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Prologue

The battlefield was desthly till. Overhead, the twin moons of Haven cast an eerie glow over the
shattered remains of thousands who had struggled beneath the walls of Landra. The city was il ablaze,
cadting aflickering glow through the fog that seemed to rise ghostlike across the blood-soaked fields. The
low cries of the wounded till echoed in the night air, whispering for help, water, or an end to their
agonies. Like apparitions, numbed survivors searched the fields, looking for comrades, loved ones,
hoping against hope.

The mist swirled and eddied, cloaking the fields before Landra where but hours before the armies of
Sarnak had gone down to their ruin. Gradually it deepened, asif the earth wished to hide the brutal
inhumanity of what had been accomplished, al for the vain-gloried dreams of ademigod who was now a
hunted fugitive, hisarmies dead or scattered. In the drifting shroud of darkness, two forms clad in the
livery of Allic, Prince and defender of Landra, appeared hovering in the air, looking furtively about, then
floated on searching. More than one, il clinging to life, looked up to see the two sorcerersdrift by. Y et
the criesfor help were futile, for the two were not searching for lost friends.

"There's one of Sarnak's sorcerers over there," Giorgini whispered.
"Y ou check him out and I'll check out this one over here,” commanded Y ounger.

Giorgini flew low, drifting in the mist to avoid detection. A cold shiver was running through him. Hours
ago hehad felt at least that he was part of ateam, fighting dongside his old comrades. Granted, hefdt his
commander, Mark Phillips, was afool for trusting the Japanese, but he had always despised officerswho
were dways ordering him around--and Mark, who led by example, was nothing like that. Already
Giorgini waswishing he had not sded with Y ounger in the argument over command. If only he had kept
his damn mouth shut held be back in the city now, awarm meal insde him and with aplace to deep.
Instead he was skulking about like athief, hoping to find and loot a set of crysals.

The damn crystals--he had never thought of that when he had quit Allic's service. He had not stopped to
redlize that he would be stripped of his offensve and defensive crysta wegpons. Without them he was
next to naked on thisworld.

Stll not adapted to flying without the focusing of a crysta's power, he overshot the torn body of the
sorcerer and fell to hisknees. Cursing under his breath, Giorgini walked back to the corpse.
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Jackpot! The woman had not been stripped of her weapons. Sitting down by her side, he quickly undid
the bracel ets around her arms and snapped them on to his own wrists, not looking at the horrible searing
wound that had nearly torn her in haf. He paused for amoment to look at her drawn, gray festures
which, strangely, had been untouched by the blast that had killed her. Inlife she must have been beautiful,
Giorgini thought sadly. Her hair was barely scorched, her features quiet, asif death had taken her by
surprise, not giving her timeto fed pain. Who knows, he thought, perhaps he had even killed her inthe
mad confusion of battle. He could remember two kills of enemy sorcerersfor sure, both of them pounces
from above and behind. One of them had been awoman. He paused for amoment, lost in lonely
contemplation. Y et he was alive and she was dead, that was the smplefact of it, hetried to tell himsdlf,
but the sickness of everything that had happened this day was impossible to shake.

A distant cry of pain echoed acrossthe field, setting his hair on edge. A wounded demon. A moment
later there was amuffled flash of light and the demon scream was cut off. Asif by instinct, he snapped his
defensive shidd up.

"Y ou stupid ass. Turn off that shield, someone might pick it up and come over here," snarled Y ounger
from out of the shadows.

Giorgini clenched histeeth, biting back asharp return, and turned the shield down to itslowest power.
Heglared back at Y ounger for amoment and then returned his attention to the body at his feet.

Why in the name of god did | leave the captain to desert with thisjerk, hethought savagdly. In
frustration he ripped the crystals from the belt around the woman's body and began to examine them.

Y ounger landed beside him just as he wasfitting the crystalsinto the empty dots on his belt.
"How did you make out, Sergeant?"

Giorgini kept hisface impassve while he struggled for control. What an asshole, he thought. The two of
us haven't a friend in this whole world and he wants to play lieutenant.

"Lookslike | got acomplete set except for acommunications crystd,” Giorgini replied coldly.

Giorgini was glancing around the body to seeif the comm crystal had falen nearby and failed to notice
Y ounger diffen dightly--

"Let's get onething straight, Sergeant. Now that I'm in command you will addressmeas'sr,’ " Y ounger
barked.

Giorgini struggled to control himself. An hour ago, Y ounger had been cdling him "buddy,” and now this
old military crap again. Inwardly Giorgini knew the bastard was better than him in aone-on-one fight, at
least with crystals. From the corner of his eye he saw that Y ounger had found a powerful looking
offengve crysd, but hisleft wrist was still empty of adefensive shied. The tension coiled through him,
but he forced it down. So that's the game, Giorgini thought, feding stupid for not having guessed this
would be how Y ounger acted once he had weapons again.

Apparently fedling that he had reestablished proper discipline, Lieutenant Y ounger continued:

"All right, Sergeant, the body | found had its defensive crystal destroyed, so give me the one you found
until we locate another body. Then we can get the hdll out of here.”

Giorgini was so angry that he actualy sammered asthe first words came out of his mouth and had to
stop and try again. Hiswords were low but venomous, and there was no mistaking their meaning.



"Kissmy ass”
Y ounger made the mistake of trying to reestablish his authority.
"Cometo atention thisingtant, Sergeant.”

"Eat shit. Sir." Giorgini drawled the"dr" out asinsultingly as possible, and continued, 'Y ou're a deserter
yourself, Younger. Don't even try and pull that bullshit officer crgp onme. Infact..." he paused asthe
decision he had been haf mulling over crystalized in hismind, then went on, "I was an idiot to even come
with you. Mark is not only a better leader, but a better man. I'm going back.”

Y ounger'sfirgt reaction wasto raise his offensve crystd. Instantly Giorgini's shield snapped on to full
power and his offensive crystal was pointed at Y ounger's scomach.

"Lieutenant, that would be pretty stupid. How long do you expect to last without ashidd?' Giorgini's
Vvoice conveyed vast amusement.

Y ounger carefully lowered hisarm. "Come on," he whispered smoothly. "Y ou can't go back. They'll send
you to the mines as a deserter. Stick with me, buddy, it's safer.”

"I'm not your goddamn buddy," Giorgini hissed. ™Y ou amost had meroped in. | et my hatred of the Japs
blind me to what a bastard you are. But I'll take the Japsto you any day. Y ou thought 1'd be your little
army and follow you around shouting yes Sir, no Sir, let mekissyour assSr. | wasan idiot to desert with
you. I'm goin' back and take my chances.”

Y ounger's anger overwhelmed him and he started to raise his crystal again... only to freeze as he stared at
agparkling offensive crystal pointed directly between his eyesfrom adistance of only five feet.

"Imagine what this could do at thisrange. Sir. Now why don't you crawl off to whatever cesspool you
were going to inthefirst place.”

Y ounger's face contorted. "I'll get you," he snarled. "Y ou're as bad as the Japs, you little guinea. I'll get
you some day."

"Come on Lieutenant,” Giorgini laughed, "here and now."

Y ounger stood frozen for amoment, his features darkened with rage. Turning, helifted into the air and
disappeared into the fog.

Hewas amogt across the field when he heard Giorgini's booming laugh. "Hey Lieutenant--while you're at
it, why don't you take them gold bars of yours and stuff ‘em up your ass!”

Giorgini stood on the crest of the hill smiling and chortling to himsalf. Ever since he had entered the Air
Corps he had wanted to tell some chickenshit officer what he could do to himself. Extending his
far-seeing skills, he tracked Y ounger as he disappeared eastward, toward where the shattered remnants
of Sarnak's army had disappeared. Finally he waslost from view.

Turning back, Giorgini continued histrain of thought. Hell, Mark would stick up for him if he handled it
right. Chrigt, with al they had been through, aman could be excused alittle battle fatigue. Hed be in the
doghouse for a couple of months, but come the next fight they'd have to let him back in and he could
prove himsdf in battle again. Even that Jap officer, Ikawa, had said he was agood fighter in apinch.
They'd have to let him back.

Theonly hairy part would bein surrendering. Without a communications crystal he couldn't call in and



forewarn them. The best thing he could do was to wait until daylight and start walking. If hetriedtogoin
now, they might pop him off, thinking he was a survivor of Sarnak's trying to escape, no questions asked.
Aslong as hewaswearing Allic's colors no one would shoot him on sight in the morning light, and once
he got to another sorcerer with away to connect him with Mark he was home free.

Giorgini was S0 deep in thought that he failed to notice the change in his surroundings.

The grass beneath hisfeet began to turn brown and brittle asif a sudden frost had overcomeit. Not only
the temperature, but the very fed of the air turned cold and crisp.

Giorgini suddenly shivered and, still deep in thought, half wondered at the change.

"Chrig, fedslike I'm standing in anicebox,” he muttered to himsdif.

All at once he cameto his senses and realized that this cold was not naturd. That it had to be caused.
And now he could fed someone, apresence, behind him.

Knowing he was adead man, heingtantly powered up his shield and turned to fight.

To be blasted off hisfeet the moment he moved.

Giorgini laid there, barely conscious, and felt the presence come closer. The cold had become amost
overwheming, and he began to shiver uncontrollably.

A voicethat was chilling, and dmost inhuman in itslack of emotion, cameto him through hispain:

"| cametoo late for other prey, so you will haveto do."

Chapter 1

Captain Mark Phillips, formerly of the United States Army Air Corps and now one of the most highly
regarded sorcerers of Prince Allic'sream, flew lazily through the morning air. The magical talents he had
developed in thisworld were till awonder to him, but the ability to fly had to be hisfavorite.

The land beneath him was as beautiful asever, with small villages, wdl run farms, vineyards, and
orchards. He could not recall ever being happier. Having powers that would have seemed godlike back
on Earth, and being part of the ruling clique of gods and demigods, made hislife far more rewarding than
it had been flying B-29s with an average twenty mission life expectancy.

Extending hisarms, Mark Phillips soared heavenward, up through the crystaline clouds that floated lazily
with the morning breeze. Onward he climbed, the cool fresh air rippling past him. With adight dip of his

right arm he went into arall, spinning through turn after turn as he punched through the opague firmament
of billowing clouds.

Reaching the top of the cloud, he skimmed aong the surface until the edge suddenly dropped straight
away to the ground more than amile below. Laughing, Mark created amenta image and swept his hands
dowly infront of him, drawing on the Essence and his still rough talent of credivity.

The cloud swirled up in response to his command to form atowering throne, complete to ornately carved
lions heads on the uprights. Gently, he lowered himsdlf into his creation and, stretching out, he looked
over the edge to survey the world beneath him.
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The cloud marched onward with the breeze, its shadow rolling across the eastern marches of Landra.
How different thisal was. Lessthan ayear before he had been flying across the flak-torn skies of Chinag,
drenched in fear-soaked sweet, listening to the pounding roar of the engines that kept his B-29 doft.
Alwayswaiting, always fearing that inevitable dash of hot steel sent up to tear him and his comrades out

of the sky.

