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Prologue

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

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

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

"Precisdly,” Mornan hissed in reply. "Do you think our master is completely without cunning? Tonight of
any night, when the twin moons are full and command the sky, isatime when those foolswill think
themsealves safest, and not watch so closdly.”

Mornan settled back for amoment, wishing to enjoy the contemplation, but Danuth was ingstent--she
could amogt fed the anxiety in the old sorcerer's voice.

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

"Allic isthe son of agod--of course I'm frightened. Y ou trust Sarnak too much, | dare say. If Allic
realizes who conjured a pack of demons on his border, helll not leave off until we are dead, or worse.
'Cross not ademigod, for they are without a sense of humor', or have you forgotten?”

"I you wish much, you must risk much,’ or have you forgotten that, my dear Danuth”? Come, come, my
old friend,"” Mornan said mockingly, "aren't you tired of casting the same old tricks to amuse some bored
princeling? Even if heis Accursed, Sarnak offers us power. Think of it--afiefdom for each of us, after we
have unleashed the demons upon Allic'sdomain. They'll never guesswe did it. Why do you think the
Torm border was selected for our attack? Allic will blame the Torm sorcerers, and thusfud thetension
between him and his neighbors.”

"My magers.”
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Mornan turned. It was one of Danuth's gpprentices, he must have finished the pentagram. Mornan
looked at him and smiled sadly. Poor boy, he thought that being asked adong on thismission was ahigh
honor. Y es, he would learn to conjure demons tonight--but little did he know that if the demons proved
intractable, he would be given to them as a sacrifice.

Mornan walked over to the pentagram, examined the lines cut into the turf, and nodded with approval.
"Danuth, were ready."
Mumbling in some arcane language, Danuth wandered over to one of the points.

"Y ou, boy, over there," Mornan directed. "Be sure to stand within the marks of protection, and leave
them not unless| tdll you."

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

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

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

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

The only response was the gentle crying of thewind.
"Begin!"

The hilltop glowed with a pulsing, unworldly light as the four sorcerers and their gpprentice projected
their minds through the crystal and then outward, searching for the openingsinto universes conced ed
from dl but the most powerful.

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

Chapter 1

Anshan, Manchuria
July 9,1944

"Kochanski, what does radar show?"
"Their Zeros are holding back, Captain.”
"All right, gunners, stay sharp. They'll jump us on the other sde of thisflak.”

Captain Mark Phillipsfelt anudge on his shoulder, and looking over, he saw Y ounger, his copilct,
pointing forward and up to where the first cotton ball bursts of flak were opening up. They werealittle
high but Mark knew that the Japanese would soon get the range.
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"Two minutesto drop.” It was Ed Watson, his bombardier, cold and steady, asif the half-hour running
fight with the Zeros were nothing more than asideshow to provide them with some excitement before the
bomb drop. Mark could see him down in the nose, hunched over the bomb-sight, guiding them in for
their firgt vist to the Japanese-held stedlworks.

The flak was dropping lower, coming into range. There was amild buffet, then another. The B-29 surged
and tossed asit knifed through the turbulence. Another burst straight ahead, and the Dragon Fire
bucked up asit plunged through the ralling black clouds.

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

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

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

A blinding flash cut off Ed'swords. With ahowling, splintering roar, the entire port side of the plane
caved in around Mark asflying shards of glass and steel swept through the cabin.

Screamsfilled the ar asthe Dragon Fire rolled onto its starboard side.

He was numbed by the howl of thewind; till not sureif he was hurt. He gave aquick glance over to
Charlie Y ounger and al he could see was the wide-eyed terror.

Everyone was shouting, screaming, filling the intercom with a cacophony of noisethat could not be
separated into the individua cries of fear asthe bomber started to dideinto adeadly rolling dive.

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

Helooked again to Y ounger who was motionless, his hands off the whed!.
"Pull, you bagtard.”

He wanted to reach out and smash him, to pummel him out of histerror, but he waslocked to the whed!
in adesperate struggle.

"Damnyou, pull. Bring her up!”

Y ounger looked at him, and asif Mark's rage took hold, he snapped out of his catatonic fear and
returned to the struggle.

Jesus, they were red-lining her; the wings were going to rip off. Not now, dear God, Mark begged, not
now.

He could fed thefirst regponse coming into the craft: she was coming out of the dive, edging back up. He
pulled hisleft hand off the whed and dammed the throttles down, cutting back their speed.

Sghsof rdief filled theintercom. As everyone started talking, Mark snarled, " All right, you guys, shut
up!"

The voices dropped off.



"Anyone hurt?'

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

"Will he mekeit?'

"Hardtotdl."

"Mark, it's Goldberg."

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

"We'relosing oil pressure on number three. I'm shutting her down.”
"All right, teke care of it."

