Ralnath."
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Ralnath could sense the relief of the others as they fled the room, leaving him to his fate. He could
remember more than once hurrying from the room as well, and returning later to remove what was left of
a man or woman who had failed. He braced himself.

"I want Wika relieved of his post and crystals. Have him chained to the gallows against possible
execution. I'll decide his fate later." Sarnak paused, staring at Ralnath.

"You know that my first move in this campaign has ended in a fiasco because you approved that idiot's
selection of sorcerers?"

Ralnath nodded. "My lord, each had done well in the trials, according to Wika's reports."

"I want you to check the validity of those trials, and if there is any falsification you will personally remove
the heads of Wika's wife and children and tie them to his chains. I can't help but suspect that he gave the
task to Mornan as a reward for more than just her behavior on the testing field."

Ralnath breathed an inner sigh of relief. The blame was to fall on Wika and not on him.

"Ralnath, I understand your mistress has just given you twin sons."

He froze for a moment, then nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

"Never fail me again, Ralnath. Now get out of my sight."

"Gather round to me." Mark made a quick count.

"Who's missing?"

"It's Jose", Captain," Kochanski called. "He's unconscious." And he pointed to the ground where Jose
was already covered with somebody's flight jacket. The pale moonlight made his face look deathly. Mark
looked up, and gasped. There weretwo moons--very bright and set about twenty degrees apart.”

The men followed his gaze, and began shouting again.

"Shut up, all of you!"

The only thing that kept Mark from blind panic was the responsibility that by now was part of his nature.
He had to get his people doing something--anything--to divert them from their fear.

The orders rattled off.

"Goldberg, see to Jose, and try to make him comfortable. Kraut, set up a defensive perimeter. I don't
know where the hell we are, but we'd best be prepared."

"Could be Mars," Kochanski ventured.

Several of the men started to talk again. In the distance he could hear the same with the Japanese. Hell,
there were still the Japs to deal with.
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"What do you mean, Mars?"
"Ever read any Burroughs? Twin moons, Carter, Martian princess, and all that?"
"Later, Kochanski, later. Just do what I've told you for now."

Mark looked towards Ikawa and saw that he already had his men lined up and was speaking to them in
a low voice.

Several of them broke away and fanned out into the darkness.

Mark turned back to his men.

"Kochanski, Smith, Welsh," his voice lowered to a whisper. "Watch the Japs, especially Ikawa and that
other officer, you know the bastard." He started to move but turned back. "And for god's sake, if they
open up, knock out that machine gun first or we're all dead."

The men nodded, their faces shining softly in the light.

"On my command, and my commandonly, you're to take them out. Now that the Chinese are gone..."
His voice trailed off. Gone. Gone to where? He forced himself to re-focus his attention.

"Just keep a watch on them."

"Captain Ikawa." Mark turned away from his men and prepared for the possible showdown with their
captors.

"Private Yoshida, control yourself!"

Any other officer would have slapped Yoshida for the nearly hysterical display, but Ikawa could well
understand it. He could barely control his own fear.

"We are not dead, Yoshida! We are still alive." Ikawa forced a laugh, and gave Shigeru, the sumo
wrestler, a sharp punch in the stomach.

Shigeru grunted.
"See: If old Shigeru here can still feel pain, then you know we are still in the realm of the living."

He patted Shigeru on the shoulder and turned away. They had relaxed just a little and he took advantage
of it.

"Sergeant Nobuaki, pick five men and form a defensive perimeter. Sergeant Saito, come over here with
me for a moment."

He stepped back from his men so they couldn't hear.

"Saito, take the rest of the men and deploy to face the Americans. Be ready to kill them if they make any
move. Do you understand?"
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"Yes, Captain."

Ikawa hesitated for a second. His words would be dangerous in the Empire--but they were far from the
Empire now.

"Sergeant, you are to answer only to me. If Lieutenant Mokaoto attempts to order you in any way
regarding the Americans, you are to refer him to me."

He could see the astonishment in Saito's eyes. Etiquette and discipline had just been broken, but he
knew that Saito could be trusted. Ikawa turned and walked over to Mokaoto.

"Who was killed by that blast of light?"

"Superior Private Teruzo, Captain."

"We have everyone else?"

"Yes, and the Americans as well."

"Yes, the Americans as well." Ikawa looked past Mokaoto to the twin moons on the horizon.
"Captain Ikawa."

He looked up and saw Phillips approaching him, his hands extended out to either side showing that his
weapon was holstered.

"Don't trust him. Captain," Mokaoto hissed.

Ikawa ignored him and walked over to meet the American.

At a cautious distance of several feet they both came to a stop.

"Any idea of where the hell we are?" Phillips finally asked.

Ikawa looked away from Mark. They stood upon a low cresting hill and Tkawa could see the broad,
treeless valley beyond. The twin moons cast a double shadow pattern of light and dark. The air was

warm, dry, with a faint scent of the prairie carried by the gentle night breeze.

Now that it was quiet he could hear the night noises. Some were familiar, but some different--insects,
birds, then a deeper rumbling growl that sounded like a tiger but was not.

The moons alone forced him to admit a terrifying reality; the feel of this place, the savannah-like
vegetation, only helped to confirm that somehow, someway, they had traveled far from the conflict that
had nearly killed them only minutes before.

He looked back to Phillips and saw the same sense of wonder and fear.

"Are we dead, is that it?" Mark asked.

"Captain Phillips, your guess is as good as mine."
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"But it's a safe bet we're no longer in China," Mark replied, and his tone carried all the implications of
that.

"Yes, we are no longer in China, Captain Phillips. And I could state that again you are my prisoner."

"Bullshit. I have half a dozen people behind me, all of them with weapons pointed straight at your head.
Go ahead and give the command, you Jap bastard, and you'll be the first to die."

Ikawa started to laugh while looking straight into his eyes.

"We are cut from the same mold, Captain Phillips. The moment one of your men fires, my people will cut
you down, for I've given the same order. So here we stand."

Ikawa looked away from Mark towards the moons and then back.
"But we are not your prisoners," Mark replied.

Ikawa stepped closer and Mark did not back away. Each looked into the eyes of his enemy, a man he
would have killed without hesitation only hours before. But under these circumstances...

"We have to make a choice, Captain Ikawa. We can have it out here and now. Chances are you and I
will both die, and in the end maybe, only a couple of yours or mine will live. I don't see any sense to that."

"No," Ikawa said with a soft chuckle. "Even back in our war, I never did see any sense in that."

"Then it is agreed that for the moment at least our agreement formed when fighting the Chinese still
stands?"

"Agreed."
"With the additional understanding that we are no longer your prisoners, here or anywhere else."

Ikawa hesitated for a moment. But he knew that the balance had been changed forever; the old rules
simply no longer applied.

"It is agreed," Ikawa said softly.

There was a gentle exhale from Mark, and Ikawa realized that Mark would have given the order to
open fire if that point had not be agreed to.

Again the thought came to him. "You have Bushido, Captain Phillips."

Mark nodded slightly at the compliment. "Now we have two alternatives," he said, "the first being that
we can split up and go our separate ways."

"[s that what you want?"
Mark smiled. "Is that what you want?"

"Don't play a game with me, Captain Phillips. The advantage to separating is obvious: We remove the
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chance of a confrontation and the fear of a stab in the dark. Tell me, Captain Phillips, would you stab me
in the back?"

"You Japs are noted for that. I lost an uncle on Bataan, Captain Ikawa."
Ikawa avoided the possible confrontation and turned his gaze to a movement behind Mark.
"Say, Mark." Kochanski was approaching out of the shadows.

There was a low call in Japanese; Ikawa gave Mark a quick look of appraisal, then called back to his
own men.

"Captain Phillips, tell your man to approach cautiously. One of my men almost shot him, thinking he was
making a move on me."

"You hear that, Kochanski?"

Kochanski came up to the two officers. "No hostility intended, Captain," and he gave a slight bow to
Ikawa.

Ikawa found himself liking this young American sergeant, who understood their courtesy and used it.
"Go ahead, Sergeant," Ikawa replied.

"Mark, I've taken a little look around this place."

"Go on, Kochanski."

"Well, sir, over there where we got thrown out of that whirlwind I found the outline of a pentagram on
the ground, just like the one in the temple."

"Y ou think there's some connection?"

"Can't think of any other theory, Captain. We got drawn into the pentagram in the temple and got
thrown out here. Whereverhere is," and Kochanski looked up at the moons.

"I also found six bodies. One of them is Japanese, Captain Ikawa."
Ikawa nodded. Teruzo had been a good man, lighthearted and devoted to his parents.
"What about the other bodies?" Ikawa asked.

"Never seen them before. Three men, one of them the guy we shot up. Then there's a boy and a
woman."

"Blown all to hell," Kochanski continued, "like from an artillery round. Same with the others. All cut up
by shell frags..."

"Go on, Kochanski, what are you thinking?"

"This is like something out of the Wizard of Oz gone berserk--1 mean, with that tornado thing that
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brought us here. It seems like we got sucked from one world to another--maybe through the force of
those dead sorcerers playing around with occult-type stuft. They obviously got more than they bargained
for, and the shell from the Chinese wiped them out, except for that last guy."

"This leads us to our second alternative then, Captain Phillips," Ikawa said. ""We must assume that
whomever they were, they have friends."