And now he could fly like agod on the world of Haven. Flying as he had dways dreamed to fly, by
merely extending hisarms and rising effortlesdy into the heavens. There had been fighting aswell, and
death had still hovered by his shoulder. But for now the war on Haven was over, and there was the joy
of soaring like an eagle without fear of attack.

And Allic had awarded them dl smal fiefdomsin return for their al-too-crucid servicesin the war with
Sarnak. Only the day before, Mark had been enjoying along promised rest at his manor, Homefree. As
leaders of the outlanders, Mark and Captain Ikawa of the Japanese Army had received exceptionally
beautiful estates of severd hundred square miles dong theriver, in aregion noted for its towering stands
of edar and derusatrees, and rocky cliffsthat overlooked theriver.

For two weeks Mark had known nothing but contented bliss. Hislover Storm, Allic'ssigter, had flownin
to spend the time with him. Eventualy it had become aworking vacation, asthey tried to get the estate
back in order after the recent conflict. They had visited dl the villagesin Mark's shire, and he had
declared afeast day at his own expense for each vigt. Not surprisingly, he had done very well in
maintaining the good rel ationship that the people of Landra had traditionally had with their leaders. Ikawa
and Allic's other sigter, the demigod Leti, had exchanged regular visits with Mark and Storm, and the four
companions had grown ever closer in their friendship.

Then the cdll to service had come from Allic. Ruefully, Mark turned back to his elaborate cregation of
cloud. Though heloved flying like this, at this moment hed much rather be alone with Storm, watching
the deek ships sailing down theriver on their way to the sea, or walking through a grove of red-hued
treesin hisgarden.

"Aren't we getting alittle godlike with the throne?"
Mark looked over his shoulder and smiled.
Allic, hisliegelord, Prince of the province of Landra, hovered behind him.

"Have asedt, my lord," Mark said expansively, and with awave of his hand he expanded the throne to
accompany hisruler and friend.

Allic settled in dongside of Mark. Reaching into histunic he pulled out aflask of brandy, took along
swalow, and then offered it to Mark.

After draining off ashot, Mark returned the gem-encrusted flask. Allic smiled and with awink took
another drink, then leaned back asif settling into the digporous chair. Mark could seethat Allic's scars of
battle were dmost healed, the hedlthy new skin gradualy working itsway out, replacing the darkened
burnsthat had covered haf of Allic'sface. He still wore an eye patch to cover the left socket wherethe
new eyewasforming.

Of dl the wonders of Haven--the flying by mere thought, the thousand year life span he now had, the
magic which wasadaily fact of life--this miracle of regeneration still awed him. Acrossthree years of war
back on Earth he had seen countless young bodies broken, torn apart, never to be heded. Y et here
those who survived combat could again be made whole, at least in body, by the art of the
sorcerer-healers.



Smiling, Allic winked at Mark and then |leaned over the edge of the throne to look down. Mark still found
it hard to understand this man, if he could be called such athing. Allic wasthe son of god, imbued with
powersthat on Earth would seem divine. But then again, Mark realized, what would his own ability to fly
likeabird, and fight with the power of magic crystas, seem liketo hisold comradesin the Air Corps?

Allic could at times come forth with aregal bearing and terrifying power; and yet at other times, he was
like an old comrade, ready for adrink, acoarse joke, and ajovia smile.

There were hundreds of sorcerers, those mortals who could wield magic on thisworld, in Allic's service,
but Mark noticed that it was the offworlders, the Japanese and American soldierswho had arrived here
on Haven through the dimensiond porta, whose company and friendship Allic preferred.

"Ah, here comeslkawa," Allic announced, shaking his head and amiling as he pointed straight down.

Coming under the base of the cloud, Ikawa arched upward, his climb dow but steady, lacking the
smooth precison of Mark, or the blinding swiftness of Allic. But then again, Allic was ademigod, the son
of Jartan the Creator, and Mark had been acombat pilot, while Ikawa Y oshio had been an infantry
officer in the Imperia Japanese Army, who sill looked at flying with abit of ajaundiced eye. Watching
hisfriend fly up, Mark smiled over how strangethisal was. A year ago hewould havekilled Ikawa
without the dightest hesitation. Now he would lay down hislife to protect the man he considered to be
the closest friend he had ever had.

Ikawa pulled up before the two and shook his head with mock disdain.

"Y ou and your damn games of darting al over the sky,” Ikawa snapped. "And this throne on top of a
cloud. Lookslike your work, Mark: western European in style, and far too plain.”

Ikawawaved his hands and the throne shifted in form, expanding outward with awild assortment of
swirlstopped by afanlike canopy. On both sides the clouds grew upward and turned into two giant
samurailike guards who stood poised in watchful observance with blades drawn.

"Now I'mready to Sit," Ikawa announced with mock gravity, and swinging over, he settled down by
Allic'sside. Scooping up the proffered flask, Ikawatook along drink and sighed.

Thethree friends sat in quiet contemplation of the beauty around them. To the east Mark could seethe
brooding heights of the Sarnastu, the barrier mountains that guarded the gpproach to what had once been
the realm of Sarnak the Accursed. Their destination was just on the other side of those mountains.
Though the war was over and Sarnak had fled in defeat, till there was a sense of foreboding to the
place.

As helooked eastward at the Sarnastu he could not help but fedl unessy.

"My lord, would you mind sharing with uswhat thisisall about?' Ikawa asked.
Alliclooked at the two and smiled.

"I'd have told you earlier, but felt it best to wait till we were out here done.”

The two nodded. Ever since the war there had been some concern about a possible security leak in
Allic'sranks. It wasn't so much that there was direct evidence, but rather just an uneasy fediing on Allic's
part, backed up by Pinaand Vadez, histwo most trusted lieutenants, that somehow word was sifting out
of thecity regarding Allic's activities.

"Word came in yesterday that we've found Sarnak's secret office and command center.”



"We've been tearing that pal ace apart for three months," Ikawainterjected. "I thought we'd never find his
command center.”

"One of hissorcerers had enough of hard |abor and felt that his old master had sold them all out, so he
decided to talk in return for areduced sentence.”

"Maybe now we can find out where that bastard Sarnak is hiding and finish off thejob,” Mark said
grimly.

"My intentions exactly, and the sooner we get there the sooner welll find out.”
Leaping forward, Allic dived down the face of the cloud and rolled out eastward.

"Let'sget going." Laughing, Mark gave Ikawaafriendly shove. Hisfriend tumbled off the throne and with
acurse plummeted down the side of the cloud. Mark focused his attention and did a magnificent spring
upward, like adiver going off aboard. He hovered for amoment above the throne and then jackknifed
sraight down. Snapping his shielding up to esse the buffeting of the wind on hisface, he raced down the
face of the cloud.

Ikawa had regained some semblance of stability, and as Mark raced past, the Japanese officer swungin
aongsde hiscomrade.

Below the base of the cloud the two leveled out and, riding the currents of air, swung in behind their lord,
forming a protective cover to hisrear. Though there was no war, they were ill flying into aconquered
territory and amoment of inattention could still result in tragedy.

The ground bel ow was dotted with farmsteads and villages, but as the Eastern Marches drew closer the
settled region findly gave way to wild tracks of forest. For three thousand years this had been the frontier
between two rival powers, subject to raid and counterstrike, and only the border wardens and lords of
the marches had stayed in thisregion, their settlementsfortified positions set atop high pesked hills.

Asthe mountains rose below them, the three started to curve back skyward, passing again through the
clouds which were billowing upward to form thefirgt thunderheads of an afternoon storm.

The sight of the clouds made Mark think again of hislover. She wasademigod in her ownright, the
daughter of Jartan. Storm had in her powersthe ability to create her own thunderstorms, the darkened
sky her plaything for amusement or, as he had once witnessed, aterrifying power of war. It was, after dl,
inastorm cloud that he had first met her, and he smiled at the memory.

Asthey punched through the clouds, the towering peaks of the Samastu loomed ahead. Allic led the way
through anarrow past, the sheer rock walls of the mountainsrising severd thousand feet above them on
ether sde. Thear was cold and crisp, the sun illuminating the peaks with agolden light that rendered
them in stark contrast against the mountain clouds.

Turning and weaving, the party continued on up into the mountain fastness.

"Thisis Red Leader to Gold Leader control,” Mark announced through his communications crysta.
"Gold Leader to Red, go ahead please.”

"Party of three gpproaching through sector five."

There was a pause on the other end.



"We have you in sight. Identification code please.”
"Green, green, white," Mark announced.

One of the things Allic's people had picked up from Mark was the method of air control and
identification codes he had learned in the Army Air Corps. He had designed the air gpproach systems
into Allic'sream and Sarnak'sterritory, and if aflyer did not follow certain corridors, and have theright
codes, it would trigger an ingtant scramble.

"Y ou are cleared for gpproach through air corridor five," the controller responded, and the crystal fell
glent.

Mark was pleased with the crispness of the operation, and Allic looked back at him approvingly. It had
been difficult to convince Allic that he should never announce his presence or even speak viacrysta's
whenintheair, lest hetip some unwanted listener off. But sSince hisinjury in battle he had, at least for
now, seemed alittle more cautious.

Coming down out of the high pass, the ground dropped away to a broad plateau, broken occasionaly by
hillsand river valleys. For anation that had been a war there waslittle Sgn here that a conflict had ever
been fought. But then, Mark reflected, there wouldn't be: Almost all the combat had taken placein Allic's
ream.

Thetowns and citieswere wd | ordered, in an amaost military precision of squared fields and
arrow-graight roads. If anything waslacking, it was the green lushness of Allic'skingdom, and that vague
indefinable spirit that could ingtantly tell someone that the people were truly happy and contented with
their life.

Swinging low for acloser look, Allic soared over hisnew territories.

Mark fdt dightly nervous about this. In Allic'sown realm the sight of their lord passing overhead would
have been cause for jovid shouts and comments. Here his passage was met by stony silence. Mark kept
awatchful eyefor the dightest threatening sign.

"Can't expect themto like meyet," Allic said evenly, faling back to fly besde Mark.

They passed over abevy of Sarnak's captured demons hard at work repairing a blown bridge that
spanned anarrow chasm. Mark had aready had severa encounters with the ten-foot monsters and knew
that they were fearsome opponents. Brought by Sarnak from their own worldsinto thisdimension, as
guards and warriors they endured years of serviceto earn their freedom. Of course, these had been
forced to sign alegianceto Allic, o they were theoreticaly harmless. Still, Mark noted that most of this
group were winged, and he increased the stirength of hisshield dightly. The frightening crestures|ooked
heavenward and glowered darkly, while their guards shouted afriendly greeting as Allic raced by.

Continuing acrossthe plain, Mark could at last see their destination, the high mountainsand river valey
that marked Sarnak’s castle and capital city.

"Red Leader, you are on fina gpproach,” avoice whigpered through the communications crystal. "Do not
deviate from your flight path unless ordered to do s0."