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

Mark looked back at Goldberg again.

"Eud?

"I'll haveit for youin aminute, but it doesn't look good.”

Ed! What about the bomb drop? Mark leaned over and saw with relief that his friend was uninjured.
"Say, Ed, you dl right down there?"

Ed looked up at him and Mark could see that he had been asterrified astherest of them.

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

"We're dready passed it.”

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

The Dragon Fire surged up as the bombs dropped free to land in the hills beyond the city.

Mark could see the other bombersin acloud of flak, dready severa miles away. They were clear of the
target areaand were aready turning in abroad sweeping arc. Dragon Fire had lost the protection of the
herd, and with a crippled craft there would be no hope of regaining the shild of fire that aformation
could place around itself. The wolveswould soon beclosingin.

"Look out for company--well soon be getting lots of it. Kraut, you still with us?”
"I'm okay, Mark."
Thank god the navigator was dl right.

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



"Captain, thisisWaker."

"How arethingsback in thetail ?*

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

"Giorgini, lock them into centrd fire control.”

"Lockedin."

"Here they come-----"

The Dragon Fire shook as her guns, guided by the B-29's centrd fire system, siwung into action, setting
out an arc of tracersto greet thefirst Zero asit rolled in low for asweeping pass. The camouflaged plane
shot past, soaring upward in asteep climb that would position him for adive.

"Mark, it's Goldberg."
"Go on, give metheword.”

"Losng fud at over thirty gallonsaminute from portside fuel tanks. Our radius of action isfour hundred
and ten miles at the present heading.”

"Can't we switch off starboard fuel and use up portside firs?"
"Already donethat."
"Watch it," Waker shouted. "Two moreboring in."

The Dragon Fire's gunsfired deep staccato bursts, which were counterpointed by the enemy’s 20mm
sdls

Suddenly Ray Welsh, the left side gunner, gave awild shout of triumph. "Weve flamed one, weve
flamed one! Look at that bastard burn!”

"Shut up, Welsh, let's keep some disciplineg!”

"Mark, thisis Kraut. It's not good.”

"Goon."

"Theresno way well make it back to base. Our only hope of safety isto head for Soviet territory."”

Russiawould mean internment. The Reds were gill at peace with Japan, and it could take months before
they would be cycled back into the fighting. But there were the unofficial orders, aswell. The B-29swere
the best the U.S. had. Russamight betheir dly, but the longer the Russians had to wait before getting
their hands on amodéd, the better high command would fed. Russawas out.

"Here comes that one from abovel"

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



" She's not going to hold up much longer,” Y ounger shouted. "Number four is Sarting to lose pressure.”

Mark could dmost smell Y ounger's panic. How had he ever got stuck with this clown, anyway? Hisold
copilot Tom Seay had been with him in Europe aong with Kochanski and Walker, and together the four
had made a good team. But a bout of amoebic dysentery got Tom pulled from this eight-hour run.

Y ounger's old commander, John Foss, had ditched him at the first chance, and now Mark could see
why. The guy was a coward--he couldn't hack the pressure.

"Russids out, Kraut. Y ou wanta eat borsch for the rest of thewar?"

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

"Where doesthat put us, Kraut?'

"Puts us over to aheading of, just aminute... puts us onto two sixty-five. If we can make two hundred
seventy-five miles, well enter guerrilla country, aong the China-Mongoliaborder. We might have a
chance there. Rough terrain though--well haveto bail out.”

"Mark, we can't jJump." It was Kochanski, the radar operator.
"Why not?'

"It'sJose.”

"How's he doing?’

"Not too good: he's unconscious. I've stopped the blood |oss; hisarm looks pretty bad. He'sin no shape
tojump.”

Shit! Hed have to order the crew out and then pull the heroic act. If he jumped from aplaneleaving a
crew member to certain death, he could never live with himsalf. Once they cleared Japanese space, hed
order the men out and he forced to try to land the plane. Damn it!

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

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

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

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

"How far to disputed territory?*

"Asnear as| can figure, another twenty miles."



"Right. Now listen closely. We're down to fifteen hundred feet. | see aridge line up ahead, looksto be
five hundred below us, but it's an open valley beyond. Well fly straight down that valley and once we
crossthat twenty-mile mark, | want dl of you out."

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

The Dragon Fire started to drop out from underneeth them, the ridge line ahead filling the cracked
windscreen. There was no time now, nor enough dtitude, for ajump. With the fury of despair Mark
hauled back on the wheel, watching the airspeed indicator drop to the stall line. It was asif he had two
choices of death--hit the ridge head-on or gtd| the plane and then have it drop straight in.

"Forget the jJump. Brace yourselves, weregoing in!™

Theridge passed by not adozen feet below them. The stall indicator alarm kicked on and the plane
started to shudder, and then they were past, dropping into along, doping valey.