Mark hesitated for only a moment. "Bring your men over here, Captain Ikawa. Kochanski, bring our
guys over too."

A couple of minutes later the men were gathered into two lines facing each other.
Ikawa turned to face his command and said something, while Mark spoke to his men.

"Captain Ikawa and | have agreed to an armistice, a truce. Only God knows where we are. But we're
going to get back sooner or later, that [ promise you."

He paused. The last statement sounded so hollow, but he had to promise something.
"We're going to work in alliance with the Japanese. We have to, in order to survive. You saw what that
one guy did to the Jap. If the people around here can do that, our only hope is to double our strength by

fighting together rather than against each other. I'mordering all of you to honor this agreement."

He stared at them, searching out each man and holding him with his gaze. Just one hotheaded action
could screw the whole deal.

"If anybody makes so much as a move against the Japs without my direct and personal order, I'll shoot
him."

There was a snort of derision from the ranks and he thought he heard the word "traitor" mumbled. He
could guess who said it.

"Captain Ikawa!"

"Yes?" And Ikawa came to his side.

Mark unholstered his .45 and walked over to Giorgini.

"Did you say something, Giorgini?"

Giorgini smiled sarcastically. "No, Captain."

With one sweeping movement Mark cocked the .45 and put the barrel to Giorgini's forehead.
"Captain Ikawa."

"Yes."

"This bastard thinks I'ma traitor for making our alliance. Give the word and I'll blow his fucking brains all
over the ground."
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Mark prayed that he had judged Ikawa correctly. He knew the Japanese were watching and hoped that
through this act he could convince them, while at the same time show his own men how serious their
situation was.

"Go on, Captain Ikawa, decide."

Giorgini was trembling, and Mark prayed that he wouldn't start to beg, for he would lose face for all of
them if he did.

Ikawa sensed it as well and acted quickly.

Coming up to Mark's side he pushed the automatic away, and spoke to Giorgini in a loud voice so that
all could hear.

"Many of my men feel the same about me, Sergeant, but our war is gone--somewhere on the other side
of that," and he waved towards the smoldering pentagram. "I want you to live to help us survive."

He turned away from Giorgini, and walking back to his own men, explained what had transpired. There
was a murmur from the Japanese ranks.

"All right, men, get ready to move out in ten minutes," Mark ordered. "There was a hell of a lot of action
here and maybe die friends of those stiffs over there will come by to check up on it. We've hung around

here too long as it is."

Mark left his men and went over to where lkawa was standing on the crest of the hill. Beyond them the
broad open valley was bathed in silvery light.

"We better get a move on, Captain."
"Yes, you're right. But to where?"
Mark was silent.

"I remember a movie I saw in your country. What one of the characters said seems appropriate for this
situation."

"What was that?"

Ikawa smiled, looked over to Mark, and extended his hand. "It is an alliance then, until we return
home?"

"Yes, until borne," Mark replied, and grasped Ikawa's hand firmly.
"You know, Captain Phillips, somehow I don't think we're in Kansas anymore."

Mark gaped at him for a moment and then a smile crossed his face.

Chapter 4
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They had walked for several hours, crossing a terrain of gently rising hills covered in waist-high grass and
occasional groves of small windbent trees. The twin moons, low on the horizon, were still shining brightly
over the plains, and ahead on the horizon there was the faint glimmer of the coming sunrise.

Kochanski found himself wondering what color and type of sun he would see. He was now firmly
convinced that at the very least they were light-years, if not galaxies, away from home. The star fields
were different, and even with the brightness of the twin moons, he could see glowing star clusters arcing
across the heavens, spanning the sky like beads on a necklace--most of them far brighter than the Milky
Way.

Kochanski no longer shared his thoughts with the others. His comments only frightened them, and after
the first hour he learned to walk in silence and helped with the carrying of Jose, who drifted in and out of
consciousness.

Someone nudged him from behind: Giorgini.

"Do you see something over there?" Giorgini asked, pointing behind them.

"Where?"

"There, low on the horizon."

He followed where Giorgini was pointing and saw what appeared to be a darker blackness moving
across the far horizon. He didn't want to say anything yet--the others would simply say it was his crazed
imagination.

"Naw, you're seeing things." But he kept his eye on it--something was there. It seemed to be headed
towards the place they had come from. Moving low, it disappeared, came back up, then disappeared
again as though it was hugging the valleys to avoid detection.

Kochanski moved forward to Mark's side.

"Say, Captain," be whispered. "Giorgini and I think we've seen something moving in the sky behind us."

Mark looked off where Kochanski pointed but now there was nothing.

"What was it?"

"Couldn't tell. It seemed to be flying and was like a dark cloud moving across the sky low to the
horizon."

Mark thought for a moment. The bogey could be their exhausted imaginations, but after that character
with the lightning bolts he wasn't taking any chances.

He scanned the terrain in front. A quarter mile ahead there was a small grove of trees, their forms
silhouetted by the twin moonlight. If something was looking for them, it would be as good a place as any

to make a stand.

"Captain Ikawa, there might be something behind us."
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Kochanski explained what he had seen and the Japanese captain's reaction was instantaneous.
"Quick march," Ikawa cried, and he directed his men towards the grove.

Several minutes later there was a flash on the horizon behind them; then another. A rumbling boom like
thunder washed over them.

"Bet they're back where we first came through," Kochanski ventured, and Mark grunted agreement.

They pushed faster, and some of the Japanese sprinted ahead to secure the grove for the rest of the
group.

"Something's coming," Lieutenant Y ounger shouted from the rear of the column. The cloud was visible
again, and moving towards them.

The party broke into a run--the four men carrying Jose lagging somewhat behind.
"Holy shit, it's coming in quick!" Giorgini screamed. Turning, he cocked his carbine, ready for a fight.

"Fire on my command," Mark cried, and falling in with the four stretcher-bearers he turned with Giorgini
to provide cover.

The cloud turned, cut to one side, and then came sweeping in directly over their heads.
Like a bursting balloon the darkness ripped asunder. A dozen flying creatures appeared, screaming with
rage. They were the medieval image of demons: reddish in hue, eyes of fire, with blood-red talons

extended to grasp their prey, and wings that swept out above them.

The stretcher-bearers ran past Mark and Giorgini, gaining the edge of the grove, just as the demons
soared down upon them with cries that stung their ears.

"Fire!" Mark yelled, took aim, and shot. Shrieking, a demon burst into flames and tumbled to the
ground, igniting the tall grass.

There was a wild cry of anguish and Mark turned to see Lieutenant Mokaoto fall to the ground, several
demons on top of him.

Horrified, Mark watched as one of the nightmarish forms dug its talons into Mokaoto's legs. Mark lifted
his pistol to fire--

"Captain, look out!"

Mark was knocked off his feet. Rolling, he found himself staring into eyes of raging hatred, talons raised
to slash.

There was a wild cry and a shimmer of reflected light as a sword hissed across his field of vision. The
demon fell away, bursting into flames.

A rough hand grabbed Mark by the shoulder, pulling him back up. It was Ikawa, his samurai sword
dripping a liquid that smoldered and stank.
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Giorgini and Walker came in on Mark's side and together with the Japanese captain they pulled Mark
towards the protection of the grove.

"Mokaoto!"

The Japanese soldiers screamed as two demons gathered around the struggling lieutenant, and with
wings flapping, lifted him into the air.

Goldberg took careful aim, and his shots slammed into one of the monsters. It tumbled from the sky, but
the other demon soared, bearing Mokaoto into the darkness. Above thecrack of the rifles and jeers of
the demons, the men could clearly hear Mokaoto's screams, which grew fainter as the doomed lieutenant

was carried away.

"They're coming in again!" Goldberg cried, slamming off several rounds. The Japanese machine gun
opened with a high staccato shudder, catching one of the demons and cutting him in half.

"Something else coming in!" Kochanski shouted, and pointed towards the sunrise. The dot of movement
soon resolved into three men flying in formation.

"Jesus Christ!" Mark yelled in astonishment. "Captain Ikawa, hold your fire on those men, there's
something about them. If they're a threat, let them make the first move."

Maybe it was the way they were flying around like Superman that made him hesitate. Hell, he was

almost past the point of astonishment anymore. Batman and Captain America could show up right now
and he wouldn't think twice.

"Can you beat that shit?" Kraut cried in amazement. "In formation, no less."

The demons, seeing the formation, turned as one and pulled back. They attempted to reform into the ball
of darkness, but it was already too late as the three flyers closed in, cutting off their retreat. The air
crackled as bolts of light slashed into the demons. One tumbled from the sky, wings torn, and the rest
scattered. The triad followed two, bringing them down in explosions of fire, while the rest escaped.

The triad came back towards the astounded soldiers, circled the grove, then alighted thirty yards away.

The three human forms stood their ground as if waiting for something.

"Think they want a parley?" Ikawa asked.

Mark looked at him. "With power like that we damn well better hope so. You with me?"

Ikawa nodded. They started out, avoiding the spreading circles of flame caused by the fallen demons.
Ikawa stopped briefly to examine the ground where Mokaoto had been taken, then rejoined Mark as
they approached their three deliverers.

"What do you think of them?" Mark whispered.

"One thing is for certain; they weren't friends of those things we just fought."