Mark could see that Allic was tempted to announce his presence and wander about a bit, but decided
agang it. Thewadll crystal mounted atop the entry gate would have been brought ingtantly into play and a
scramble of al sorcerersin the city would have come swarming out as aresult. It wastight discipline, but
Mark had suggested it be set up that way, until such time as every last corner of Sarnak'sream and



hidden corridor of his castle had been explored and secured. Only the week before, haf adozen
renegade demons had been flushed not five miles away from this spot. More than twenty soldiers had
been killed, and a sorcerer injured, before they had been iminated. Without the tight system of checks
and controlled airspace it could have been alot worse.

Rising again, they crested the city wal and headed for the twin towers of the main gateinto the cagtle.
Before them stood the hidden fortress of Sarnak. Half ahundred stedl-grey towers encircled the keep,
and in the center sood a single monolith of rock and iron.

Atop the tower fluttered the blue and white pennant of Allic, and the demigod smiled as the banner
arched and snapped in the breeze.

Circling about the tower, the three swung in to dight on the arriva platform. From the shadows of the
battlement wall adelegation came forward to meet the new arrivas. Allic wasimmediately surrounded by
his sorcerers and servants, while Mark and Ikawa were the center of attention astheir old comrades
rushed out to greet them.

The outlanders split into two parties momentarily as the Japanese lined up to formally exchange bows
with Ikawa, while the Americans smply crowded around Mark, exchanging handshakes and
good-natured insults.

Mark easily entered into the clamor. Almost al hisold friends and comrades were here. Only Kochanski
was away, ill up inthe capita city, Asmara, working on aspecia assignment with the god Jartan.

Y ounger and Giorgini he smply did not think about anymore, and as for the others... How few we are,
he thought sadly. He looked over at Ikawa and their gazes|ocked for a second. Too many of their
origind companionswere aready gone, and those who still lived seemed to cherish each other dl the
more.

Sergeant Saito broke away from Ikawa, and coming up to Mark, he saluted and smiled. He pulled a
dender white cylinder from his pocket and offered it.

"A Lucky Strike." Mark laughed and accepted the treasured gift.
"Bucking for promotion, Saito?' Walker shot good-naturedly.

"It'sjust you are 0 decidedly poor at gambling,” Saito replied. "Having won it from you, and not being
addicted to thefilthy habit, | thought the Captain would appreciate a smoke."

Mark concentrated for amoment, lighting the cigarette with sorcery, and inhaled luxurioudly. Granted, it
wasredly stae, but it il tasted wonderful, rekindling his old craving for tobacco which--tragicdly, in his
mind--was not available on Haven.

Taking acouple of drags, he offered the butt to Walker, who then passed it around to the other men.

"If thislittlereunionisfinished,” Allicinterrupted, his features now serious, "we've got some important
businessto attend to."

The group fell in behind their lord and followed him into the keep. Reaching the main Saircase, they were
met by several other sorcererswho had a hurried conference with their leader before leading him down
the steps.

Leve after level was passed. Mark ill found this place to be unnerving. He had spent nearly amonth
here after the war, hel ping to secure the fortress and surrounding territory. The stark interior wassuch a



chilling contrast to Allic's paace, and to his own estate, that the mere thought of coming back here had
sent achill through him. Hefdt asif somehow there was till an evil presence here, lurking, watching and
walting.

The party continued downward until at last an open platform was reached a what Mark assumed was
near ground level. Half adozen sorcerers, dl wearing the sky bluelivery of Allic'sinner command, stood
inacircle. Inthe middle of the group there was alone sorcerer, wearing the brass collar of servitude, and
the soiled remnants of Sarnak's deep burgundy uniform. His hair had gone to white, and grew now in
only tattered batches on his balding skull. His grey eyes were degply sunk into askull-like visage that
seemed to have aready passed into the realm of the dead.

Though the old man had been stripped of al crystals, Mark sensed that he was not someoneto be trifled
with. Even crystal-less, he seemed to hold a power that deserved to be watched closely.

"So, Mudta, the prospect of ahundred yearsin the mines started to wear thin, did it?* Allic said coldly.

"Y our people promised me safe conduct out of here, if | agreed to cooperate with your search,” Musta
sad sharply. "l want to at least die with the sun in my face rather than in one of your damned mines, al
because | made the mistake of choosing the wrong side. Besides, Guild laws State that sorcererswho are
prisoners of war can only be stripped of their crystals and must be set free after no more than two years
of sarvitude."

"Quite correct regarding most of the other captured sorcerers,” rgjoined Allic in amocking tone, "but you
are aso charged with acontract violation and theft of my crystals, and the law il gpplies even after
seven hundred years."

Mugafel slent, eyeing Allic with open hatred.

"Let's get thisdone, shal we?' the demigod said evenly, " Show usinto the offices, deactivate the traps,
and then you'refreeto leave.”

The two locked gazes until Musta findly turned away and Sarted down the gairs.
Beforelong the party followed him, going ever deeper into the heart of Sarnak's citadd.

Reaching the bottom of the fortress at last, Musta started down the main corridor past the dungeons
which now housed afew other sorcerers and demons who had been captured in the mop-up operations
and who were off duty for various reasons.

The demons howled with fury at the Sight of Allic, who hurled back a series of tauntsin their own
loathsome tongue, which set them to howling even louder. Mark covered his ears, haf afraid held go deaf
from the noise.

At the end of the main corridor Musta turned to the right and proceeded for another hundred yards
before turning right again, and then yet again, till a last he came up againgt ablank wall.

"I've been here before," Ikawa commented. "We didn't notice adamn thing.”

Mustalooked over at Ikawa and smiled. Reaching down, he pushed a series of smal stones set into the
wall. Back and forth his hand danced, tapping out a rhythmic sequence.

Without a sound thewall before them parted.

"We could have spent adozen lifetimes before finding this," one of Allic's sorcerers whispered.



"| probed this sector myself,” another said openly. " Couldn't find a conced ed passage anywhere.”

"A lot of work went into this," Mustasaid proudly. "I helped in the building of it. Therésacrysa set into
the back of thewall, crafted to absorb any form of probing and return an image of impenetrable rock. A
nice persond touch of mine."

"Enough boasting," Allic replied sharply. "Let's get on with this
"After you, my lord." Musta bowed low.
A thin smile creased Allic'sfestures, but he didn't move.

"Itishard at timesto digtinguish between caution and cowardice," Mustacommented acidly. He turned
and walked into the chamber.

Though Allic did not reply, dl could see the rage that was building within him.

"My lord," Mark cautioned, "stay here, let some of us check it out first. Hell, this could be atrap, away
for that old sorcerer to get even.”

"Damnit, I'mgoingin," Allic sad impulsvdy. "It's nothing more than Sarnak’s hidden office. You're
acting likeit'sthe gateway to hell.”

Mark slently cursed and shouldered hisway in directly behind Allic, Ikawaat his side. Though Allic had
yet to do so, Mark snapped his shielding up, and the othersin the group followed suiit.

The narrow corridor took one fina turn into avast chamber, and at their gpproach the room snapped
into blazing light from adozen crystals mounted aong the four walls.

Mark gave agasp of amazement. Theimmense room was lined on al four walswith row after row of
books--probably Sarnak's persona records. The information they contained could be invaluable. At the
far end of the room was araised dais surmounted by a desk a dozen feet across. It reminded Mark of
the office of a corporate executive gone mad: If any underling came into thisroom he'd have to look
amog sraight up to see hismaster, seated in an overstuffed leather chair with ahigh back surmounted
with demon heads. Mark shuddered at the redlization that the heads were real, preserved and mounted
for Sarnak's pleasure.

Musta paused, motioning for the party to stop, and reached down to brush his hand against the smooth
stone floor. With asudden snap, arow of razor-sharp spikes shot up across the length of the room.

"A little surprise for unwanted guests.” Mustalaughed at the uncomfortable exchange of stares among the
others.

"Any other such toys?' Allic asked coldly.
Mustasmply looked a him and amiled.

Mark realized there must be more dangers hidden in the room. He would have been afoal to think
otherwise. Helooked over at Allic, wishing he could get hislord out of the room until it was secured, but
knew Allic, stubborn to the point of foolishness, would probably tell him to go to hell.

Allic looked over a Mark, and asif sensing his thoughts, gave him alook of disdain and strode up to the
massive desk.

"Sarnak aways did have a problem with wanting to impress others,”" he said contemptuoudy, glancing



around the room.

Mark was tempted to comment that Allic did, too, when it came to aquestion of personaly showing his
courage when it wasn't necessary. The demigod strolled past adeep pile carpet covered with a
frightening design of demonsto ascend the platform and Sit in Sarnak’s chair.

Looking at the various drawers, Allic paused and then gingerly reached out, touching the lower right
corner of one. There wasthe snick of metal on metal as aneedle lashed out next to the drawer handle
and then withdrew. Startled by the sound, Mark looked up, but Allic only shook his head and smiled.

"This desk was made by Berong, one of the best craftsmen who ever lived. | have oneaswell. The
poison needleis the same--old Berong did lack imagination in that direction--but unless you know about
it dready, it usudly getsyou. Deadly stuff, killsin seconds.”

"Anyhow, it'sagood place to keep important paperwork."

Mark held his breath as Allic leaned over and pulled the drawer open. Nothing happened.

Allic gazed at Mustafor amoment. "Thought you had me, you bastard, didn't you?'

Mustaremained slent.

Allic reached in the open drawer, pulled out asheaf of parchment, and began to thumb hisway through.

"Mogt interesting,” he murmured, shifting through the pile. " Some correspondence here with my dear
cousin Patrice that might be worth researching.”

For several minutes Allic sat back and read meditatively while the rest of the party started to edge
nervoudy around the room. Mark, his eyes never leaving Musta, moved behind the sorcerer, while
Ikawa came around to the side of the dais without |etting his gaze move from where Allic sat.

After what seemed like an eternity Allic stood up, tossing the papers on the desk.

"Lousy bitch," he muttered. "I want this room swept from one end to the other,” he commanded. "Once
it's secure, you people can gtart in on the books. Maybe in them we can find out who his secret dliesare
and get some clue as to where he has fled--but these papers here are to be touched by no one but

mysdf.”

Grimly, Allic came out from behind the desk, stopped in the middle of the dais stairsto study adesign on
the far wall, then started to walk toward the door.

With a swiftness that was surprising coming from one of such age, Mustaleaped forward, ams
outstretched to push Allic from behind.

Shouting awarning, Mark sprang aso, catching the sorcerer in the back. The two tumbled past Allic,
who spun around like acat. Twisting and writhing, the old sorcerer tried to grab Allic ashefell onto the
carpet, Mark clinging desperately to the man'swai<.

Therewas an explosion of light and instantly Mark's shield powered up to full strength as flames sprang
up around him, roaring greedily. Hetried to kick Mustaaway, but hefdt asif hisarmsand legs had
suddenly become bound.