"Prepare for emergency landing. Whedlsup! Ready!"

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

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

Theimpact dammed Mark forward into the instrument panel and hisworld plunged into darkness.

Captain IkawaY ashio of the Imperia Japanese Army was exhausted to the point of numbness. His
aching body cried out for him to give up, to fal upon the ground and surrender. Not yet, hethought
amost sadly. Through aching eyes he watched as Sergeant Saito weaved hisway down the dope and
cameto attention, snapping aweary saute.

"Captan.”
"Y es, Sergeant.”
"The planeisjust on the other side of thisridge, but | think the Chinese are dready moving in.”

"Thank you, Saito. Corpora Kantaro, take four men and try to Sow our pursuers, but do not sacrifice
yoursdlf. That isan order. Just give us enough time to reach the plane.”

"Yes, Captain.”

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

"Captain, look over therel”

He looked where the sergeant was pointing. From out of the hills on the other side of the narrow valley,
severa hundred men dressed in dark uniforms were dowly advancing. He looked down at the plane
again. Y es, the Americans had seen them, aswell.

"And there, Captain, look," Saito said softly, "one of the Americansis going over to them. See, there
aong thetrall, heswaving awhite shirt.”



"Thefools. They'll soonfind out.”

For severd minutes the captain watched the dramaunfold. Behind him he could hear the high-pitched
staccato of amachine gun. His corpord was dowing the Chinese bandits advancing from the other
direction. For six days Ikawas men had been running. Once they had numbered over ahundred, a
garrison outpogt, but that was before arunning retreat that had |eft atrail of dead over forty miles. Now,
with his back to the high mountains, the game was nearly up. Lessthan a score of his men were left, all
knowing that death would overtake them before the day was out. And then came these Americans,
landing right in anest of the bandits who had been trying to cut off their retreat.

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

The Chinese column swept down around the lone American waving the Sgnd of surrender. The
swarming host stopped for amoment. The other Americans were gathered around their falen plane,
waiting, watching.

Suddenly therewas aglint of steel. The American carrying the flag turned and started to run but was
overborne by half adozen men. They forced him to his knees, and amoment later a shower of scarlet
washed over his severed bead.

The captain looked at the sergeant, who smiled sadly.
"Now they know," the sergeant whispered.

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

"Captain, shdl | open up?'
"No--order the men to hold thair fire. | think this can be useful.”

At that moment the Japanese machine gun on the hill behind them fired asustained burst. The captain
looked back to the opposite hill ahundred yards away and watched as the corporal and his four men
picked up the wegpon, then ran back down the hill to rgjoin them.

|kawa watched the enemy sweeping forward, driving the Americans before them. Behind him the enemy
wasclosnginaswdl. A high, solitary mountain soared up on hisright--an impenetrable barrier. He
looked closer. Y es, there was a possible way out of thistrap, which the bandits had laid long before the
Americans had falen from the sky. There was anarrow defile heading straight into the mountain fastness.
Without hesitation Ikawaformed his plan.

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

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

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

Ikawa could hear them now--their heavy gasping asthey came running straight up the dope towards his
concealed position. A quarter mile away the Chinese were dready closing around the plane. Some of the
men were shooting a the Americans and laughing. Bullets hummed through the ar, some of them driking



the ground around the Americans, driving the fugitives forward. Several Americanswere armed with light
carbines and two held Thompson submachine guns. They turned occasiondly to trade shots with their
tormentors, but with no effect. They could have been moving faster, but their progresswas dowed by a
wounded man who was haf-carried, half-dragged by two of his comrades.

"Get ready, Sergeant, they're dmost on us. If they make amove with their weapons, open up.”

"Yes, Captain.”

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

Mark snapped out of his exhausted stupor.

"Jesus, aJap,” someone screamed behind him.

The Japanese officer extended his hands, to show he was weaponless.

"Don't shoot,” the Japanese officer shouted. "My men have you covered.”

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

"Giorgini, freezel Don't move agoddamninch!”

"But, Captain...”

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

He stared at his men for amoment. They were slent--the only sound was the sngpping of the bullets
overhead. Gazing beyond his men he saw the swarm of Chinese bandits advancing up the dope.

Mark looked back at the Japanese officer.

"Captain, you're trapped. | offer you quarter,” Ikawa shouted. "Those men behind you are the soldiers of
arenegade warlord. He doesn't care if you're American, Japanese, Nationaist, or Communist. Any
outsiders meet death at hishand. Y ou saw what they did to your man.”

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

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

Mark followed his gaze. There was no hope; he had to take the chance.
"Drop your wegpons," Mark cried.

"But, Captain!”

"Drop them now!"