"That doesn't mean that they'll be any friendlier to us. They might be friends of the ones back at the
pentagram and blame us for what happened.”
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Even as they spoke one of the three lifted back into the air and flew over to one of the demons who had
been knocked out of the sky by a light blast. A pale shimmer of light spread from the man, and the
demon shrieked as the pulsing blue aura closed around it, so that it could no longer move.

As the two captains approached the new arrivals, the single flyer returned and joined his comrades.
Mark and Ikawa stopped about a dozen feet away from the flyers.

Their clothing was white, or light blue; it was hard to tell in the predawn light. Their garments were plain:
a collared tunic held by a broad leather belt with glowing crystals in it, trousers, and calf-high boots of
black leather. They also wore wristbands set with a brightly shining crystal on each arm. Each man
seemed to be covered by an aura of light, and they glowed in the fading starlight. The three men were
motionless, slender, almost fragile looking, but Mark would never have said so to their faces. Mark took
another step and held out his hands, palms downward.

"Be careful not to point at them," Ikawa warned, stepping forward as though he didn't want these
strangers to think him inferior to the American.

"Do you speak English?" Mark asked.

They were silent.

"Damn it, you Americans always think that everyone else should speak English," Ikawa muttered.
"Well, what else do you expect me to ask?"

"Let's not argue in front of them," Ikawa replied, and smiling, he gave a bow reserved for a possible
superior.

The flyer on the left nodded in Ikawa's direction and then whispered to the one in the center.

Mark correctly guessed that the one in the center must be the leader and he advanced another step
towards him. Feeling foolish, he imitated Ikawa's bow, realizing that the courtesy had most likely made a
positive impression.

"Ilya na, mui vaneria na?"

Mark locked eye contact with the one in the center who had just spoken and smiled, shaking his head.

"Ilya na, masa du nara, Sarnak tu Allic tu Patrice."

Again Mark shook his head, then threw in the typical American gesture of shrugging his shoulders and
cautiously raising his hands.

"Naga!" the one to the right shouted and stepped to the center, raising his hand in Mark's direction.

"Toman bishu," the one in the center yelled. Stepping in front of his protector, he forced his arm back
down. He stepped towards Mark and cautiously raised his hand.

"Mark, step back," Ikawa warned.
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"I think it's all right. Look, Captain Ikawa, we've got to make friends somewhere; I prefer these to those
demons we just faced."

Before Ikawa could protest, Mark stepped closer, keeping his hands down.

The man before him was light skinned, not quite Caucasian but neither was he Negroid or Oriental. It
was as though the three had been blended together. His eyes were penetrating, with an intensity of power
that Mark felt was somewhat superior to his own. But he forced himself to hold the gaze and the stranger

smiled and held up his hand.

He's going to strike me, Mark thought. He waited for the blow but there was only a light touch to his
forehead.

"My name is Pina, second commander of my lord Allic. This is his fief you tread upon, stranger."

He thought this Pina was speaking English and for a moment he wanted to laugh at Ikawa's comment
about English, but then he realized that the language was strangely different.

"I can sense your confusion, stranger, by the power of the crystal." He pointed to a softly glowing crystal
centered on his belt. "I have given you the power to understand our speech."

"How?" Mark asked incredulously.

"Let us not waste time with such talk now. There is much to do, and first I must decide about you and
your companions,"

"Decide what?"

"Is it not obvious? You are strangers here, interlopers on my lord's fiefdom. Is that not enough to
decide? Now tell your comrade that I wish to touch him so that he might speak as well, and that I mean
him no harm."

Mark turned to do as he was asked.

Pina could sense more caution, more wariness, but also an iron control in the second outlander as he
reached out, giving him the power of understanding.

Pina could feel a slight draining of his strength and resolved that for the moment he would not waste the
power of his crystal on the others.

These were not Sarnak's demons, at least. He had seen them fighting Sarnak's servants, and their
performance was credible. But they were obviously not of the world of Haven, Such warriors as these
must be from another portal, perhaps caught by accident in what he suspected was an attempt to bring
forces from another dimension.

Well, it looked like the attempt had turned against whomever had tried it. Now he had to decide quickly
what to do with the results.

"Where are you from?" Pina asked Mark.

"Pennsylvania."
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"What is this Pennsvana?"

"America."

"Never heard of this America."

And it was with that single statement that Mark felt a deep sense of despair. It stated to him perhaps
more than anything else just how far away they must now be. In a world at war, there was hardly anyone
alive from Eskimo to New Guinea native who had not heard of America. With the realization came a
sudden premonition that he most likely would never see home again.

Pina looked appraisingly at the two of them.

"I have decided," he intoned. "You are outlanders, caught in the web of another. You seem to be
warriors and that is good. I shall inform my lord and you shall pledge vassalage unto my master."

"Vassalage? What the hell is this?" Mark replied. "Listen, buddy, I'm an American, even if [ am in some
other godforsaken corner of the universe, and I'm no serf to anyone."

Pina stepped back.
"Mark, shut up," Ikawa said. He stepped forward and spoke quickly.

"The nation of America is very proud; there, every man is his own lord with no vassalage. He means no
insult to you, I swear it."

Ikawa turned on Mark. "Listen, we need an alliance if we are to survive. You and I made an alliance and
some of your men and mine called it treason. But we did it. It's the same thing here. I am in pledge of
vassalage to my Emperor, yet I live with Bushido, with pride."

Mark, feeling calmer, nodded; and Ikawa approached Pina.

"I can pledge alliance to you as well but my first pledge is to my Emperor, and not I nor any of my men
is an oath-breaker."

Pina nodded. These men might be useful. They had pride. He could blast them with a wave of his hand,
but he knew that his lord could always use warriors.

However, there was something strange about these men; they did not feel like mere mortals. It was
almost as if...

Pina's eyes began to glow, probing deeply into the two leaders. In amazement he could see the Essence
growing within them. These men did not have the cellular restrictions bred by the Creators into nearly all
of the humans on this planet. He was looking at potential sorcerers! This was like a gift from the gods.

He stepped back, whispered to his companions who gave him a shocked look, and with a sense of
urgency touched his communications crystal.

A moment later, he announced, "My master Allic has decided that you may be of more value than was
first thought. He is willing to make terms in return for allegiance. It is now important that your men
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understand also, so bring them to me and I will teach them our tongue."

The map still shimmered with a soft glow. It had been a long night and Allic settled into a high-backed
chair, stretching his legs with a groan.

"Well, Varma, what do you think?"

"A game within a game, my lord. Was it Sarnak or Macha who planned us harm, and why the
outlanders at this time? Is their arrival a plot within a plot?"

Varma the jester sat by Allic's feet, for the moment comfortable in his role as soundingboard and
confidant. There was no formality when the two of them were alone, no need to play the idiot jester
entertaining with jokes upon himself and his deformity.

"The Essence flowing in them is pure, unalloyed," Allic said quietly. "Obviously, they come from a world
where the Essence does not exist, they aren't even aware of what is now happening within their own
bodies. With the proper training these men could be powerful."

Varma knew that only one person in a million was born with the power to control the Essence. To have
so many potential sorcerers arrive on their very doorstep was unprecedented. Varma examined Allic

closely, and sensed that yet again he was looking at the opportunities, and not the possible perils.

"Remember, my lord," Varma said cautiously, "they could be a threat. Who knows what type of power
they might be able to control?"

"Yes, therefore we must make our enemies their enemies."

"Could you one day be such an enemy to them?" Varma paused for a moment and pressed ahead with
his real concern. "Could this be a ploy by Sarnak to get them accepted by us? Is there a chance they are
not really from another world but are merely sorcerers hidden by Sarnak, unregistered with any guild and
trained by the Accursed to deceive us? Ask Bore's descendants what Sarnak the Accursed is capable

Of."

"Even if theyare from another world--kill them now, my lord, before they grow strong. Too often the
victim does not see his undoing when it is still helpless in the cradle."

"My, we are bloodthirsty tonight. As usual, Varma, you see plots everywhere."

"No one watches the fool watching them, and so I often see what is hidden in men's hearts."

Allic was silent as he pondered Varma's suggestion. These men could one day rise in power to be rivals.
But they could be allies as well. If Pina's report was accurate, they would be a tremendous boost to his
power. But was the gain worth the risk?

"Fetch me a brandy. A large tumbler, Varma."

"Drink so early, my lord?" Varma asked with a note of concern.

"Don't mother me, Varma."
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"My lord, it's only that you know how you get at times...."
"Damn it, just get me the brandy!"

Varma scurried to the sideboard where he filled a large snifter. Returning, he placed the glass in Allic's
hand.

Allic had barely sipped it when he heard a high-pitched shrieking. It was soon matched by a similar tone,
and then another, so that within seconds he was overwhelmed in cacophony.

"The alarms," Varma screamed. "A Presence is coming!"

There was a stirring of wind, though they were in a sealed room. The wind became a roaring thunder, a
cyclonic fury that twisted and turned upon itself, spitting fire and thunder.

"It is a god!" Varma shouted as the winds bowled him to the floor.
A pillar of fire filled the far side of the room. Allic was motionless, silent, waiting.

"Varma!" It was a deep thundering voice from the pillar of flame. "Varma, you are in a Holy Presence.
Begone from My sight."

With a cry Varma pushed open the door and was gone.

Still motionless, Allic waited.

"Well, how do you like my entrance?" the booming voice asked.
"Little heavy-handed, isn't it, Jartan?"