The room seemed to disappesr, replaced by aterror straight out of hell. Mark found himself looking
down into afiery seaof flowing lavaand asky of darkest black, illuminated only by curtains of liquid



flame. A howling filled his ears; then he heard guttural growls of delight as demonsrose from theflaming
pit, talons extended to render hisflesh.

For thefirst timein years Mark Phillips shrieked with terror, unable to offer the dightest resistance.

Suddenly hefdt asif he werefdling upward, asif some distant thread was tugging at his doomed body.
Musta still clung to him, but the enfeebled hands could not hold, and as ademon reached up and grabbed
the aged sorcerer by the legs, the old man lost hisgrip on Mark and dropped into the nightmare of hell.

Therewasaviolent jerk and Mark fell backward, tumbling back into the room. A cloak was thrown
over him, smothering the flames that had started to lick at his clothing.

Where the carpet had been, a pentagram now stood reveal ed, the portal within ablaze with hellish light.

"Y ou fdl through when that damned Mudtatried to push Allicin,” Ikawasaid, crouching over hisfriend,
his face contorted with anxiety. "It took al of Allic's strength to pull you back through. If he hadn't
grabbed you at the last second you'd have been lost.”

One of the other sorcerers moaned and pointed at the floor. Apparently Mark had dragged hisfeet over
the pentagram when he came back through, for dl could see abreak in the glowing lines.

A horrifying shriek filled the room and dl |ooked up at the blazing portd.

Musta seemed to be rising out of aholein the floor, writhing in pain, impaled through the chest by the
talons of ademon who now stood before the party.

Still numbed by the horror he had seen, Mark scurried backward, while the other sorcerers snapped up
their shields.

The towering demon struggled to push hisway into the room even as Allic snapped out acone of light
around the pentagram, to which the rest of the sorcerers added their own energy.

The demon struggled againgt thewdll of light for amoment longer; then his gaze fixed on Allic and asmile
lit histwisted features.

"I had thought that Sarnak had sent through another tidbit for torment,” he growled, "but | can see that
you are now master here, Allic.”

"Sarnak has been banished and this porta will be smashed forever,” Allic snarled.
The demon barked out ahowl of laughter that shook the room.

"My master will be pleased to hear that one of hisold rivas till lives. Sarnak creeted this entrance into
our reslm for his secret torments, and for occasiona help. But not even hereally knew whereit led.”

The creature paused and the flames seemed to grow much stronger. "Ah, but do you not remember
where we have met before? | am Kultha."

Even through hisfear, Mark could see Allic gart, and visbly pae.
"Y es, now you remember me," the demon screamed, "and the fields of Barquna. We have not forgotten.”
"Gorgon," Allic whispered. "Y ou were one of Gorgon's chieftains at the battle.”

"Yes, | servethe lord Gorgon, you pale-skinned bastard,” the demon roared, "He till lives and has not



forgotten you or your father. Jartan would never have won without trickery, and heis a craven besst;
Gorgon looks forward to the next encounter with him. And know this, Allic, son of Jartan the pig: | have
reserved a place on my trophy rack for your head.”

"Sarnak's treachery was only a shadow of what you shall face, though we hel ped to twist histhoughts, to
feed hisdreams.”

"Why do you tell methis?" Allic whispered.
"Why not?Y ou are powerless againgt those of uswho dwell in hell, and we shdl destroy you."

The demon roared out hislaughter and raised hisleft hand, upon which Musta till writhed. From hisright
palm abolt of flame shot out, but Allic and his companions were ready and it smashed ineffectively
againg their shidds. Ikawa stood protectively over Mark, covering him with hisown shielding asflame
washed the room, igniting the books and desks into araging inferno. Allic murmured the spell that would
close the porta and the glowing lines began to shrink inward, growing smaller and smaller.

Kultha, till laughing, started to fall away, and as he did his gaze fixed on Mark. "Know this, tidbit: You
aremy prey, unjustly snatched from me. Soon you will be mine again, and | will bring you into eterna
anguish by my own hands,”" the demon whispered.

The porta continued to close downward until al they could see was Mudta, till twitching and shrieking
on Kulthas talons; then sorcerer and demon were gone.

Allic rushed over to Mark, sweeping him into hisarms and striding for the door.
"Y ouvegot to fight the terror,” he said grimly, "or it will overwhem you."

Mark tried to smile, but he wondered if ever again he could deep, or wake in the night without the
memory of that fear tormenting his soul.

Allic paused at the doorway and looked back into the burning room.
"Thegodshelp usdl," he sad, hisvoice edged with fear, "if the demon lords are ftirring again.”

Chapter 2

Kochanski stood aone on the bacony of Jartan's private suite listening to the surf pounding, hundreds of
feet below. The smdlls of the seaand the cries of the seabirds beneath him should have been relaxing,
and severa times he made a conscious effort to unwind, but he was till too tense.

He glanced over his shoulder at the ornate throndlike chair behind him. Try the Godchair one more
time and then call it a day, apart of him urged. But he just didn't have the energy to make the attempt,
S0 he returned to contemplating the coming sunset.

He had been out how many timestoday? Three? No, four. Each time he had sat in the Godchair and the
chair'smagic had taken his soul on ajourney through this universe that they were marooned in, while his
body stayed safely in the paace. And each time he had travelled to some Earthlike world among the
gtars. Some were so Smilar to theredl thing that it had wrenched his heart to look upon them. Ashis
mind's eye explored the surface of each planet he saw great wonders and beauty--but no Earth.

Hiskill in using the Godchair was growing stronger every day, and now he could makeit respond to his
dightest command. But the search for Earth seemed to be coming to adead end. He had originaly
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compared it to trying to find aneedle in ahaystack. But what if this particular universe was the wrong
haystack? According to Jartan there were so many universes, or dimensions, that no one had ever
bothered to count them dl.

Hefdt aflow of the Essence surrounding him and turned to face apillar of light forming behind him. An
ingtant later there was abrightly glowing figure within the column: Jartan, one of the Creators and rulers of
thisuniverse.

"Try not to be too depressed, Kochanski," commented Jartan, asthe pillar of light coalesced into a
brilliant, luminous figure shining with an internd radiance. "This search of yours could take years. Allowing
yoursdlf to be disgppointed thisearly is self-defeating.”

Kochanski smiled and relaxed. "My lord, sometimes | do wonder why | even try. Hell, thisworld of
yoursis better than anything | ever dreamed of. I've got the powers of asorcerer, athousand year life
gpan, and awhole universeto explore. Thisisthetype of place I'd fantasize about when | was akid
growing up in Trenton."

"Trenton, isit abeautiful place?’ Jartan asked.
Kochanski started to laugh so hard that tears cameto his eyes.
"Did | say something funny?' Jartan inquired.

"Ah, my lord, if only you could experience Trenton on ahot summer night, and smell the Dlaware River
down by the sewer plant, you'd understand.”

"May | look within?' he asked.

"Certainly, my lord,” Kochanski replied, pleased that the god would ask permission before probing his
private thoughts. Kochanski felt the gentle stirring within hismind and then the pulling away.

Jartan'sfeatureswrinkled in agrimace of disdain. "I see what you mean,” he said, chuckling softly. "But
there are loved ones there who can make even a place like that beautiful .

"My folks, my brothers and sisters, and my granny,” Kochanski whispered. "I guessthey would've gotten
thetdegram along time ago.”

"Teegram?'

"A message from my government. Since the war started back home everyone livesin dread of the
messenger, bearing the statement 'On behdf of the President | regret to inform you thet...' " Hefdl slent
for amoment.

"I'll be reported missing in action, most likely. My family will hope againgt hope that after the war is over
I'll show up. They'll carry that hope for years, dways wondering, praying, never knowing. Y ou seg, it'sdl
S0 srange. Here I've never been happier, yet at the sametime thereisthat tug, that pull. If only | could
spend one day back there, to tell them I'm safe, that I'm happy... Then | would return to your service."

"| guessthat'swhat'stugging a most of us. For somethereisfamily, several with wives and children. For
othersthere's ill the sense of duty to their country in time of war. Maybe one or two arejust plain
homesick. Yet | think most of usin the end would prefer to stay here, if only we could finish up our
business back therefirst.”

"It might not be possible that way," Jartan replied gently. "If, and | must emphasisthe if, you do find a



way, you might be able to cross back, but chances would be high that keeping a gate open to your world
would be difficult. Because the Essence was drained from your world, your crystals would be usdessfor
reforming a gate to return to Haven. Tracing and reopening agate a a certain time later would be
difficult. Chances are those of you who ventured through would belost to usforever. Itll beahard
choiceif that chance ever comes.”

Kochanski looked away, unable to respond.

"Liveyour existence for what itisnow,” Jartan said in afatherly tone. "All of you by rights should have
died in that battle back on Earth. View what you have now as a gift of anew life, unexpected, and to be
treasured as such. From what you have told me of the war on Earth, millions upon millionslike you have
died tragically without such achanceto live asyou now have. Y ou have also had the additiond gift of
finding former enemies, the Japanese, to be friendsaswell."

"| should add that your arriva here has been agift to us. | fear to think what might have happened in the
war between my son and Sarnak without you offworlders. Without al of you | probably would have lost
him, and thousands more might have died aswell. Know that | shal beforever grateful .”

Kochanski looked into Jartan's eyes. The gaze held his, filling him with a sense of peace. Then,
embarrassed, he chuckled softly.

"Ah, what the hell am | bitching about?"

Jartan patted Kochanski on the shoulder, then threw back his head and laughed, ddlighted with the
pleasure of friendship with thismortal who did not grove in the presence of agod.

"Good, very good. Anyhow, there's some business we need to discuss, so why don't you call it aday as
far as the practice goes? How about adrink first?

Kochanski nodded, considering what kind of drink he felt like having today. Something stronger than
beer... Rum and coke? No, too sweet. How about bourbon on the rocks? They hadn't tried that yet.
And he concentrated on remembering the smell and taste of atumbler of bourbon and ice as he sat with
his dad on the back porch on a summer evening, listening to the radio broadcast a Phillies game. It had
been the week before he was shipping out to Europe, hislast night at home. The memory was sharp and
poignant, standing out with crysta clarity: the taste of the bourbon, the clinking of theice, and the warmth
of that shared moment. He could sense Jartan's mind meshing with his, savoring the moment aswell,
feding the warmth of the evening air, the sweet sadness of atime now lost to dl but memory.

He could fed Jartan drifting out and away, and their eyes held again for amoment in understanding. A
moment | ater, the god offered him an icy tumbler, the cubes clinking, the scent of fine aged bourbon
tantdizing him.

Smiling, Kochanski took the tumbler and held it up.

"Your hedlth, gre," he said formadlly before taking asip. It was as good as the memory. Smiling, Jartan
kept his hand extended. There was aflash of light and a second tumbler appeared. Jartan brought the
drink to hislips and asmile crossed hisfeatures.

"Excdlent. Now hold out your free hand.”