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



"Good," Ikawa grunted. "Follow Sergeant Saito, helll show you theway. Now move!”
Mark looked again at the Japanese officer, and heditated.

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

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

"All right, moveit,” Mark commanded. "Follow their sergeant. Lets go!™

The Americansfdl in behind Sergeant Saito, but Mark stayed behind. Severa Japanese soldiers sprinted
to pick up the American weapons, then rejoined the retredt.

Mark fell in a the back of the column, running alongside the Japanese captain.

The Chinese gave a shout of triumph astheir comrades crested the opposite hill. Within seconds alight
machine gun opened up on the fugitives, gtitching aline of tracers up the dope. A Japanese soldier in
front of Mark crumpled with aloud grunt as a bullet ricocheted off arock and struck hishelmet a
glancing blow.

"Nighida"

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

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

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

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

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

Asif sensing their conversation, the Japanese officer turned away from thefiring line and came up to
Mark.

"Don't even think about it. You'rein trouble just asbad aswe are.”

Mark eyed his captor closely. He wastaller than Mark had expected. His deep-set eyes seemed to |ook
graight into Mark. The officer had a casua, dmost relaxed stance, strangely different from the accepted
image of an Imperid Army officer.

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



"| studied at MIT before the war. My nameis Ikawa Y ashio--Captain Ikawato you."
"What the hell isgoing on here?'

"The Chinese are arenegade band | ft over from the old civil wars. They cut off my garrison six days
ago. | had to pull out, and wastrying to withdraw to our lines, but they flanked me thismorning. We
were being pushed into a pocket when you so conveniently arrived to divert them, giving usthetimeto
ganthisdefile

"Why didn't you just kill usor leave usto them?"

Ikawalooked at Mark for amoment. These Americans were the enemy, the same asthe Chinese.
Maybe because he was the hunted, and these Americans were the hunted aswell... He just couldn't
answer that one. Perhapsit was smply that he had lived with them for severd years, and in spite of the
war hefdt an empathy with them.

He started to turn away.
IIWI,.M?I

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

Mark nodded his agreement.

Ikawawent back to the firing line. His lieutenant, Okada Mokaoto, came up to hisside.
"Captain, if | might spesk.”

"Yes, Lieutenant.”

"Kill them now. They are the enemy aswdll.”

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

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

Ikawa scowled at hislieutenant. "Mokaoto, | don't careif your father isagenerd," he hissed softly so
that no one else could hear. "I am your superior; it isnot for you to question my commands.”

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

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

The gun had been lost when the garrison was overrun. He knew the enemy had it, but didn't redize they
had manhandled it dl thisway in the pursuit.

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



"NO_"

"Asl thought." Ikawas voice wasicy. "Mokaoto, take Sergeant Nobuaki and four men. You areto Stay
here and delay their advance.”

Mokaoto looked at him with hate-filled eyes. The orders were an invitation to die for the emperor, but he
had to obey.

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

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

"Therest of usmoveout,” Ikawa shouted, and started to scramble up the narrow gorge. They had barely
gonefifty yardswhen the first shell screamed in and detonated at the opening to the pass.

Within minutes the shelling had stopped and aloud shout echoed up from the valley below. They were
advancing again. The enemy devated his range and shells were soon impacting aong the wals of the
gorge, driving the fugitives onward. After half an hour of steady climbing the party came out onto asmal
plateau where Ikawa caled abrief hat. Far below they could see a serpentine column weaving into the
gorge. Ikawa stepped out onto the edge of the plateau and looked up to the towering mountain. His
vison could trace theline of thetrail asit climbed the dope, and with a cold shudder he redlized that the
path did not go over the mountain. It smply led into asmall canyon surrounded by cliffs. He caled Mark
over to hisside.

"Do you seewhere our trail leads?!
Mark studied the terrain for severa minutes. ""Once we get to the top of this gorge, we're trapped.”
"Precisdy.”

Mark looked at Ikawa asif trying to gauge his reaction to impending desth. There was no sign of
emotion and Ikawa could only hope that his own fear was not reveded, for he now knew how a
condemned prisoner must feel who could measure dmogt to the minute how much longer he would be
dive

Chapter 2

Haven

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

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

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

Masters! The thought whispered through them. It was the apprentice. |'ve found the image of a large
winged beast--and his mind flashed an image of adragonlike creature--and | read a score or more
lifeforms nearby.
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The boy wasn't supposed to be trying--he might misread the shadowy images from other realms--but
Mornan could not chastise him now. If he had found something, she would useit. Groaning with effort,
Mornan tried to sustain her barrier to prevent Allic's detection of them, but the power created by their
spell was leaking through in severa places. An dert watcher could pick them up at any time.

"Quickly, Danuth, work with whatever the boy has found. Try to lure them near the porta.”
"But I'vefound four smal demons at the Void's edge in another plane.”