There was a rolling peal of laughter and then the pillar of fire collapsed inward, taking a form of light that
looked somehow human as it shimmered and shifted.

"You know, father, some people might think that this pillar of fire stuff is a bit much."

"I like it. Impresses the hell out of everyone, except for jaded family members like you," Jartan replied.
"It looks to me that you're hitting the bottle a little early this morning."

Allic waved the comment aside.

"I think I should talk to Varma about your drinking. He should look out for you."

"Now you do sound like my father. Besides, don't do it to Varma--he'd die of an apoplectic fit if you
approached him. Jartan, I'm surprised to see you here so early, I'd have thought that you'd be in human
form right now entertaining one of your female companions."

The vision lifted its head and laughed.

"The son of your mother, to be sure. She never was impressed by my powers--that is why I loved her as
I did. But let's be on to business: I felt the disturbance and I can tell you, so did nearly everyone else on
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this continent with the Power. These are the first humans to have arrived here in some time from the realm
of another god. I sense as well that their Essence of magic could be developed on this plane of our
existence."

"I surmised as much myself. Pina reports that already, though they are not yet aware of it, their bodies
are absorbing and merging with the Essence."

"Then you must assume, my son, that others will be looking to use them as well."

"Sarnak, of course. His demons attacked and carried one of them away."

"That's not good. I wasn't aware of that."

"And you a god," Allic chided with a smile.

"You know as well as I do that there are limits to my powers."

"There are times when I wish you were all-powerful. It could make these games a little easier."

Jartan chuckled. "Now, if you're willing to accept my advice, I'd think it would be wise for you to go out
and meet these men."

"Why? They should come to me---they are pledging vassalage. Should not the servant come to the
master?"

"I am a god, but I come to you out of my love and concern. For those who rule there should be no fear
of what the forms require. Such things are beyond them, and they prove themselves by not doing what is
usual or expected. Go to them now, my son. Their power is growing by the minute. If you come to them
when they still think themselves weak, you will gain respect and gratitude in their eyes. With that gratitude
you can win their friendship and alliance."

Allic considered this. "You're right. I'll go."

"I knew you'd see it my way."

"Talk about conceit," Allic laughed. And Jartan laughed with him.

The form started to grow again, the waves of light expanding outward.

"Please, don't trigger any alarms when you leave. It scares my people half to death."

"Oh, all right." The pillar of fire held for a moment. "Something to warn you about before I go. I can
imagine there'll be a great deal of interest in the outlanders from my darling niece."

"Oh yes," Allic said with a sigh of despair. "Patrice."

"Precisely. She'll see the value of these men as well. Her game will be completely different from the one
you are playing with Sarnak. And Patrice is not the only one. You are lucky that they arrived in your
realm, but you can expect that others will want to use them also. Best move quickly, my son; your
all-so-friendly neighbors are probably plotting their next move. Act now before you regret it."
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"Father, can't you just this once give me a little more help, at least against her?"

"Not this time, son. I have other concerns right now that would wither if I were not there to direct them.
Besides, you are a match for Patrice. It just means you have to work a little harder."

Allic bowed his head. "And this strange attempt to open a portal inside my realm--do you have any idea
who might have done that?"

"I can't imagine Macha working such a scheme, even though this incident did take place near his
territory. Could be Sarnak, since it was his demons that showed up afterwards. Could be Patrice as well.
That's for you to figure out. I have other business to worry about at the moment."

"Some help," Allic mumbled, shaking his head and giving his father a rueful smile.

"I'd best be going," Jartan replied, ignoring his son's last comment.

There was a faint shimmering, a flash of light, and he was gone.

The room was silent. Stirring at last, Allic used his communications crystal to call the watch officer.

"Allic here. Control code: Moons Lama and Rega. Alarms off, all in control. Prepare my escort and
inform Pina that we are leading a patrol out to him shortly."

Arising from his chair he walked out of the room and through his private chambers to the balcony that
overlooked his capital city.

The sun called Yirtan washed the city of Landra with morning light. Already the merchants and street
vendors were astir, their voices crying out, filling the city with the bustle of life. The golden light
shimmered across the river, giving it the appearance of a river made of that most precious metal.

The pure white marble of the temple to Jartan caught the light as well. From its high rounded turrets
came the blue-green clouds of incense which the temple priest alighted each dawn. The sweet scent
wafted through the air, giving it a smell of pine forest and mountain air.

Allic smiled, wondering if Jartan had dropped in for a moment to scare the daylights out of the acolytes
who tended the fires. His father always enjoyed such things.

Looking down from the castle keep, be could see both the east and west sides of his city with the river
in between. Already the river was aswarm with commerce as vessels ranging from scows to schooners
set out for the distant sea.

This was all his realm, and he felt a surge of love for this city of Landra. Landra of the thousand domes.
Landra of the ten-league walls, made of polished limestone, which ringed the city in a girdle to the height
of twenty men. All his to control--but now there could be war with Sarnak over the betrayal on his
borders, since in his mind it had to have been Sarnak. And conflict as well over the powers that these
strangers had brought into this world.

He touched the crystal again. "Allic here. State of readiness increase to level three. Have a mounted
escort from the outpost nearest to the incident join me for a ground surveillance patrol. I'll return before
sunset, new code word, Jartan's Voice. Acknowledge."
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The voice of his central command post replied with an affirmative.

Smiling, Allic drew upon the Essence and his body began to glow. As he soared in the air, five triads of
sorcerers flew up to surround him. They flew with increasing speed towards the south.

Chapter 5

"Mistress, we await your command."
9

Patrice turned away from the crystal, pushing back her flowing red hair. She turned to face the sorcerers
she was sending after the outlanders in Allic's realm.

"You know where to go then?"
"Yes, my mistress."

Patrice examined the witch and two sirens before her. They were perfect for the task. The sirens were
silent, under the control of the witch who would command them when the time was right to weave their
song of seduction. The witch had already created around herself the image of an innocent maiden. Patrice
could see the cold hardness underneath--the power that could lash out and paralyze weaker forms. But
that was hidden beneath silky red hair which cascaded to her waist; hidden in a slender girl-like form,
pale doelike eyes, and a gentle expression.

It was a mirror, Patrice realized--a mirror of herself from a time so distant she could barely remember it.
She forced that thought away. It would only bring back the pain of things long lost.

"Capture as many as you can--and don't fail me in this. Your reward will be great, but your punishment
will be greater if you do not succeed."

The witch bowed low, attempting to hide her fear in the presence of the demigod.

"I will watch through your crystal, but I cannot direct: to do so would reveal me to my cousin Allic and
to Sarnak." Patrice pointed to the crystal around her throat. "Go then, and succeed."

The witch beckoned for the two sirens to follow, and the throne room was empty.

Patrice turned back to her seeing crystal and held it with her gaze, searching for clues about these
strangers. There was some power here to ponder. She couldn't quite place a finger on it. It was not the
Essence alone of the men that caught her. There was something more--a vague reawakening of an older
memory which she had tried to turn away, but its haunting presence would not let go.

Pina stood before the assembled offworlders.

"Let me explain the situation to you, so you can see that Lord Allic is offering you something in return for
your services. There are powers in this world that far surpass those feeble weapons you carry." Pina
waved at Lieutenant Mokaoto's pistol, lying on the ground where he had dropped it. In a flash the gun
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was sliced in half by a beam of light that snapped out from Pina's hand.
The men looked at each other nervously.

"You have made an enemy of Sarnak the Accursed," Pina continued. "Not a wise thing to do, even for
experienced sorcerers of this world. To ones such as yourselves..."

He fell silent for a moment, letting the reality sink in.

"You have little food, no water, no shelter, and wounded to heal. What will you do when his demons
come again this evening?"'

The offworlders muttered among themselves. A breeze stirred the trees and brought the stench from the
smoldering demons lying on the ground. Mark looked from the alien sky to the beasts, suppressing a
shudder.

Pina smiled inwardly at Mark's anxiety. He knew a simple way of demonstrating his intentions and
power. Walking over to Josh's stretcher, he gestured for the humans to draw back. The men looked to
Mark, who ordered them to obey with a wave of his hand.

This would be a drain to his power but Pina took one of the crystals from his belt, cupped it in his hand
and laid it on Jose's wounds. Though he did not have the talent to completely heal the wounds, he could
at least stabilize the injury and end the pain. Josh's eyes flickered open and met Pina's, and then turned
towards Mark.

"Captain, where are we?"

Mark shook his head and smiled. "Later, Jose, later."

The Americans and Japanese were divided into two groups facing Pina. The conference had been going
on for over an hour.

Finally Ikawa said, "Enough! You say that in return for three of your years' service, you will assist us in
this world."

"That is correct. My lord and master Aliic will provide you with food, shelter, and training in return for
your enlistment under his banner. If you serve honorably, you will be treated honorably."

"Our duty is to serve the emperor. We cannot serve him if we are dead or stuck here." Ikawa cast a
steely eye at his men and barked a command. Each Japanese snapped to attention and bowed. Turning
back to Pina, Ikawa continued, "So we will swear fealty to your Lord Allic for three years and then we
will try to return home." And he bowed.

Pina, using the knowledge he had assimilated from their minds, bowed back at the correct angle, and
they straightened at the same moment.