Kochanski complied and there was another flash of light. A cry of delight escaped him: Between his
fingerswas aglowing cigarette. Taking adeep puff he exhded luxuriantly.

"A Lucky Strike, nolessl”



"Let'skeep thisone a secret,” Jartan said in aconspiratorial whisper. "'l don't approve of the habit--not
good for your health and | didike any addictions. But as you would say, ‘what the hell.' | figured you'd
enjoy it, but don't let the others know or they might start pestering me abouit it."

Kochanski smiled and nodded.
"Now to business" Jartan said smoothly, asmile dtill lighting his features.

"Firgt, your progress with the Godchair has been remarkable. This search for your home world has
sarved as excdlent training for the development of your talents. However, you need to devel op the kills
of symbolic matching to agreater degree. | want you to try using actua models of landmarks or artifacts
from your world, as opposed to just the world itsdlf, and alow the Godchair to follow asolid image
whenyou hunt.”

"You mean like..." and Kochanski floundered for amoment as hetried to bring imagesinto focus. "Let's
see... the Rocky Mountains, or the Empire State Building ... or the Atlantic Ocean...”

"Y our best image was of that building: Something that your people actudly built and that you have seen
yoursdlf. And then, following that picture, create amodd of it herefor you to focus on.”

"Uh, Jartan, I'm gtill pretty wesk on cregting things. Can't | just draw it or something?”

"No. It must be an exact image. Which brings me to my second point. Y ou need to also develop some
expertisewith dimensond trave into other universes, so I'm going to assign you some help from
someone who has ataent for the creation of portas, anong other things.”

Kochanski shrugged. "Okay by me. Can he help me with those models you want, too?"
He started to fedl uneasy when Jartan began to laugh.
"It's'she," Kochanski. And you will be surprised at what she can do.”

Thewoman in the mirror was very beautiful, of that she felt no doubt. But how old? Leaning back in her
chair, Patrice gazed at the reflection before her.

Shelet theimage shift dightly, creasing away thefirst faint linesthat traced outward from the eyes, erasing
the darkness benesth them into a smooth glow of youth.

But the eyes themsel ves, shethought sadly. | can still work subtle changes on my features, but my
eyeswill never lose that edge of hardness. Never again could she look out at the world with the
dodike innocence that had been such acharm thousands of years before.

She had seen far too much, and felt and lost far too much. Perhaps that innocence was lost when Kavan
had so foully betrayed her. She had never meant to kill him, she thought sadly, only to let him know that it
was not wise to cheat on the daughter of agod. How she had mourned her first lover. Asfor the young
creature who had perished with him, she had no such thoughts. After al, the girl had deserved it for
hunting upon someone ese's grounds.

"Perhaps that was when theinnocence fell away," she whispered sadly.

Wasit Kavan'sfault, or wasit after she had truly lost count, and no longer cared? There had been that
brief moment again when Traciea had been born--but then how long ago was that? Three millennia? And
Traciea, who had never gained the Essence--the father's fault undoubtedly, whatever his namewas. She
had watched poor Tracieagrow, remain barren, and in the end drift into horrifying senility. That, perhaps,



was what had caused thefirgt lines of hardnessto settlein as she, ill young after athousand years, saw
her child grow old, wither, and diein her arms.

She had borne no children since.

Petrice automaticaly locked the hurt away and moved on with her musings. There had always been other
gamesto play; and in them there were no emotions to tangle in, no unfegling males who would use, laugh,
and drift away. Men might try to use her that way, but they had at least |earned to fear her.

As her concentration waned, the faint lines and shadows returned to her features. Y et she could still see
the cold beauty of her form. Her hair had not faded at least, flowing in an amber cascade over her
shouldersto cover her full breasts, then drift over her narrow waist to end in afiligree of curls around the
fullness of her hips. Smiling, her features gppeared dmost youthful--except for the eyes.

Ulinda's dim hand cameto rest on her shoulder. Patrice looked up, smiled, and cameto her feet.
"Do you bring good news?'

"Yes, my lady," replied Ulinda. "Imada, who isthe younger of the two outlanders we captured, isfindly
ready for the next step.”

"Do you enjoy your work with him?" Petrice asked with aknowing amile,

"Yes, my lady, | must admit | do. He's so gentle and trusting. The other oneistaking moretime, but | am
gradudly bresking him down too."

"Just see you don't get too attached. Nothing must interfere with this plan--nothing.”

"My lady, | have served you too long and have too much to gain to dlow anything, much lessalittle
puppy like Imada, to interfere with our goals.”

Petrice stared hard at her, then relaxed. Ulindawas religble--after dl, they had worked together on this
plan for years.

"If you pronounce him fit to sart the operation, we will begin your find transformation tonight. By
tomorrow you will be Vena, the peasant girl who saved hislife and became his onetruelove.”

Again she paused. "Areyou certain of your readiness dso?"

"Yes, my lady. | have been assuming Vendsform on adaily basis for months now, and several teams of
researchers have found no leak on any leve in their probing. Only after the proper sequence of signals

may | resurrect my persondity.”

Patrice nodded. "I want you to go through one more series of teststhis afternoon. Go and set up the
sequence now, and if al goeswell we will begin tonight.”

Ulinda bowed her head and backed away.

For afew minutes Patrice sat there, thinking hard. Then sheleft her private chamber and strode down the
cool, marble-columned corridor, lit tastefully by high windows covered in exquisite designs of stained
glass. Images of woodland glades, forests, and cliff-lined beaches shone on the highly polished dabaster
floor, filling the hdlway with ariot of color.

She turned down a side passage and stepped out onto a high balcony. It was so peaceful here, she
thought, inhaing deeply of the salty ocean air.



Benegath her, the port was abustle of activity, and great sailing cogs, dender clipper ships, and afleet of
warships, bronze rams polished, rode at anchor.

Here wasthe source of her wedlth. Her capitd city served asthe main port for thiswhole region of
coadline.

She had an army, to be sure, and anavy to protect against pirates. But her main strength had aways
been in her hundreds of sorcerers, now including the fifteen deserters from Sarnak's ranks.

That had been atreasure haul: Almost no fighting to speak of and she had been able to snatch up athird
of that fool'srealm in lessthan afortnight. Of course, under pressure from Allic and Jartan shed had to
retreat back to her origina borders or face awar that would have interfered with her long-range plans.
Stll, she had gained an enormous amount of wealth and booty just from theinitial assault. If only Sarnak
and Allic had played themsalves out against each other as she had hoped, then it al would have been
hers aswas her right.

She had waited three thousand years to expand her relm. Now she wastired of waiting. Soon they
would know the payment to be exacted for their dights and neglect.

Turning away from her city, she stepped back into the corridor and walked farther down the halt, until
she cameto a broad side passage.

Two sorcerers stood before her inits darkness. Wordlesdy they stepped forward, and one of them held
acrystal up to her eyes and peered closdly through it. A long moment passed as the sorcerer looked at
her both outwardly and within.

"Itisyou, my lady. Y ou may pass."

Without aword of acknowledgment, Patrice continued down the corridor. She had once chalenged her
way past aguard, shouting her down before she could do the inward scan. The girl had acquiesced and
backed away. It had been a good object lesson for the others: The guarding of this passage must be
thorough. She had not killed the young sorcerer--that would have been awaste of talent--but blinded,
the girl could till be of some servicein the healing arts until her eyes grew back.

The passageway was wide enough for a dozen to pass. The walls were seamless except for one faint
outline just before the main entrance. That hidden side acove was a convenient escape route if ever she
should need it. Sheliked those little touches of planswithin plans, but it was a precaution that would not
be needed now.

Stopping by the door she reached out, her ddlicate nails tapping out aquick interplay on haf adozen
raised disks of polished brass. Drawing a crystal pendant from between her breasts, she took the warm
stone and pressed it into a socket that fit the crystal exactly.

The doors dipped open.

Theroom, over ahundred feet in diameter, waslit by thefiresthat came from avast pentagram of gold
and rubies st in the middle of the chamber. Within the pentagram itsalf was adeep fiery pit whose flames
were eterndly fed.

At the edge of the pentagram, she knelt on silver-embroidered cushions and removed the large sparkling
crystd of fire from the sash around her waist. She gazed at it lovingly. It had been fashioned eonsearlier

by her father, the Creator Bore, before his desth at the start of the war between the gods. She exulted in
the sense of power emanating from the crystal, which even without its companion pieces made her al but



invinciblein battle.

Darkly, she remembered being denied the other crystals by the full council of gods, after her father's
death. They had clamed that it had never been Bore'sintent for her to hold all three,and in silent
humiliation she had stood before them, mumbling a bitter thanks that they had at least given her the one
gem. She had felt like afoolish child, forced to endure a public humiliation, while Jartan had been so
piousin hismouthing of praise for Bore, even as he robbed his daughter of her legacy and locked the two
other gemsin his own treasure vault.

Later she had goneto him, like alow-born supplicant, to plead for achange in the decison. Hiswords
had been gentle as held lied and said how he could not entrust such power even to his own children, with
al itspotentia for harm or corruption. Y et she had seen through those lies, although she had nodded and
pretended to agree. He wanted the crystals for himself, it was so evident, and in the centuries that
followed, when she had appeared at court functions, she had known he and his offspring were laughing at
her humiliation. Now at last there would be a reckoning--not only for that, but for all thedightsshed
endured.

Even with just one of the three crystals, she had great power. Once she had the othersthat were now in
Jartan's possession, her power could be magnified tenfold.

Reverently, she picked up the sone and set it into its proper niche at the base of the pentagram, which
began to pulse and glow, bathing the room in atwigting light.

A shadow reared up before her, towering to the height of the arched vaults ahundred feet above. Mighty
arms of flame reached outward, pressing on the side of the pentagram, so that it flexed and bulged though
it did not give.

She attempted to look upon hisvisage, but it was aface that danced and shifted in the flames. Shafts of
fire snapped out, and at the end of each the image of atormented soul appeared, shrieking in silent
agony. Eyesof liquid fire, brighter than the hearts of suns, gazed down upon her. From the ends of its
fangs, white-hot drips of phosphorescence rained down, forming into bodiesthat tore a themsavesin
anguish asthey fell.

Asit moved, muscles of glowing stedl coiled and shifted like writhing snakes. Its taloned hands reached
out, so that she struggled for control asit grasped toward the doomed souls, and squeezed...

The nightmare closed inward, pulsing, shifting. There was aflash of light and the room was bathed in a
gentle brilliance, soothing to the eyes, like sunbeams glistening off the softly rolling sea.

He appeared neither mae nor femaeto her eyes, but afascinating, seductive blending of both.
"Gorgon,” shewhispered.

Heamiled.

"Tomorrow | set my planin motion. It istime for you to act aswell.”

There was no response, only the amile.

"When | have my father's other crystals, and Horat's portal crystd, | will have the power to bresk the
barriersthat divide our reelms. With your strength the gateway can be widened for your entrance into this
world, and together we shall rule.”