"Pass them over to Centra. Open up that portal the boy hasfound and seewhat itis."
Shefet ashudder run through the shielding. Something was probing them.

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

China

While the long shadows of evening were reaching across the land, the exhausted, bedraggled party
inched itsway into the canyon. Their retreat was counterpointed by the echoing crack of riflefire.
Mokaoto's rear guard was till in action.

Ikawaand Mark drove their men onward. Every minute was preciousif they wereto reach the canyonin
timeto fortify their pogition.

Asthe sunlit the far horizon with ablazing crimson, the trail suddenly opened into a smooth stone-paved
path that cut straight into the mountainsde. The overhanging cliffs caught the evening glow, so that the
mountain seemed to be washed in the color of blood.

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

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

"Denzo!" someone shouted.

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

A flurry of activity greeted this announcement. Kraut and Kochanski called for hep in moving severd
boulders across thetrail to provide some cover. Mark came alongside and put his shoulder againgt the
stone. He looked up for amoment and saw that Ikawawas sill looking into the dark passage.

Caling for Welsh and Goldberg to help with the barrier, Mark went over to I|kawa.
"Y ou're not thinking of going in there, areyou?' Mark asked.

"We haveto check it out. The position might be better in there. | fed asthough we've been drawn to this
place, and there will be protection in there."

"That's crazy--it'sadead end. At least out here we can diein the open.”
"Areyou so eager to die?!

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



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

Ikawa drew his pistol and started into the dark passage. Mark, seeing that the others were watching,
redized that in spile of hismisgivings he had to go dong, or appear acoward. There was something
strange about this place--afedling that reminded him of the air before a storm.

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

"Noticethisis paved. The sonework is superb. Whoever built this did so with loving attention.”

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

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

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

They followed the path for another twenty yards, until it opened into asmall courtyard fifty yards across.
Sheer cliffsrose hundreds of feet on al sides. Overhead, the crimson-streaked sky gave off asoft glow
that reflected down onto asmall, pentagon-shaped temple.

"Wondrous, absolutely wondrous," kawa whispered, stepping forward asif onto sacred ground.

From back down the pathway came the echo of gunfire. Mark, awakening from the awe of such asight,
rushed past |kawa to the doorway of the temple.

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

Turning, he started out of the temple, brushing past Ikawawho stood enraptured in the doorway.

Sprinting across the courtyard into the tunnel, Mark raced down the narrow pathway back out towards
thelight. The sound of gunfirerolled up louder, and reaching the edge of the path, he crouched down low
and came up dongside his men.

"Jesus, Captain,” Waker shouted, "therere hundreds of them coming up. They're swarming out on either
gdeof the path.”

"What about the other Japs--they get back?’

"Y eah, that bagtard lieutenant madeit,” Giorgini growled, "but one of the scum hit it."

"We're going into thetunnd. Therésahell of afort back in there. We can hold ‘em off for days."
"And then what?' Y ounger cried. "We're dead anyhow!"

"Shut up and get moving," Mark said softly, but with adefinite chill in hisvoice. Crouching low, he Sarted
back into the passage.

Suddenly the Japanese lieutenant was before him, shouting wildly and pointing apistol straight a Mark.



Thisisit, Mark thought. He could see the finger on the trigger getting set to squeeze.
"Mokaoto!" It was Ikawa.

The lieutenant looked up.

"The Americanisright. Wemovein here."

Mokaoto didn't lower hisgun.

"Mokaoto, move! Therest of you follow me!™

Mokaoto looked back at his soldiers, evidently sensing the quiet contempt from hismen for hislosing the
argumen.

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

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

"Shigeru, Uraga, help lift this," Ikawacaled.

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

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

Nerving himsdf he approached Ikawa.
"We want our wegpons back,” he said evenly.
The Japanese officer turned and looked at him.

"Y ou know aswell as| do that the Chinese will be on usin minutes. Chances arewéll die. | want my
mento diefighting.”

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

"Either wefight by your sde or my menwill rush yours and you'll haveto kill us--but at least well take
one or two of you with us"

Ikawa stopped and |ooked at Mark. The American captain was now as dusty and sweaty asthe rest, but
he stood straight and hid hisfatigue. Hewastall and well built, with short brown hair and sted-blue eyes.
Typicd American, Ikawathought. Still, the man had determination and guts--confronting him like this
when awave of his hand would suffice to have them al killed. Courage was dways admired, eveninan
enemy. But should he take the chance?

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

"Y ou give your pledgethat your men will fight under my command?*



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

"Do you redly believe well get out of this?* Mark asked quietly.

A sad smile crossed Ikawas features. ™Y ou have Bushido, Captain...”
"Phillips, Mark Phillips," and he extended his hand.