Conversation had ceased among the Americans while this took place, and as Pina turned to face them,
Kochanski burst out, "I just can't believe this. Not only are we in a nightmare, but we're going from the
twentieth century back to the middle ages and now we gotta swear to serve some feudal lord. It's too
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much."
"Look at it this way, Sergeant," drawled Lieutenant Goldberg. "You're just enlisting in another army."
"We sure as shit don't have much choice," agreed Walker.

Mark heard them and said, "If anybody has any negatives, let's hear them now, 'cause we're going for it
otherwise. Remember, this guy saved Josh's life." He pointed to where their comrade peacefully slept.

No one spoke.

Mark turned to Pina. "All right. We also agree to serve for three years. But no fast ones."

"Elaborate, please."

"I will not command my men to pull any bullshit like massacring innocents or if..." Mark floundered for a
moment, then continued, "your treatment of us leaves anything to be desired. If you get too nasty all bets

are off and we try to make it on our own."
"You are giving a conditional acceptance then?"

"Yes."

Pina stood straighter for a moment as if in communication with someone not present and then continued,
"Allic has agreed, but rest assured, we do not massacre innocents, and your treatment will be honorable."

"So what happens after this?" asked Walker.

"We'll take you to Landra, our province's capital, and find you quarters. Then you'll start your training."

"What kind of training?" Ikawa asked.
"All of you outlanders have the potential to be sorcerers. The force you call magic is simply the ability to

control your will, and then to draw upon the Essence and shape it to your desire. Very few here have this
ability, because most humans are genetically unable to draw upon the Essence. Only the gods themselves,

their heirs, and sorcerers like myself may use it."

"You mean that you're a mutant, and this magic crap comes from the gods," Kochanski scoffed.
Pina's gaze hardened, and the aura of diffused light that surrounded his body grew much brighter.

Kraut kicked Kochanski lightly and muttered, "Don't piss him off, asshole."

Mark was more blunt. "Kochanski, shut the fuck up!" And be stepped between Pina and his man,
protecting him with his body.

"Pina, a lot of what you're saying is hard for us to swallow."

Ikawa joined in, "We deeply appreciate your enlightening us. Please continue." Mark shot him a grateful
glance.
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Pina was still staring hard at Kochanski. "The ability to use the Essence is so rare and precious that
families and clans thank fate when a child is born with it. It occurs in only one of a million births."

He paused. There was another benefit to using the Essence, but he didn't want to mention it yet. "And
the gods are not like your god. Our gods are here with us, enormously powerful, and a permanent fixture
of our world of Haven. When you swear fealty to Allic you are also swearing loyalty to his father and
liege lord, Jartan, ruler of this whole region of the planet, and one of the Creators."

There was silence as the men absorbed what he was saying.

"I will see to it that you eventually meet Jartan, Kochanski. And we will see if you still have doubts."

There was silence for a moment and Pina continued, "Once we get you settled in quarters, you will start
your training."

"Does that mean we're going to have to live with the slants?" Lieutenant Y ounger pointed
contemptuously to the Japanese.

As one man the Japanese turned, ready to face the challenge.

"Unwashed foreign pig. Our ancestors were civilized before your forebears crawled from under rocks.
Why should we want to live with you?" hissed Sergeant Nobuaki.

A crack like thunder brought them back to reality. Pina brought his arms down and said quietly, "I grow
weary of this. You are from the same world, fighting for survival in a hostile environment. I order you to
put aside your hatreds. Failure to treat each other properly will be severely punished. I trust I am making
myself clear."

The two groups fell silent, eyeing each other suspiciously. Pina looked the two groups over for a moment
and then indicated that the men should settle down and rest.

Pina strode over to his two assistants and relaxed beneath the shade of a low hanging tree.

"So none of them were aware of the Essence in their own world?" one assistant asked incredulously.

"Remarkable, isn't it?" Pina replied quietly. "Apparently no one in their entire world has ever been
exposed to the Essence in its pure form, and thus they have no built-in immunity to wielding it. A strange
world, that."

"Wait until they find out what having the ability to use the Essence means," the first assistant said,
chuckling softly. "As off balance as they seem to be right now, which do you think is going to affect them
more--the powers of a sorcerer or the increased lifespan?"

"The latter," Pina said softly. "A lifetime of a thousand years will truly stun them."

Both assistants nodded.

"The problem for them," Pina continued, "is how that will affect their desire to return to their own world,
and lose the gifts of power and extended life."
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The dawn had been magnificent. The sun now rose to its zenith, flooding the savannah with a fiery light.
Sounds from birds and animals had reached a stunning crescendo at dawn, but were now mute--lulled by
the noonday heat.

The men were in various stages of repose, and no one had said a word for some time.

"Bogeys!" screamed one of the Americans. "There's a formation coming this way from the north."

Everyone was on his feet in an instant, weapons ready.

With his binoculars, Ikawa could count sixteen men flying in formation. Each wore the same style of
dress as Pina and his men, with a glowing belt of crystals about their waists and wrists.

Mark's voice came from behind Ikawa. He hadn't even heard the American approach. "Pina says that
it's Allic and his escort. He said they're flying over a ground force. I'm betting we see something come
around the side of the hill very shortly."

Ikawa lowered his glasses for a moment and noticed that the other Americans had come over to watch.

"They're banking in," commented Lieutenant Goldberg.

Just then a force of mounted riders came into view.

"Looks like we are stuck in a pretty primitive society," Walker said. "If they use horses for cavalry
instead of jeeps or tanks, then you can bet they've never heard of the internal combustion engine. Maybe
we can strike it rich by selling a little modern technology."

Ikawa raised his binoculars again--and gasped. With his face a careful blank he handed the binoculars to
Mark while remarking to Walker, "You may be right about the modern technology, sergeant, but not

about the horses."

Mark focused in on the rapidly approaching party. "Jesus! These aren't horses. They look like..." He
lowered the binoculars and turned to look at Ikawa.

Both men stared at each other, and Mark continued, "They are riding what appear to be giant
Dobermans."

Silence. Then one of the Japanese said, "What is a Doberman?"

Mark, who hadn't taken his eyes from Ikawa's, answered, "It's a dog. Only what they've got is the size
of a Clydesdale, and looks mean enough to kick the shit out of a pride of lions."

He shuddered and handed the binoculars to Ikawa. "And there is a guy flying in the center of the column
that makes Pina look about as fearsome as a four-year-old."

Ikawa nodded. "We had better get ready. I think the next five minutes are going to be very important."
"My Lord Allic approaches," Pina announced, and he bent one knee to the ground. "Kneel as I do."

"Say, look," Goldberg interjected, "the Goldbergs haven't bent a knee to anyone since we left the
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cossacks behind. I'm an American, remember that."
There was a murmur of agreement from some of the others.

"Bend your knee to your lord," Pina commanded. And he looked toward the sky in the direction from
which Allic was approaching.

Mark looked over to Ikawa. The Japanese had already followed Pina's command, but the Americans
hadn't moved.

Ikawa gave Mark a beseeching look as the Americans gathered around their commander.

"Bend your knee!" Pina shouted.

Mark had to think quick. "All right, men, do you remember that asshole colonel back at the base?"
"Yeah, dipshit Guest," Welsh mumbled.

"Dipshit Guest," Mark agreed. "Youhad to salute him,/ had to salute him--even though he was a stinking
coward who pissed his way out of every combat mission we ever flew. But still we saluted him."

"T'd like to have saluted him with my foot up his ass," Giorgini replied.
"Right, Giorgini, so would I. Here in this place bending a knee is the same as a salute. Now, this Allic
guy strikes me as a man with some balls. Just look at that guy fly." Mark quickly pointed towards Allic,

who was already coming in for a landing.

"He's got Pina's respect; he's got mine. I'd rather salute him than that asshole Guest any day of the
week." Mark went to one knee and looked reproachfully at his men.

One after another they followed his lead. Mark looked over to Ikawa, who wore a look of relief that
was a reflection of Mark's own thoughts.

Allic landed by Pina's side and touched him lightly on the shoulder. Pina arose and gave a quick nod of
respect.

"You have done well, my friend."

Pina started to go back down on one knee in response.

"No, stand by my side."

Ikawa was watching this closely. This one knew how to command men, and had a presence as well. He
was half a foot taller than any of the others, with a full mane of golden hair pulled back and held in place
by a crownlike thing that had glowing crystals in it. His face was dark, tanned as if accustomed to being

in the field. This was no palace princeling. This was a warrior, a man worthy of his sword.

Allic recognized Ikawa's appraisal with a nod. "You are men of qualities," he began. "Pina has told me of
your fight with the demons. You will be men that I wish by my side."

"You understand the agreement that Pina has given to you and in your pledge to me, and through me, to
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my father Jartan, from whom you will find protection.”

"On our world," Younger put in, "that's called a contract and it's made in writing."
Pina stepped forward with an oath and Younger recoiled.

"Damn you, Younger, shut up!" Mark hissed.

With a wave of his hand Allic ordered Pina to step back.

Allic swept them with his gaze and there was a hint of anger in it. "Listen, outlanders, and listen this one
time. You are no longer on your world, wherever that might be. You are on my world, and in my
fiefdom. The rules are mine, the game is mine. I approach you now in good faith: I will do it only once.
Those who pledge their loyalty to me will have mine in return. Here on Haven we still honor our word. If
a man does not keep his word he isunta, unspeakable. To call against a man's given word will always
result in the death of one or the other. I will however forgive you this. Just this once."