In her heart she knew thelie. But as shelooked into his guildless eyes, she could dmogt fed atremor of



desire. Shewas no fool, she knew who he was, but here in this realm, with the power of the Crystals of
Fire, she knew she could bend even him to her power, once he had served his purpose.

And Gorgon, ruler of the demon lords, hisfeatures now lighting with desire to match hers, smiled yet
again.

* * %

"Isthat the best image you can form? Those windows are too blurry, and you don't even know how
many floorsthere are. No wonder it's so out of focus!"

Kochanski found himsdlf clenching histeeth and flexing his hands, imagining them wrapped around this
little mongter's throat.

His"help" from Jartan had turned out to be a precocious seventeen-year-old know-it-al: al boundless
energy, enthusiasm, and contempt for the failings of mere adults.

Sarabrushed her blond hair back from her face as she straightened up from examining the mode of the
Empire State Building.

"Thisisusdess. | suggest you think of another artifact, or let me deeper into your mind so that | can help
more. Why you ingst on keeping those barriers up... it'sjust slly.”

Kochanski's temper snapped.

"Listen, you obnoxiouslittletwit, | don't careif you are Jartan's granddaughter. No oneis going to
rummeage through my mind without my permission!”

Sararaised her eyebrowsin an exaggerated gesture and pantomimed sorrow, further infuriating
Kochanski.

"Jartan told methat you were till developing your powers, but | had no ideathat you would bethis
backward. And | can't imagine how he can think that | would learn anything from you."

Kochanski struggled to think of aretort that wasn't profane and by doing so lost the exchange, as she
continued:

"l guess he wants me to learn patience from working with someone so arrested in devel opment.”

She paused, then went on brightly, " Perhaps he wishes me to further my development of empathy for the
unfortunate.”

Sarashook her head ruefully. "It's harder than | thought, but | guess| can doit. All right, Kochanski,
what other images do you want to try?'

Kochanski wasfighting for control. Taking a deep breath, he managed ashaky smile, but insde he
screamed, "Why me?"

By evening there were over a dozen model s scattered about the room. With Sara's help, Kochanski had
created copies of the Washington Monument, the Capitol, and Mount Rushmore. He had even tried
modédls of things he had seen while stationed oversess. the Tower of London, Stonehenge, and even the
Chinese temple that they had been in when they were teleported to Haven.

He was exhausted, and she was as bright-eyed and enthusiastic as ever.

"Y ou know, the last couple were much better. Why don't we try one more and break for dinner? My



classmates are meseting a my house for a game--we compete to see who can creste the most interesting
cregtures. They're not living, of course, but it's such wonderful fun. And I'm sure my friendswouldn't
mind having you dong.”

He managed to croak a"No!" that was bardly audible, but utterly final.
"Well, | guessyou are alittletired. Poor man, you are pretty old, aren't you?'
"Twenty-three, going on nine hundred at the moment,” came the numb reply.

Hewatched her helplesdy. Her bright blue eyes now filled with the superficid, but sincere, compassion of
the young.

"l understand. Don't worry, Kochanski, you'reimproving. And I'm sure with lots of work | can make you
into afirg class sorcerer someday.”

She turned and walked from the room, calling over her shoulder, “I'll be back at first light tomorrow
morning, and well pick up wherewe left off!"

Sarasmiled contentedly to hersdlf. Histalentsweren't that bad redlly, and he certainly was cutein a
helpless sort of way. She heard something behind her and thought to herself, There he goes again. I've
got to find out what "bitch" meansin that odd language of his.

Jartan smiled at Sara, and interrupted her. "Did Kochanski agreeto this?"

"Well, no. But that's only because | didn't think of it in timeto discussit with him. Redlly, Jartan, | think
going back to school would do him aworld of good. And | happen to know that Deenais having aclass
on image forming and creativity for the eight-year-olds tomorrow. That's just the thing he needshelpin
now, and I'll beright thereto help him when, uh, if he needsit.”

Jartan held up his hand to quiet her for amoment and expanded his mind to pick up Kochanski. He
didn't open contact from hisend, just listened in on what Kochanski was thinking at the momen.

--And roared with laughter.
A few moments|ater he regained his poise and looked gravely down at his granddaughter.

"I'm very proud of you, Sara. Y ou are doing an outstanding job of helping Kochanski. When you see him
tomorrow morning tell him that | agreed with you, and it ismy command that heisto attend thisclass.”

"Thank you, Jartan. And you were right, too. | think I'm learning alot about salf-control and compassion
fromworking with him."

Sarasmiled at the god and excused herself from his presence.

The moment she left the room Jartan's smile widened into awicked, delighted grin.

Kochanski sat in the class, wishing he was dead. He couldn't recall ever being so humiliated in hisentire
life. Not only were these little desks too damn smdll, but the whole class of children wastrying so
earnestly to help him that he hated them dl at that moment.

In spite of hisbest efforts the pedesta in the center of class showed no distinct solid form, only a
wavering image of the miniature statue that he was supposed to copy and create in solid form.



A moment later he gave up, and the whole class groaned in disappointment as even theimage
disappeared.

Deena, the ingtructor, clapped her handsto get their attention and said, "Now, children, he'still a
beginner at this and he hasimproved, don't you think?*

The chorus of encouraging remarks and smiles made Kochanski want to puke. Thisredlly wastoo much.
Surely Jartan had someisolated outpost somewhere that he could volunteer for.

A loathsomely cute little tyke smiled up a him and offered, "Watch me, Kochanski, watch me!" He
turned and caled, "Deena, can | go next?"'

Deenanodded. "Now remember, | want motion, not just a static copy.”

The boy responded enthusiasticdly, "I'm going to try to make the mode walk and then wave at me. Now
watch, Kochanski."

Kochanski gazed in sullen silence asthe kid created an exact copy of the small statue on top of the
pedestal. Itsfirst movements were dow and jerky, but it soon began to stroll with afluid grace.
Kochanski flicked aglance at Sarastting next to him, and she turned to give him a blinding, reassuring
smile. He hadtily turned his attention el sewhere and his glance happened to settle on Deena

Now that's some woman, he thought appreciatively. Her dark brown hair was long and shiny, and her
eyeswere agolden brown, warm and lively. And that body! He had aways liked hiswomen lush rather
than dim. Her breasts must be full and soft under that gown....

Kochanski was s0 busy undressing Deenathat he hadn't even noticed that the boy had finished histurn.,

Little eight-year-old Lindsey was Stting on the other Sde of Sara, watching Kochanski intently. Shefdlt
very sorry for him, trying so hard and coming so close, but just not being able to grasp thefind stage. He
was trying again; she could see the concentration on hisface.

Gathering up her will she dipped anarrow probe into his mind and sent asurge of power to help.

Suddenly a solid, graceful image of Deena appeared on the pedestal. The motion of its hair and breasts
corresponded exactly to Deena as she turned in surprise to stare at the statue of herself. The only
difference was that the statue was bresthtakingly naked.

A roar of laughter and cheers from the children brought Kochanski back to his senses. An ingtant later he
was on hisfedt, red-faced and stammering.

Deena picked up the now immobile Satue of herself and smiled at him.

"Thisistruly beautiful. If | had redlized that you would respond better to living materid, we would have
tried thisearlier." Her smile became a bit more mischievous and her eyes became more direct.

"Y ou don't have everything exactly correct, though. Perhaps we could work on this some other time?"

Kochanski was trying desperately to find some way to get out of the Situation with ashred of dignity
when he noticed that Sarawas no longer smiling at him. Infact, he couldn't ever recall seeing eyesthat
icy before,

Christ, | think she's jealous. Oh my God, do | deserve this?



Kochanski sat glumly in the Godchair.

| don't ever remember being so embarrassed before, hethought. And what am | going to do if Sara
isstill mad at me? She'll probably be a nightmare at our next work session. He shuddered at the

thought.

Jartan would tell meto look at the positive, he considered. All right, | ended up with a date with a
beautiful woman, and | actually learned to create something by using the Essence. Seeing Deena
had been atruly remarkable experience, but last evening's pleasure was now in the past, and he stiil had
to face what would undoubtedly be ajed oudy enraged young woman.

He stopped brooding momentarily to practice his creativity again, focusing on the mode of Stonehengein
front of him. With greet effort, he focused in hiswill, concentrating on his memories of the day he had
spent exploring the ancient site while stationed in England. He pushed the image onto the modd and
muttered, "Change, you bastard.”

And the moddl seemed to come dive. All the distortions disappeared and a perfect little Stonehenge was
before him, thistime completely intact, with dl thelintels and uprightsin place asit must have been
thousands of years before.

| can do it. Damn!
The image dmost seemed to be dlive as he stared at it, and he thought, 1 wish | were there.

Instantly the Godchair reacted, and his spirit was whisked into the evening sky. He grasped the seemingly
solid arms of the chair and started to order it to take him back, but then figured that he hadn't been out
today; might aswel giveit atry.

He was astoni shed to note that the Godchair wasn't leaving the surface of Haven. It was headed directly
eadt, towards one of the large idands between the continents.

A moment later the chair dowed before alarge lake surrounded by hundreds of square miles of forest.
Therein the center of the lake was an idand, and on that idand was afull-sized Stonehenge.

He began to drift closer.

The old druid wasin the midst of an incantation when he sensed an dien intrusion. Stopping, he turned to
survey hissurroundings. Nothing wasin sight, but he could fed a presence growing stronger and
stronger.

He switched to infrared, and then starlight vision, and still nothing. After several more attempts hetried
the spirit world--and there he felt something.

Leaving hisbody, he could see afigure floating above, staring down at histemple. Painfully he forced his
spirit upward. Very few could trave in the spirit world, and fewer yet could trave too far from their
bodies.

Theman in the chair was a sorcerer, and by his uniform he belonged to Jartan. Still, only those who
followed the true beliefswere dlowed here.

Rising before Kochanski he spoke.

"I do not permit unbelieversto watch the sacred rites. Go now before | become angry.”



The sorcerer in the chair became very agitated at even being seen.

Come allittle closer, the old druid thought, and I will give you the sacred wicker death. Thetimeto
light the fires under the wicker cageswas very near.

Finaly the sorcerer spoke. "How did you ever make such agood copy of Stonehenge?’

The old druid's heart started racing. The time he had worried about for two thousand years was here at
lest.

"Y ou have seen the origind ?'

"Yes, yes. You are from Earth too?"

The druid gathered his strength as he drifted closer and closer.
He asked cunningly, "Know you of Calus Julius Caesaxr?'
"Julius Caesar? Sure | know of him."

"Assassn! | knew you would come someday,” the druid screamed, leaping forward, propelling his
grength into the spirit redlm of the intruder.

The speed of the chair was amazing. Even as hisfingers were about to close on the n'sthroat, the
chair was gone.

Trembling, the old druid searched the sky but could find nothing.
Caesar had tracked him down at last. No matter. He had been ready for years beyond count.

Hewould let them cometo him.