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

"Sergeant Saito.” Ikawa explained to the old soldier what was to be done.

There was an angry murmur from acouple of his men, but a cold look from Ikawa suppressed it, at least
for the moment, and he could see where severd of them actually seemed glad to have the additional
firepower brought in on their Sde.

The Americans settled in around severd of the window dits. Soon the only sound in the temple wasthe
nervous breathing and softly muttered comments of soldierswaiting for afight.

"Herethey come," Waker shouted, and he opened up with one of the Thompsons.

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

"Captan.”
Ikawa turned to face Nobuaki. "Y es, Sergeant.”
"| could hear what they were saying.”

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

"Goon."

"They're frightened of this place. One of them said that it was death to come here. | think they turned on
oneof their officersand shot him."

Ikawa could fed the fear coming up in some of his own men.
"Peasant superdtition, but it serves our purpose. Maybe they'll pull back and we can till get out of this"

He knew the Americans couldn't understand what he was saying, and it wasjust aswell. Aslong asthey
were desperate they were adlies, but the moment survival seemed possible the old animositieswould be
back.

Mark stepped up to Ikawas sde. "Why did they pull back?'
"We'retoo strong in here."

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



"Let'sexplorethisplace” Ikawa said, changing thetopic. "Do you have alight?'
Mark fumbled in his pockets and pulled out an old, battered Zippo. Striking alight, he held it doft.
"There, dong thewall: torches."

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

Kochanski joined Mark and Ikawaas they quietly surveyed the room.

"Looks Tang period to me. Thisplaceisahell of afind.”

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

"Studied it in college," Kochanski said. "I was ahistory mgjor a Y de before the war.”
Ikawasmiled. "Yes, | wasthereonce. | wasa MIT studying engineering.”

"Y eah, | would have graduated by now, but then you folks started thislittle mess."
Ikawa shook his heed.

"Let'snot argue. | did not start it, nor did you. We smply are following our orders. | would rather have
finished my schooling, aswell!™

"Okay, Kochanski," Mark interrupted, "enough of the homecoming routine. Check the rest of this place
out. Seeif you can find aback door or tunndl, that's our main concern. And stop worrying about the

higory."

Mark had been staring out the narrow window when he heard amoan. It was Jose L aurel--conscious
but obvioudy in greet pain.

"How you doing, buddy?*
"Arm hurtslike abitch, Captain.”" Hisvoice was wesk and dightly durred.

Mark leaned over and gently pulled back Jod'sflight jacket. It was soaked in blood. He looked up at
Goldberg, who had been caring for hisfriend.

"It'sbadly broken," he whispered, moving Mark over to one side. "That flak burst nearly toreit off. If we
don't get help soon, hell die”

"Haveyou shat him up?”

"I've used the medic pack aboard Dragon Fire. There's some more morphinein the surviva gear.”
"Useit"

Mark looked up at Ikawa.

"Captain Ikawa, do you have amedic with your men?”

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



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

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

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

"Captain Phillips, we're in thistogether. | propose that we pool what we have, and share accordingly.”
"Captain, al those Japs have are their weapons and ammo,” Giorgini shouted. "L et the bastards sarve.”
"When | want your advice, Giorgini,” Mark snarled, "I'll ask for it."

Mark looked at his men and could see that they agreed with Giorgini. He turned back to face Ikawa

"Captain Phillips, my men would undoubtedly agree with your sergeant,” |kawawhispered softly. "I have
an officer who would shoot me thisminute if he thought he could get away withit." Ikawamade asubtle
gesture toward Lieutenant M okaoto.

Ikawa turned away from Mark for amoment and |ooked over his men. "Where's Kurosawa?"'
"Dead, Captain,” Takeo replied. "Hewas hit by ashell.”

"l see. Captain Phillips," Ikawa continued, "I have fifteen men under me, you nine. We have alight
Nambu machine gun; the rest rifles. Our ammunition is enough for the moment. Y ou have severd
carbines, two Thompsons, and the rest .45s. What else do you havein your survival gear?'

Mark looked back over at his men. Therewas no sensein lying or holding back now.

"A firg ad kit, sgnal flares-the usua survival pack gear--and rationsfor my crew to last three days."
"Or dl of usfor aday and ahdf."

"es"

"Good, then it is settled.”

"l guessso."

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

"No way out, but there's aspring in the back of the temple--all the water we need. Thisplaceisweird,”
Kochanski continued. "It looks like it hasn't been touched in centuries, yet the building seemswell
maintained. There're even those fresh torches. It's obvioudy atemple, but for what? Just look at the
carvingd"

Ikawalooked to where Kochanski was pointing. Tortuous carvings of interlocking dragons and demons
covered thewall.