He fixed Younger with his gaze and Younger lowered his head.

"Do you understand me?" Allic asked.

"We do," Ikawa replied. "Forgive him his mistake; he is not used to your ways."
"We understand each other, then. Do you have any questions?"

"Is there any hope of our ever getting back?" Mark asked.

"T cannot answer what I do not know. I can only pledge to you that after your three years of service I
will do what I can to aid you in that quest. That I now swear to you."

"Then I am willing to swear service in return," Mark said quickly.

"] therefore accept you as my vassals. I shall command and you shall obey. In return for your service I
will give you shelter, comfort, and protection from your enemies, as you will give me protection from
mine. At the end of your service I shall aid you in your quest to return. You may stand, my warriors."

The ceremony impressed the Japanese, and just as predictably, the Americans groused. One by one
they were all brought forward and blood was taken from a vein in their arms while they recited an oath of
allegiance to Allic and the god Jartan. The blood was poured on crystals, two to each man. Surprisingly,
the blood was absorbed immediately. For Jose, who was still unconscious, the crystals were gently
pressed against his wounds. Each man received a wristband with one of his crystals fixed within it. The
other crystals were stored within boxes that Allic kept.

"These are your first crystals," Allic told them. "They will provide you with basic protection. Do not take
them off without cause. You are very vulnerable to spells right now."

Allic looked closely at Ikawa, realizing that he already liked him. He had the strength of command--as
did the leader of the other group. Pina had said that these two bands were enemies. Looking from one
group to the other, Allic hoped he could control the animosity that both parties held repressed. Now that
the immediate danger was past, their hatred might boil over. These were good men; it would be a shame
for them to waste themselves on each other--and it would require some attention on his part to prevent it.
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After the ceremony, Pina brought over the wounded demon that his assistant had restrained in the field
of light.

"So, Chaka, a little too zealous in carrying out your master's orders this time," Allic said sarcastically.
"Three hundred years you have annoyed me, and now you are mine."

"Loose the field that surrounds me, Allic, and I'll spit in your eye," the demon responded in a voice that
sounded like a landslide in a gravel pit. He turned to face the outlanders. "It is because of you that I face
more bondage, and I curse all of you. I swear one day to rip your bodies open and eat your livers in front
of your dying eyes."

Chaka reared up to his full ten-foot height, his glowing red eyes filled with malevolence. He opened his
mouth to reveal twin rows of sharp yellow teeth that glistened with saliva. His breath stank of corruption.

He tried to extend his leathery wings, and groaned in pain as the holding spell prevented it. Chaka's face
contorted with rage, and he shook his taloned fist at the offworlders.

"If it takes a thousand years I'll not forget," Chaka roared, fixing Mark with his gaze. "I'll hunt you in this
world and the next until I find you."

The offworlders were clearly terrified, though they tried to hide it.
All of the sorcerers and riders, however, broke into harsh laughter.

"I call that bold talk from someone who will spend the next thousand years in the mines," one of the
riders jeered.

"Chaka always was bombast and birdshit," called another. "If you have any real power, Chaka, why are
you allowing yourself to be held by such a little field of light?"

And the entire assembly started laughing again.

The newcomers watched uneasily, like children trying to comprehend a conversation beyond their reach.

Allic's body began to glow brightly and he floated into the air.

"I'm going back immediately. Pina, you'll take command here. Keep the calvary escort and all the triads
except my personal escort; fly my new vassals back home, and then detach one triad for a wide sweep
to the south."

Looking over the travelers, he continued, "We'll give them the rank of acolyte initially and upgrade them
as they earn it. Quarter them in the guest estate next to the palace wall. Bring them to me as soon as you
arrive in Landra to start their training. The way the Essence is growing in them, they may turn out to be
first-class sorcerers."

Speaking to the newcomers, he continued, "Pina will accompany you back to Landra, my capital, where
you'll get settled. I will see you to do the initial testing. I'm also taking your wounded comrade back to

my palace, where our healers will attend him. Good day to you."

He turned in the air and smiled at Chaka like a cat staring at a trapped mouse. "I'm taking Chaka with
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me too. We have a lot to talk about."

With that he shot into the air, and as he rose heavenward a pulsing beam of blue-white light shot from his
hand, circling Chaka with its soft diffused glow. A cry echoed from the demon as he was pulled aloft with
light that wrapped around him like fiery coils of rope.

Allic's escort surrounded Jose with the same field of light and rose to join their commander and his
prisoner. Within seconds they had crested the far ridge and were out of sight.

"Shit!" It was Walker, standing off to one side. He was trembling, a look of panic in his eyes.
Mark went over to him. "What is it?"

"Captain, you won't believe it. You just won't believe it!"

"Try me."

"Look, Captain, there was this damn wasp. It just kept flying at me and I got pissed off, waved my hand
at it, and Captain, I blew it to hell with my finger. Here's another one!"

Walker pointed towards a droning insect. There was a flicker of light from his fingertip. A thin shaft of
light snapped out with an electric crackle, and the wasp vaporized with a tiny puff of fire and smoke.

Incredulous, the men backed away from Walker, who stood in shocked bewilderment.

Pina looked at Mark and the others, then turned back to Walker. "So soon," he whispered.

China

The cowards hid out on the open slope, none of them daring to approach the entryway to the temple.
"Motherless dung-eating curs," he cursed, realizing that he'd have to go in alone and finish it.

Chang Shin, warlord of the Hing bandits, stepped into the narrow defile, breathing heavily, his face
soaked with the acrid sweat of fear.

His own men had come close to killing him as it was. If he did not go through with this, the survivors of
his band would turn on him and slaughter him out of fear and anger over what had just happened.

He crept forward, bent double under the hundred-pound satchel charge. Chang reached the right-angle
turn and crept past the 37mm gun, now a twisted pile of wreckage.

His throat was tight; his heart felt as if it would burst out of his chest. He pushed on. There was one of
them. He wanted to turn away but his morbid curiosity forced him to look again.

Truly it was a monster from the nether regions--a demon of night. As they had charged the temple,
expecting to slaughter the Japanese and white-skinned foreigners, these monsters of the night had greeted
them. They had killed his men by the dozens, tearing the hearts out of quivering bodies and burning others
with gouts of flame from their mouths.
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He prayed to his ancestors, begging for protection, as he crept up to the smoldering temple. The four
demons had died, cut down at last in a wild fusillade, but not before they had wiped out a quarter of his
command and melted down the precious gun so recently taken from the Japanese.

The Japanese and the foreigners. Where were they? Damn them to the realm of nightmares, he hoped
they suffered the anguish of a thousand cuts for all eternity.

Chang pulled the fuse, staggered to the temple door, and heaved the charge inside. Turning, he sprinted
away, leaping over the smoldering bodies and puddled remains of the artillery piece.

He paused in the corridor only long enough to pull the fuse on the other two satchel charges that he had
crammed into a fissure in one of the overhanging walls.

Just as he reached the entrance there was a roaring thunderclap, and another. A giant's hand of
concussion hurled him down the slope. Rolling to one side, he watched as the canyon walls trembled then

came dashing down, sealing the temple under a million tons of rubble.

"Curse them all," he whispered. "May they suffer in the nether regions forever."

Chapter 6

""Sir, time to awake. The first bell will soon strike."

"Damn." Mark rolled over, trying to hang on to the last vestiges of sleep. There had been that strange,
haunting dream again. It had come to him half a dozen times since their arrival on Haven over a month
before. The dream would start with a roiling thunderhead building in the distance, until it seemed to rush
across the landscape, filling the world before him with its elemental powers. It washed over him, covering
him as if he were floating in the air. And then within the raging torrent he would sense something else, a
presence that could almost be touched, if only he knew where to find it.

"S]'r.ﬂ
"All right, all right." He opened his eyes.

It was Yamir, his aged and balding body servant. What an ugly face to wake up to in the morning, Mark
thought, and he wanted to return to the dream, but Yamir stood silent, that annoying look of superior
reproach in his eyes. How Mark hated morning people, who happily awoke in the hour before dawn and
looked down their noses at anyone who was not bounding about when they were, as if late wakers were
morally corrupt, or at the very least, suspect.

"God, I wish you could get me some coffee."

"You've asked me that before, sir. You know I've never heard of such a thing called coffee."

Mark closed his eyes. It was beyond him how any civilization could survive without providing its citizens
with two scalding cups of Java before starting the day. It was yet another reminder of just how far from

home he really was. His mind filled with the memory of Alice, who always woke before him and brewed
a pot and set the steaming cup by his bedside before leaving for the hospital. English nurses, he thought
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longingly. She was most likely in France now, somewhere with the British Eighth Army, and he was...
"Sir, your robe."

It was best to start in. Yamir was not only a body servant, he was a trained observer. The men called
him a spy, but Mark preferred the other term, since Allic was only following good judgment by having his
new men closely watched to get a better understanding of how they acted.

Taking the robe Mark followed Yamir into the main corridor of the manor. Ikawa came out from the
opposite room and the two commanders exchanged nods. They then followed their servants to the
bathing hall in the guest estate in Allic's citadel which had become their home. Over the last month the
Japanese soldiers had started to lose the faceless anonymity of enemies and started to take on distinct
personalities. Mark knew that while his mood was bad in the morning, Ikawa's was downright fierce.