Kochanski got up from the Godchair severely shaken. Someone e se from Earth was here, but was very
dangerous. Maybe insane, too. Jesus, that was aclose call.

He sent acdl for Jartan over hiscommunications crystal. No answer. Still, he was picking up some type
of commotion in Jartan's main briefing room down the hall.

Heading down the hall, he saw great numbers of sorcerers going into and out of the main briefing room,
al wearing looks of intense concern.

Entering, hisfirg thought was the smilarity to an overturned anthill. One group was preparing maps,
another was entering figures on a gresat projection board, and another was working on two huge models
of different worlds floating above the large horseshoe-shaped table. Jartan stood at the head of the table
issuing commands and listening to reports asthey camein.

Kochanski pushed his own concerns aside as he worked hisway toward the god. As he passed he noted
that the largest of the two floating worlds had numerous bright lights surrounded by circles of red, and
that the smaller globe orbiting the larger one was seemingly covered with ice and snowfieldswith only
one bright light and no red circles.

He stood beside Jartan for saveral minutes before the god had time for him.

"Kochanski, I've moved your training up. Saraand severa otherswill be arriving shortly to giveyou



lessons on portal travel in other dimensions. Y ou've got a departure time of less than three days, so your
life depends on you being aquick learner.”

Kochanski'sfirst thought was, My life? and then, Three days? He's got to be kidding.

"No, I'm deadly serious. One of our primary outpost worlds seemsto be under attack. I'm sending a
reconnaissance in force to check it out. Y ou are the best sorcerer | have for the Godchair, so you're
definitdy going. | need information badly."

"Uh, Jartan, why? | mean..."

"Not now, Kochanski. There will be abriefing tomorrow afternoon when the rest of the team arrives.
You'll be pleased to know that I'm sending Mark and the rest of the outlanders with you. For now, return
to the Godchair. Saraand the others are preparing atraining portal opening for you. Y ou are dismissed.”

K ochanski waked from the room more confused than ever. What the hell was going on?

Chapter 3

Winging in low Sarnak skimmed between the snow-covered pesks. Overhead, forward, and to ether
sde, hisescort of thirty sorcerers ranged outward, ready to react at the dightest sign of treachery.

So far it was dl going according to plan. But if the roles were reversed he knew what he would do at this
moment, promises to the contrary be damned.

As he siwung down the side of the mountain, he felt tension knotting within him &t the Sght of the dozen
wall crystals mounted aong the upper battlements of his cousin's fortress. As agreed, they were not
manned. But till, the gunners could merely be hidden.

With every sense gtraining, Sarnak probed for thefirst indicators of threat, but all was asit should be.

Hislead sorcerers, following the example of thefirst guide, swung in over the battlements and dighted on
thelanding platform.

"All clear, my lord," avoice whigpered through the comm link.

Sarnak looked over at the second guide sorcerer who had been flying alongside him. The path to Tor's
ancient fortress was known for its difficult approach. A range of mountains nearly thirty thousand feet tall
had to first be cleared; and atop those peaks were battle platforms, positioned to fire on any would-be
attacker. That thought alone had sent prickles of fear running down his back.

The fortresswas not built at al in the traditional sense, but rather had been carved straight into the side of
amountain, five thousand feet below the summit. Two thousand feet below the fortress was the floor of
thevaley, where his subjectslived, aregion that could only be gpproached through anarrow defile.

For those who were condemned to travel on foot, the climb up and over the passeswas ajourney of
seven or more days. Once over the mountainsthe traveler had to drop dl the way down into the narrow
valey below and then follow atortuous path back up to the only ground entrance into the fortress. The
valey itself was a steeply terraced patchwork of fields, orchards, and stone-walled villages stretching
northward for nearly two hundred milesinto the cold fastness of Tor'srealm.

The main keep of the ancient paace, one of those fashioned by the creator Horat himself, was aso built
graight into the sSide of the mountain, atop a sheer rock pinnacle of smooth granite. The only way to enter


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

it was by air--and a series of traps was studded through the narrow pass for an aerid approach. Crystals
were mounted to either sdein alatticework pattern, with only anarrow, unrestricted opening through the
middle. Comein too high or too low and cross between two crystals, and the trap would be sprung as
half ahundred energy bolts snapped out from the mountain, incinerating everything between them.

If one approached from down in the valey, the same trap awaited as the unwary victim started to climb
the face of the pinnacle. A straight overhead approach and aspird down would create the same
response from an interlocking series of crystalsthat pointed upwardsto their counterparts on the distant

peaks.

Without the guidesto lead them in, the approach would have been dmost impossible to negotiate.
Sarnak felt atwinge of jealousy for such aprofligate use of the precious stones.

Following the lead of hisfirst battle team, Sarnak turned sharply and camein for fina gpproach. Once
across the threshold of the fortress, he breathed an inward sigh of rdlief: Thefirgt part of the ordeal had
been passed. Trying to cam the tenson within, he dighted on the platform.

Around him, the rest of his sorcerersturned in sharply and, as they landed, spread out in what appeared
to be a protectivecircle,

From the shadows of adoorway that led into the heart of the mountain, a single middle-aged man
appeared. Uthul's face was angular and dark, wreathed in abeard that had already gone over to grey.
The resemblance was striking, and for an instant Sarnak amost thought that he was standing before his
uncle Tor. Yet Sarnak knew there was one thing that Uthul had not inherited, and that was Tor's cunning.

"Cousin, what a debacle---it was amiracle you escaped at al." Uthul strode forward, hands extended
Sdewaysin the gesture of greeting.

Sarnak looked past Uthul to see a dozen sorcerers emerge, looking warily at Sarnak's surviving retinue.
"Y our father died well and with honor," Sarnak said evenly.

"At the hands of that bastard Jartan,” Uthul replied, with obvious emation in hisvoice. "I thought no good
would come of thiseffort--I tried to warn him. | just knew it would be afalure.”

"It was my plan, you know," Sarnak said dryly.

Uthul fdll slent. "Bethat asit may," hefindly replied. "It'sawonder Jartan has not moved straight here to
burn usout."

"I think he might have other concernsright now. He knows your father is dead; he might think that's
sufficient for now."

"But it'ssad Allic fill hunts you, and won't siop once he finds out where you have fled.”

Sarnak bristled inwardly at theword fled. He had been forced to make atactica withdrawal... but there
would soon be another skirmish--that is, if his hated foe survived the threat he expected was coming.

Uthul shook hishead and continued. "At least, cousin, | can give you and yours shelter for awhile herein
my kingdom. But | want no part of thiswar if it should continue. I've dready sent an ambassador to
Jartan indicating my desire for peace. If he should even suspect that | gave you shelter, | know hiswrath
would turn on measwdll. I'm surprised it hasn't happened aready. That iswhy, when you have rested, |
will haveto ask that you leave my realm. There are places across the seawhere | am sure you can start
afresh.”



"Wrong, dear cousin,” Sarnak said, athin amilelighting hisfeatures. "Y ou see, | have asurprise for you.”
Asthe code words were spoken Sarnak stepped back.
Histhirty sorcerersturned as one, hands extended.

Thirty flashes of light snapped out. Before Uthul could even whisper acry or begin to raise his shielding,
his body had aready snapped into a blinding incandescence.

A single stunned sorcerer stepped out from the doorway, hurling ablast at Sarnak, who was aready
prepared, his shield up to maximum. The bolt flashed, causing the shield to momentarily glow. Half a
dozen sorcerersturned their attention away from the charred remains of Tor's son and dammed the one
defender to the ground.

Warily the other sorcerers backed up, hands kept carefully down.

Sarnak walked up to the smoking remains and drew the signet of rule off ablackened hand. He put the
signet on hisfinger and dmost languidly looked over at the terrified sorcerers.

"He made one mistake, you know," Sarnak said gently, asad smile lighting hisfeatures. "He just should
have said the kingdom was mine and all of this unpleasantness could have been avoided.”

"Arethere any objectionsto thislittle changein power?"
One by one the sorcerersfell to their kneesin obeisance.

"Good, very good, there's been too much bloodshed today. Y our pay is doubled as of now, if that will
prove any additiond incentiveto thelot of you."

Greedy smileslit the faces of more than one knegling man.

Sarnak nodded knowingly. "Excellent, gentlemen, then we do understand each other. | guessit'stime that
| moved in and started with my work. It's said that many artifacts from Tor and even my dear grandfather
Horat are hidden within. Perhapsthey can be of usein the coming struggle.”

With alook amost of pity, Sarnak stepped past the corpse of his cousin and started for the entrance.
"Bda"

"Yesmy lord," A sorcerer with piggy features and lifeless eyesrushed to hisside.

"Be sure the body receives a proper burid.”

"Asyou wish, my lord." and the sorcerer started to turn away.

"And Baa-one other thing. Before taking care of that, go into the private living chambers. My cousin
had awife and three smdll children. 1 would think they would prefer to join their dearly departed loved
one. No sense having resentful rivals about the place.”

A grin of evil delight crossed Baa's features as he motioned to severd of his companions and scurried
away.

"Too bad,” Sarnak whispered to himsdlf, "these family squabbles can be such distasteful affairs.”



The meeting Allic had called was winding down to aclose.

After the encounter with the demon Kulthain Sarnak’s office, Jartan had ordered a complete
investigation and sent two of Allic'sssters, Storm and Leti, to assist.

Thistime the search had been conducted with crystal-shattering sonics and several more trgps and
escape holes had been detected and dismantled. A fair portion of Sarnak’s old fortresswas now in ruins,
torn and blasted by the thoroughness of the investigation.

The sorcerer in charge of the last area searched was completing his report, and everyone was starting to
shift restlesdy. It had been along meeting and it wastime to wrap it up.

Findly Allic raised hishand and said, "Thank you, Faltre.” The sorcerer stopped and sat down.

Allic continued, "We are dl agreed, then, that there are no more portal openings of sufficient szeto be
any danger here?'

Therewas amurmur of agreement and Leti spoke up, "I'm amazed that Sarnak could even set up what
he did, much less have more than one. The years of effort to construct such atrap and the sheer power
he had stored there meredly to keep it in standby modeisincredible.”

"Leti and | will leave at firgt light tomorrow for Asmara," Storm continued. "I'll report everything that's
transpired here to Jartan. We can assume for now that the danger in thisregion is past.”

"Itsanold rule of war," Ikawasaid quietly, "that when an enemy is stirred it might be long before he goes
back to deep. Perhapsthisfind hereis only part of apuzzle to be unraveled, and indicates a broader
plan. It could even mean that Sarnak’s attack fitsinto someone else's designs.”

Allic nodded approvingly at Ikawas comment. On severa occasionsin the padt, this outlander's military
insght had been proven. He had learned to take any advice from this quarter with utmost seriousness.

"That will bein our report aswell,” Allic said. "Now, isthere any other businessto attend to?"
The assembly |looked to each other without comment.

"Fine then, it's been arough couple of weeks here. Let's all take therest of the day off and try torelax a
bit."

Allic looked over at Storm and Leti and smiled.