"And theré's apentagram inlaid into the floor. Strange, | thought the pentagram was awestern symbol of
the occult.”



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

"Holy Chrig, thisdtar hasbloodstainsdl over it!"

Kraut'swords sent afaint prickling up the back of Ikawa's neck. It was asif ahidden door was dowly
opening to reved acoiling, insdiousterror from beyond.

"Something moving outsde," Waker said, till guarding the window dit with Smithie, thewalst gunner, at
hissde

"Openup onit,” Mark told him.
Waker squeezed off a short burst. There was a sharp cry, then arising babble of voices.

Mark and Ikawawent to the nearest dit and looked out. In the shadows of the pathway something large
was moving.

"Goldberg, get metheflare pigal.”

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

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

In the white magnesium light | kawa could see the cannon positioned in the pathway, itsfront armor
skirting protecting the crew which was feverishly at work.

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

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

Even as Mark barked the commands, the cannon spat athundering flash.

The doorway exploded.

"Hold your fire," Ikawaydled. "Wait for the rush!"

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

Ikawa came over to Mark's side. In spite of hisfear of approaching death, there was aterror that was far
worse, and growing stronger with each passing second. It was like an eectric charge running through his
body, triggering some primordia dread. Something was horribly wrong with thisroom.

"I'm getting out of here!" Ikawa shouted above the roar of battle.
"You'recrazy!" Mark cried. "You'll get cut down the moment you step out the door."

"I don't care. It'sworsein here. There€'s an evil here--it'sanightmare." Hiswords were edged with
hysteria

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



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

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

Kochanski wasin front of him looking back towards the dtar and pentagram, his mouth wide open,
screaming, his eyeswild with terror. So riveted was that gaze that in spite of his own fear, Ikawa stopped
and looked back into the room, now awash in aball of pure crystaline light that shimmered and grew,
lapping over them with a strange pressure they could actually fed.

Ikawa screamed. The 37mm gun barked one moretime. The shell howled past him, merging with the ball
of light and the nightmare image from beyond. Ikawa screamed even as he fdl towardsthelight, drawnin
by ahurricane roar that sounded asif the universe were being ripped asunder.

Chapter 3

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

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

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

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

Fascinated, she gazed through the opening. Thiswas a place she had never seen before, and to her
amazement she saw that thiswas arealm of men, not demons. Something had gone wrong.

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

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

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

Even as he screamed he hit the ground. A body landed on top of him and he heard Goldberg swearing.

So Goldberg was down here aswell. Opening his eyes, Mark dared to look around. In front of him was
aswirling cloud of light, and he saw bodies hurled out of it like riders tossed off a merry-go-round gone
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berserk.

Herolled away from the cloud and came up against something warm and sticky--the shattered body of a
woman. Mark recoiled and stood up. Other forms were standing up around him: his men and the
Japanese. Ikawawas aready standing to one side, surrounded by some of his soldiers.

Thewhirlwind was starting to lose power; itslight was growing dim. It pulled in on itself, and with afaint
hissing pop, disappeared.

"Has nalarn, Kulmica! "

Mark turned. A shrouded figure stood in the shadows that surrounded them, itsarm raised like the hand
of deeth.

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

A lightning bolt snaked from the shadowy figure's hand and dammed into a Japanese soldier. He
disntegrated into avaporized mig.

"Y ou bastard!" Walker screamed. Leveling his Thompson, he fired aquick burst. The bullets stitched into
Danuth, knocking him off hisfeet.

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

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

"Jesus, Captain," Goldberg asked, "what the hdll wasthat?"

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

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

"Damniit, let's have some discipline here. Everybody shut the fuck up.”

Even as he barked out his command he heard Ikawas voice rise up in asharp volley of Japanese, and
Mark knew that his counterpart was echoing his own actions.

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

Kicking the cover aside, Allic rose, pulled on along burgundy-colored robe, and pushed open the door
to hismeditation suite.

With his approach, a gentle wash of bluelight welled from afist-gzed crystal mounted on apedestal of
gold.

Reaching out with hisright hand, Allic touched the crystd of farseeing. Ingtantly the chamber was bathed



inabrilliant glow that caused him to close his eyes. He knew whereto direct histhoughts, and turning to
the south wall of the room, he bent the flow of energy and directed it outward. Opening hiseyesagain,
Allic watched asthe power of the crystal was directed into an intense beam which revealed amap inlaid
with gems and gold. The map was highlighted in stark, glowing colors as the power of Allic combined
with his crystd to direct the map for a search.

Emblazoned on the wall was arepresentation of the reallm under his control. Such wasits power that only
Allic'sfather, the god Jartan, could have created it.

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

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

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

He bent dl hiswill to the task. Soon he was drenched in swest; his entire body ached with the effort as
he battled through the barrier of wills. He could fed them breaking, their shielding crumbling.