Turning into a side corridor, Mark could feel the warm moisture in the air and hear the sounds of running
water and muffled voices, punctuated occasionally by peals of laughter.

They stepped through a wide doorway and into a large circular room which was open to the garden
outside. Opposite the doorway a bubbling stream cascaded out of the wall and down a smooth stone
culvert into a round, steaming pool. Half a dozen Japanese and several Americans were sitting in the
pool, and they shouted a cheery round of greetings which they knew their grumbly commanders would
ignore.

Removing his robe, Mark braced himself and stepped beneath the cascade. It was always too damn hot
at first, and he gasped as the steamy water thundered over him. Mark found it fascinating that the city sat
above a geothermal spring which not only provided hot water for all its inhabitants, but was also used for
heating when cool weather came. As near as he could figure, the climate was like southern California:
almost perfect weather with a short, mild winter.

It had rained heavily the day before and as a result the derusa trees has flowered again during the night.
Dozens of bright red blossoms were scattered across the pool--the footwide blooms filling the room with
a scent like lavender. Mark had decided that the derusa trees were like huge gardenias, genetically
designed to bloom all year. Hell, according to the lectures he'd been attending, even their food crops
were like that, producing harvest after harvest all year long. This world was really something.

Servants appeared from a side alcove and began to scrub Mark and Ikawa with pumice stones that
always stung initially, but soon left them feeling loose and tingly. The public nature of all this, and the
casual acceptance of nudity in Allic's court, still left Mark uneasy. But to the Japanese it was almost like
the communal baths of home.

One of the servants finally gave Mark a gentle nudge out of the cascading shower. It still made him feel
like a little kid as he sat down in the mirror-smooth culvert that went into the hot pool below. It was like
riding the sliding board into the pool at Coney Island.

The hot tub made him feel like he was melting. He floated lazily for several minutes, wishing that he could
slip back between the warm sheets and pretend today was Sunday morning, and breakfast in bed would
soon be served, along with the Sunday7imes.

But there was the responsibility, always the responsibility. Opening his eyes a crack, he saw that several
of the men were already out of the pool. Yamir stood stoically to one side, but his impatience was
already apparent. Reluctantly Mark swam over to the far side of the pool, and finding the exit hole, he
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ducked under the water.

With a quick push he slipped into the current and let it suck him along for its short length until he
reemerged into the cold water pool in the adjoining bathroom. With vigorous strokes he crossed the pool
and stepped out on the far side next to another cascade of water. This was the tough part.

Holding his breath, he ducked under the shower and let the icy water splash over him, shocking him into
full consciousness. As he stepped out on the far side, more servants greeted him with towels and gave
him a quick rubdown.

Now he was ready at last--but damn it, how he craved a cup of coffee.

"Thinking about coffee, sir?"

"Kochanski! I'd like to get back home just so I could have a cup and a pack of Luckies."

Kochanski was looking over a smiling dark-eyed redhead walking by outside in the garden, who boldly
returned his gaze.

"T don't know about that, Captain. I bet this bathtub's better than anything I'd ever have back on Earth."
His gaze returned to the girl. "It'd take more than a cup of coffee to get me to give this up. Like this age
stuff. Now, I still don't know if I believe it or not, but according to what we've been told, people who can
use the Essence can live for a thousand or more years if they stay here. Why would I want to leave?"

"But what about home?"

"Home to beautiful Trenton, New Jersey?" Kochanski said softly. "Home to getting my ass shot at by
Zeros?"

"Or ducking ten tons of bombs from a B-29."
The two turned as Ikawa and Sergeant Saito came up beside them.
"Just talking about home," Mark said evenly.

"It's what we're all thinking about," Ikawa replied as he reached for the light blue tunic and breeches that
one of the servants presented to him. It was the standard dress for Allic's sorcerers.

"If we start talking about that again," Saito interjected, "it will only remind us both what stands between
us back there--or could still divide us here."

A single bell sounded in the distance, interrupting any response. Dawn had come, and with it the start of
another day of training.

The elderly sorcerer who stood on the dais reminded Mark of one of his old briefing officers, but Valdez
was far more of a perfectionist.

"As I have told you before, you must learn to focus your thoughts. That is the key, the source of your
strength, to focus."

Allic had ordered him to finally start with the offensive training, but Valdez felt it was far too early for
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that. He looked at his charges for a moment then, exasperated, turned away. Thirty days of this, he
thought. The ones called Japanese were learning at an acceptable rate. It seemed that their minds were
better trained for what was needed--it must have something to do with how they worshipped their god.
But the ones called Americans, they were too haphazard, they would not force their thoughts sufficiently
inward, or worse yet, they had the annoying habit of acting like they already knew it all.

As Allic's master trainer Valdez was entrusted with preparing these men to use the tremendous potential
that they all had, but Allic wanted miracles. These men were out-worlders, barbarians without any social
graces.

"Now watch me."

Valdez took the crystal wristband off his right wrist and handed it to his daughter, then looked back at
the outlanders.

"Damn it, Walker, watch me, not my Liala. She's not the one with the gift, [ am."
"I'd say she's got gifts enough," Walker mumbled.

"What was that!"

"Nothing, sir, nothing." The men around him chuckled.

"All right you clowns, knock it off," Mark ordered. "This could save your life someday, so listen up." He
nodded for Valdez to continue.

The old trainer ignored Mark. Raising his hand, he turned to a straw dummy that was propped up across
the courtyard. The audience grew quiet as a pulsing shimmer seemed to encompass the old man.

Several seconds later a sheet of light snapped from his hand and towards the dummy, which burst into
flame.

"That is the power of the Essence," Valdez said, looking back to his audience. "It is part of the very
fabric of this world. When Jartan and the other gods transformed Haven, they gave of their own creative
spirit and their Essence, brought with them from the Great Void. The gods and their descendants may
draw upon this power to create and to destroy."

"Does that mean," Giorgini asked with a touch of sarcasm, "that you claim to be a descendant of a god?"

"No, damn it. And don't blaspheme," Valdez replied. The genetic pattern of all humans who were
brought to Haven thousands of years ago has been subtly altered so that we mortals cannot draw upon
the Essence. Occasionally someone like me is born who does not carry this genetic trait, and thus we can
work what you call magic.

"It seems that your god did not leave any Essence in creating your world, or perhaps attempted to make
too much, and thus the Essence was dissipated, spread out too thin to be of use--for even a god is
limited in how much he can create."

"Without the direct presence of the Essence it seems probable that your god did not bother to give your
race the genetic trait that our gods chose to give us. Therefore you have the ability to use the Essence
here like few others, but it takes practice and concentration. Otherwise you'll be more dangerous to
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yourselves than to anyone else."
"Ah, but burning that dummy is easy. I've been practicing this stuff on the side," Walker replied.

Standing, he extended his hand and pointed. A second target dummy smoldered and gradually burst into
flames, while his comrades and even the Japanese cheered his performance.

"Just fine," Valdez replied sarcastically. "But inelegant and crude. Now watch me."

Valdez snapped his fingers and his daughter handed back the wristband which he clicked into place. A
second later there was a bunding crack of light. The head of the dummy Walker had ignited disappeared
in a lightning flash. Valdez swung his hand around towards a row of dummies mounted in a line. Two
holes were drilled where a real man's eyes would have been, the next one exploded in a gout of flame,
the third was decapitated by a fiery sword of light, and the fourth simply disappeared into smoldering
ashes.

Valdez swung around, and before anyone could react, the Air Corps insignia on Walker's hat congealed
into a flowing puddle of fire. The frightened tailgunner whipped off the flaming headgear.

"That is the power of the Essence," Valdez said coldly. "Think of your body as a sponge drawing in
Essence, expelling it as energy as you squeeze, and then refilling. It is the crystal that focuses my power. |
send the power of the Essence through it--to narrow it, to magnify it, and then to use it. But to do that
must first learn to control it. Those who have the gift to use the Essence can use it at any time, but it
usually is dispersed and can only be projected short distances. Only with the crystals can we focus it,
send it to distant targets, and turn it into a finely balanced weapon or tool."

"Without the ability to calmly control the Essence, you will never receive a crystal of attacking power.
We know you have the innate ability to focus your Essence for attack. That is why you men have been
chosen to learn under me. Attack and defense all of you will learn, but some of you will also reveal your
powers in additional ways; some for farseeing, some for healing, creating, or any of several other skills.
But for now you will be trained as warriors."

"A moment of anger, even a careless thought, and you could do damage to yourself, or worse yet, to
someone innocent. You must learn to be able to turn the Essence on and oft as it flows through you."

"You must learn to use the Essence for defense before anything else. Lord Allic has given you defensive
crystals which you should all be practicing with."

Valdez walked over to the group and approached Walker, who looked warily at him.

He grabbed Walker's left wrist and held it up so that the crystal in the wristband was before Walker's
eyes.

"Why didn't you use this when I attacked you?" Valdez snapped.
"Well, ah, you see..."
"No excuse... There is no excuse if you're dead. We've been over this many times. You must learn to

divert part of your thoughts to your defensive crystals even while attacking your foe. Visualize a sphere
around you that lets nothing in. A blast will bounce off a good shield and save your life."
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Valdez suddenly brought his hand up as if to strike Walker and the lanky tailgunner crouched down low
and brought his left hand up. A dull crackling hum filled the air as what appeared to be a protective
sphere materialized around Walker.