"| am certain that you two have some catching up to do with a couple of gentlemen on my gtaff," and his
statement was met with chortles of delight from al the Americans and Japanese present.

"At least cut down on the thunder tonight," came a disguised voice from the back of the room, that was
obvioudy Waker's. "I got my beauty deep to catch up on.”

L eaving the conference room, the group followed a narrow passageway out to a private garden Mark
had never seen before, so vast was the palace and citadel complex. Though bizarre in its arrangement,
Mark found the garden to be fascinating in an uncomfortable sort of way. When he had been aboy, an
uncle returning from FHorida had brought back a Venuss-flytrap for him. The plant had delighted him, and
what he saw now rekindled those memories. Severd of the plants had a strange beauty to them, with
open fronds, bloodred in color, that emitted amusky cloying scent. Some were obvioudly traps, with
visdlike jaws afoot across gaping wide open. In the center of the garden was an open orchid several feet
in diameter, dark yellow in color and wafting alavenderlike scent to the breeze.



Curious, Mark started to draw closer.

"Dont," Storm whispered, coming up to his side. She picked up aclump of dirt and tossed it towards the
orchid. With lightning speed half adozen tendrils sneked out, damming into the dirt clod, pulling it straight
into the heart of the flower, which closed like asted door damming shut.

"Jesus," Walker gasped, looking nervoudly at the deadly plant.

"The tendrils are armed with poison barbs," Leti announced. "Y ou're parayzed before you even hit the
ground, then it smply digestsyou. If you're lucky it startsfeeding on you head-firgt, killing you fairly
quickly. Otherwiseit will dowly feed on you for days, and you're still dive, feding everything but unable
to move, or even use your shieding.”

"The bastard probably kept these for the poisons.” She pointed around the garden.

"And for entertainment,” Allic said coidly. "Those cadonna can take ahand off asclean asarazor. You
can gill find them in severd of the wilder places on thisworld; usudly we destroy them on sight. It'sjust
like Sarnak to have agarden like this. | should have destroyed them the day we took this place.”

With asnort of disgust Allic brought his hand up. A dash of light snapped out, sweeping acrossthe
garden. Horrified, Mark watched as many of the plants writhed upon the ground, like snakesthat had
been cut in haf. A sickening stench filled the air and the party drew away.

Following Storm's lead, the group | eft the smoldering garden, looking nervoudy about. Gradudly the
party split up until Mark suddenly redlized that he and Storm were alone. At the end of awinding path,
Mark was amazed by the splendor of the view before him as the edge of a sheer cliff dropped to abroad
lake hundreds of feet below.

"Thereisacertain stark beauty to the place," Storm said, dangling her legs over the edge of the dliff.

Mark had to nod in agreement. The mountains that surrounded the inner citadel of Sarnak's former realm
had the sharp, desiccated look he had seen before in southern Arizonaand New Mexico. Their angles
were like razor edges againg the late afternoon sky, presenting avivid contrast of dark blue againgt
brown and gray.

"Not as pretty, though, as Homefree." Storm reached over to squeeze Mark's hand.

How lucky hetruly was, he thought, |etting the warmer thoughts push aside the nightmare images. It was
gill hard to believe that he lived in luxury far surpassing even the most paatia mansions he had visited
back in England. In fact the gently rolling countryside and the orderly villages and formal gardens around
his new estate of Homefree did remind him of England in the springtime.

In many ways he was now like abaron, living in splendor.

But it was aposition that matched more into his American sengibilities than the old feudd system of
Europe. Therewere eight villagesin hisfiefdom, each ruled by an eected town council. He could advise,
and act asajudgeto settle disputes, but if his decison was not satisfactory it was within the villagers
rightsto go straight over his head to Allic. Though they paid him the respect he was entitled to asa
warrior and sorcerer, he was expected to servein turn. Allic had madeit clear that any behavior
disrupting the orderly management of his province, or any mistreatment of the people, would not be
tolerated.

"WEéII be home before you know it," Storm said, asif reading histhoughts. "Assmilating Sarnak'srealm
and following through on this latest incident will take sometime, but | dare say you'll be rotated back ina



couple of months and well have plenty of timeto be together again.”

Mark sat back without comment. Storm laid down adongside of him, her eyesfilled with concern. But he
didn't want to talk about the turmoil inside him, the gnawing fear that the hell he had glimpsed wasthe fate
awaiting him.

"You folks carefor asnvim?'

Mark looked up to see Leti and Ikawa standing hand in hand before him.

"A splendid idea," Storm cried, coming to her feet and pulling Mark up alongside her.

Mark looked over the edge of the cliff to the vast |ake below. It was hot; perhaps a good swim would be
just the thing to cool him off.

"Let'sdo alittle underwater exploring whilewere at it,” Leti suggested.
Surprised, Mark said, "That lake is sheer-walled and looks to be a couple of hundred feet deep.”
"Silly, you can fly through the air, why not underwater?"

Now thiswas atwigt, and the idea certainly was appealing. There had been reports that the Italians had
perfected a method of underwater breathing learned from some Frenchman. They had used it to
remarkable effect in sinking severd British ships. He had ways wanted to try it out, and now heredized
there was nothing to stop him from doing it on thisworld.

"It'ssmple enough,” Leti explained. "Compress your shield in tight to your body, and dlow it to be
porous enough for air to get through, but for the water to stay out. Y our shield will act asthegillsona
fish, and your creativity will automatically make oxygen for you to breath.”

"How deep can we go?"' Ikawa asked excitedly.

"For now, keep it a severd hundred feet. Every thirty feet isroughly equa to one atmosphere. Until
you've mastered the skill you might have aleak break through when you go much aboveten
atmospheres. And don't let your shield rupture. Y our pressure insgde the shield isthe same as on the
surface; the sudden change would kill you. After some practice you should be able to reach five, even six
hundred feet degp. Just imagine you're flying. The principleisthe same."

The two men looked at each other excitedly.
"Well, let's get in the water,” Storm announced.

Without hesitation she untied the smple belt around her waist and pulled her shift up over her head with
Leti following suit. A moment later both were naked except for the crysta belts around their wristsand
walsts.

Mark and Ikawalooked at each other nervoudy. They had grown accustomed to the relaxed sexua
mores on Haven, but sncether involvementswith Leti and Storm they now felt dightly uncomfortable a
the naked presence of the other's partner.

A hbit shyly, the two disrobed--to chuckles of amusement of the two women.
"Well, let'sgo skinny-dipping,” Mark cried, and legped off the cliff.
Plummeting down the face of the cliff, he snapped up hisshield as L eti had told him to. Extending his



arms outward, he dammed into the water, his shield protecting him from the impact. For amoment he felt
adight twinge of panic as he continued to streak downward and held his breath.

Tentatively he breathed in and exhaded. Around the edge of the shield he saw a sheet of bubbles break
away and rise up.

Hetook another breath and exhaed, and another ring of bubbles raced to the surface.

Three dull thuds snapped through the water, and Ikawa, Leti, and Storm came streaking down toward
him.
Fascinated, Mark watched as they spiraled around each other, drifting through the water with the same

effortless ease asflying through the air. Y et everything down here seemed to be taking placein dow
motion, with graceful, languid movement replacing the sharp, rapid-fire maneuvers of flight.

Dedlighted, he started to laugh and watched as the three descended past him. For al the world he
suddenly fdt asif hewerein avast cathedra of blue, the three other swimmers drifting down like angels
dropping from heaven. The pae beams of sunlight filtered about them like light through the stained glass
windows of acathedral.

Rolling back over, he watched asthey drifted down into the darkness, their halos of bubblesrising
around him in ever-expanding circles.

Following hisfriends downward, he was fascinated as the pa e turquoise blue of the upper region dowly
transformed into adarker bluelike the early evening sky, which interplayed with the shimmering beams of
aunlight.

An iridescent column of yellow forms came spiraing up out of the depth and he dmost cried out with joy
asthe column brokeinto aspiraling circle of thousands of yelow fish, striped verticdly with dashes of
violet.

Blending in with the school, Mark found himself surrounded in ashifting kaleidoscope: One moment the
fish were dl swimming end-on, presenting razor sharp images, then in an ingtant the school would shift,
and the dark blue of the ocean would become arainbow of color.

Downward the school turned, mixing with another column of fish. Mark followed, shifting asthey did,
looping and arching. Colors gradudly dropped away into yet a deeper blue, asif the gentle mantle of
night was washing over hisworld.

"Mark, can you see me?"'

Snapped from hisreverie by the voice from his communication crystal, he looked about. Histhree
companions were nowherein Sght.

Hefdt avague uneasinessin thistwilight world.
"Hold up your offensve crystd and st it as adiffused beacon of light."

As Storm had ingtructed, he raised hisright hand. A wide beam shot out, illuminating the fish so that their
colors seemed to explode. Under the glare of the beacon, the thousands of fish which had surrounded
him, and had appeared to be dark green in the muted light of the deep, suddenly stood out in high
contrast, revealing arainbow swirl of reds, yellows, and burgundy, so that the water sesemed almost on
fire



Again his attention drifted as he observed the dien world about him.

"Still can't find me?" Storm said playfully, with adight note of chiding in her voice. "It'saskill you should
lean.”

Mark swung his beacon back and forth but could not locate her.
"Y our farseeing ability, Slly."
Nodding to himsdlf, Mark shifted hisfocus, channeling his attention.

Theworld about him seemed to shift dightly, and then from below, &t five o'clock, he could detect three
blips.

"Just like sonar!" he cried.

"A little sub chase" Ikawalaughed.

Herolled over into adive, rapidly picking up speed.

Two of the blips remained motionless, but the third broke away to the left in atight spird turn.

Suddenly Ikawaand Leti flashed into view, illuminated by his crystal. With a cheery wave he shot past
the two, who were laughing with delight at hisantics.

Storm continued to dive, jinking to the left and right. Doggedly he followed, still picking up speed. He
could sense the bottom racing up and, broadening his search, he could easily detect Storm swinging
among the towering boulders that littered the lake bed.

In an ingtant he was skimming aong through aswirling forest of kelp, dodging up over boulders, and
traversing benegth arching cavernsthat plunged into darkness and then back into opague light.

Trying to lose him in the clutter, Storm would dodge behind a boulder, out of hisview, and then scurry
around thefar Sde.

Once she smply hit the bottom and remained motionless so that he shot right past her. A taunting laugh
echoed through his crystal, and looking over his shoulder he saw her rise up, wave playfully and then
streak away.

Grinning with delight, Mark arched straight up and over and shot back down on her tail. Gradually he
closed in on her, so that he was able to track her by the bubbles given off by her rapid passage through
the water.

Finally hisbeacon locked onto her, reveding her dender form cutting effortlesdy through the tranquil
depths. Tantdizingly, she stayed just out of reach asthey played through the fairytale forest of boulders.
Then she arched straight up, racing for the surface, sunbeams dappling her long black hair. Straight out of
the water she shot, soaring heavenward. Bursting clear of 