"Good, very good," Valdez replied. "You must train your instincts to focus your Essence into the crystal
of defense. It should be done in a blinding flash, without thought, but by instinct alone. Remember that
pointing your left hand towards the blow will focus the energy of your shielding to better deflect or
absorb a strike from that direction."

"If you wish to live long enough on Haven to take advantage of the longevity that the Essence provides,
you better learn this quickly. The sorcerers you face might have five hundred years of training, and they'll
not excuse your slowness and retire with apologies until you are ready. They'll leave you dead."

"Another thing you must remember. If your opponent diverts more of his strength to the attack, you must
equal that energy with your defense. But know that once that happens, if he is stronger or more skillful
than you, you're dead."

Valdez turned and walked back to the dais. "Now you remember our lesson on bows, don't you?"
The men mumbled an affirmative.

"Good." Valdez reached down to a low platform to one side of the dais and stood back up again, a
heavy longbow in his hands. With a single fluid motion he snapped an arrow out of the quiver, nocked it,
and then pulled the bow to full draw and pointed it straight at Walker's chest, whose shielding went up to
maximum power.

"Now watch, damn you," Valdez roared. Turning, he pointed the bow at the last dummy in the line. A
tiny defensive crystal hung around the dummy's neck. With the bow still drawn, Valdez stared at the
necklace, and a defensive shimmer developed around it. He released the arrow.

The arrow streaked to its target and with a thunderclap explosion merged with the glowing defensive

light.

Fragments of the dummy arched into the air, and the courtyard walls reverberated with a roar like the
burst from a flak shell. As the smoke cleared, the men gaped in amazement at the six-foot-wide crater
where the dummy had stood.

"Damn you, why did you turn on your defensive shield when I pointed the arrow at you?" Valdez roared.
"Seemed like the right thing to do. Anyhow, I figured you wouldn't shoot."

"Figured, soyou figured, eh? Suppose | was a turncoat, a traitor? If I'd fired that arrow I would have
killed you and half the men sitting around you--that would have been damn good service for one of Allic's
enemies."

"Remember, your shield will turn an ordinary arrow, except perhaps for one fired at very close range.
But damn it, there is one sure way for an ordinary man to kill a sorcerer, and that's to possess an arrow
tipped with a sliver from the red crystal of fire. When a red crystal hits a shield, it's converted to the pure
energy of the Essence. The bigger the crystal, the bigger the blast. A catapult bolt tipped by a large
enough crystal can blast down an entire wall if it is shielded. They're hard to forge and facet, but in any
flight of arrows, always assume there's one of them coming in. You can spot it by its red glow, and
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through concentration you should be able to sense it even before you see it. Remember that!"

"Some of you might be bodyguards to Allic and it will be your job to always watch for a red-tipped
arrow. You'll only have a couple of seconds to react and blast it down, but react quickly, by the gods, or
your lord and you are dead. It's one of the favorite tools of an assassin."

"I keep hammering and hammering that all of you must learn the art of concentration. You must be able
to react in a second and come to full defense while preparing your offense, and at the same time be able
to sense the presence or approach of a red crystal. I look at all of you here now, and only hope that
you'll be alive a year from now."

Valdez fell silent for a moment and they looked at one another uneasily.

"Enough. There are more practice dummies on the other side of the courtyard, and for the rest of the
morning [ want all of you to practice with projection of the force to create fire. I want control, damn it!
And I want focus. A good sorcerer, even without a crystal to focus his energy, should be able to ignite a
human size target at thirty paces. Now move it!"

As the men assumed their practice positions, Mark could only feel anxiety. Walker and a number of the
Japanese soldiers made it look so easy. But damn it, every time he tried to focus his power he found
himself breaking into a cold sweat.

As if to add insult to injury, Walker called for everyone's attention.
"Hey, watch this!"

He turned his back to a target dummy and projected an over-the-shoulder shot at his straw opponent.
Valdez was all over him in an instant, but Mark decided not to intervene. He was having enough trouble
just trying to work up enough energy to equal a Zippo lighter.

Back in the real world he never had any real anxieties about command. He was a damn good pilot, one
of the best, and the men wanted to fly for him, believing that he had "the luck"--that indefinable ability to
always bring a crew back safely.

The luck,he thought sadly. Well, that ended on a hillside back in China. Was he finished now in this new
world? He couldn't control this thing called Essence for attack, while all around him his gunners and the
Japanese soldiers were proving their superiority. Would he be nothing but a fifth wheel here, his ability to
control the respect of his men gradually drifting away as a new leader emerged, for a new world?

He looked over at Lieutenant Younger. As if Younger were reading his thoughts, his copilot snapped out
a narrow focused beam at his target, then smiled at him with a sarcastic grin, as if challenging Mark to do
better. Younger turned away from him and started to speak softly to Sergeant Giorgini and the two of
them laughed.

"Captain Phillips."

It was Varma, the dwart companion and jester to Allic, who had come up to stand by Mark's side.

"How goes your training?" Varma asked in a friendly voice.

Mark was tempted to bark a sarcastic reply but realized that Varma was only trying to be friendly. He
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liked the jester. Some of the men thought his strange appearance amusing, but Mark had already noticed
that Varma possessed a brilliant mind, and beyond all the jokes and foolish rhyming he was one of Allic's
most trusted advisors.

"Oh, quite well," Mark replied quickly.

Varma looked up and smiled at him. "But of course. Well, not to worry about it, that's what I say.
Anyhow, my Lord Allic requests the presence of you and Captain Ikawa, so let us go." And turning,

Varma scurried over to Ikawa's side.

With a sigh of relief Mark left the firing line and followed Varma. He could not help but notice that
Younger and Giorgini followed him with their gaze and continued their quiet conversation.

There would be problems with them, he was sure of that now. But being without their ability, how could
he ever respond?

"So how goes the training?"
Damn, everybody has to ask the same question,Mark thought.
"My lord Allic, your Valdez is a good trainer," Ikawa replied.

"Please, when there is no one else present, we can drop the 'my lord' routine," Allic said, a smile lighting
his features. "It gets tiresome after a while. Here, have a drink."

He pointed for the two soldiers to sit by his side and handed them a couple of goblets.
"A little early for that, isn't it, my lord?" Varma inquired.

Allic gave his jester a silencing stare. "I've lived my first thousand years without too much of a problem,
but apparently I still can't have a friendly drink in the morming without some lackey interfering."

"Just doing my job," Varma said.

"Then, do your job and bring Hort in here, and stop nagging me. I'm a demigod, damn it, and I should
be able to take a drink without some fool dwarf interfering!"

With his hands raised in a mock display of terror, Varma backed out of the room, bowing low.

"Some people think that being the son of a god has all the advantages," Allic said, looking into his wine
cup, "but let me tell you, gentlemen, it can be a downright nuisance at times. They're always checking up
on you and passing down some admonishment."

Mark gave a sidelong look of amazement to Ikawa. He still wasn't used to the idea of a flesh and blood
man calling himself the son of a god. There were times when he thought all of these people were insane
blasphemers. But he realized it was best not to challenge such a thing here. Demigod or not, this man had
saved him, and he was obviously a prince of great power. If Allic wanted to call himself a demigod, let
him.
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The Japanese, with their god-emperor, took such things as a matter of course. He'd have to make sure
that Goldberg, who was Jewish, and Smithie, who had a strong streak of the fundamentalist, were kept
under control. The last thing Mark needed was a damned religious debate.

Allic drained his cup and tossed it on the table. "There, that's better. Now, to business." He rose and
went to the door.

"Bring him in, Varma!"

The door swung open and both Ikawa and Mark rose to their feet. In an instant Ikawa's defensive shield
was up, glowing softly in the darkened room.

Bending low at the waist, a towering form cleared the doorway, then straightened to its full three meter
height. Its eyes were like two glowing coals; its face a bizarre and chilling caricature of a blood-red skull
that had been covered with scorched parchment. The creature stood in the doorway surveying the three
before him and extended its arms to reveal two batlike wings that glowed with a faint phosphorescence
and seemed to fill half the room. Seeing Allic it bowed low, its head coming down to eye level.

Allic looked over at Ikawa and Mark and smiled.
"No need for the defense, Ikawa. Hort is harmless."
"But that's a demon," Ikawa blurted.

"Sure it's a demon, but it's well trained. Why, he's even housebroken," Varma piped in as he planted a
swift kick on Hort's shin. The demon grunted and pushed Varma away with a gentle backhanded swing.

"I've decided to assign him as a guardian to your households. It will give a certain prestige, and
protection, to you and your men. And while acting as a protector, he can also teach you the lore and
customs of his race," Allic said.

"But I thought demons were the enemy." Mark was clearly puzzled.

"Tell him, Hort," Allic replied.

"I am in service to my lord Allic," Hort said with a low grating voice. "Allic rescued me from certain
death when he journeyed to my dimension years ago, and thus I returned with him to Haven, for I
pledged him blood debt of a thousand years in repayment. Even demons must keep their word," he
finished with a low chuckle.

"Don't worry," Allic said, noticing the offworlders' anxiety. "I have half a hundred like him in my service.
Some are willing, such as Hort; others are prisoners, such as Chaka. All of them take the oath.

Occasionally one will break his pledge--but tell them, Hort, what happens to an oath breaker."

Hort growled. "Never would Hort d