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

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

"Who'son duty?' Allic asked.

"Itisl, Ulnarn, commander of the third watch."

"Awaken Ping, tdl him he hasalittle journey ahead of him, and bring him here a once."
"Acknowledged, my lord."

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

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

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

In the center of theland, high above ariver vdley stood amighty walled city that glowed in the moonlight
of theTwin Sigters.

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



crystal--the mate of the one she had used.

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

Now Sarnak pushed his crystal aside and looked around the room. He wastall and lean, with dark hair
and black eyesthat were large and mesmerizing, and few there were who dared to face that gazein the
moments of hiswrath.

"Who sdlected those incompetents with Mornan?' he asked, degth in hisvoice.

"Wikamade theinitid assgnment.” Ranath, Sarnak's chief sorcerer tried to conced thefear in hisvoice.
"And who approved Wikato coordinate thismisson in thefirst place?'

Slence.

"l want an answer," Sarnak said softly.

"| did, my lord."

Sarnak turned away with asnort of disgust. Everyonein the room did his best not to draw attention to
himself as Sarnak moved to hismaster crystd, activating it with awave.

Quickly Sarnak merged it with those observation crystals set high in his border mountains that
overlooked Allic'srealm. The room again became dark as hisauradowly died, hisfrustration giving way
to the cold andlytica force that was the heart of his power.

"Allicis projecting his power in afied of interference so | can't see very much,” he said to Ralnath, who
had come to stand by hisside. "But | sense an dien presence, perhaps men from another plane. They're
definitely not the demons we had planned for."

Helooked coldly at Ranath. "Which of our forces can get in there and find out what they are before Allic
arives?'

The head scribe, standing in thefar corner, consulted his master file and nervoudy walked over.

"At thismoment,” the scribe said, "we've amost emptied that part of the border to prevent any possible
suspicion of our involvement. But thereisaforce of twelve demons under Chakathat can be there within
two turnings.”

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

"At once, my lord."
Sarnak turned and swept them with his gaze.
"All of you leave me except Ranath.”

Ranath could sensethe relief of the others asthey fled the room, leaving him to hisfate. He could
remember more than once hurrying from the room aswell, and returning later to remove what was left of
aman or woman who had failed. He braced himsdf.

"l want Wikardieved of hispost and crystals. Have him chained to the gallows against possible



execution. I'll decide hisfate later.” Sarnak paused, staring at Ranath.

"Y ou know that my first move in this campaign has ended in afiasco because you approved thet idiot's
selection of sorcerers?!

Ra nath nodded. "My lord, each had done wdll in the trias, according to Wikas reports.”

"l want you to check the vdidity of thosetrids, and if thereisany fasfication you will personaly remove
the heads of Wikaswife and children and tie them to hischains. | can't help but suspect that he gave the
task to Mornan as areward for more than just her behavior on the testing field."

Ranath breathed an inner sigh of relief. The blamewasto fal on Wikaand not on him.
"Ralnath, | understand your misiress has just given you twin sons.”
He froze for amoment, then nodded, not trusting himself to spesk.

"Never fal me again, Ranath. Now get out of my sight.”

"Gather round to me." Mark made a quick count.
"Who'smissng?'

"It'sJose’, Captain," Kochanski caled. "He's unconscious." And he pointed to the ground where Jose
was dready covered with somebody's flight jacket. The pae moonlight made hisface look deathly. Mark
looked up, and gasped. There were two moons--very bright and set about twenty degrees apart.”

The men followed his gaze, and began shouting again.
"Shut up, dl of you!"

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

The ordersrattled off.

"Goldberg, seeto Jose, and try to make him comfortable. Kraut, set up adefensive perimeter. | don't
know where the hell we are, but we'd best be prepared.”

"Could be Mars," Kochanski ventured.

Severd of the men started to talk again. In the distance he could hear the same with the Japanese. Hell,
there were dill the Japsto ded with.

"What do you mean, Mars?'
"Ever read any Burroughs? Twin moons, Carter, Martian princess, and dl that?'
"Later, Kochanski, later. Just do what I've told you for now."

Mark looked towards Ikawa and saw that he already had his men lined up and was speaking to themin
alow voice.

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



Mark turned back to his men.

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

Themen nodded, their faces shining softly inthe light.

"On my command, and my command only, you're to take them out. Now that the Chinese are gone..."
Hisvoicetraled off. Gone. Gone to where? He forced himsdlf to re-focus his attention.

"Just keep awatch on them.”

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

"Private Y oshida, control yoursdf!"

Any other officer would have dapped Y oshidafor the nearly hysterical display, but Ikawa could well
understand it. He could barely control hisown fear.

"We are not dead, Y oshidal We are dtill dive." Ikawaforced alaugh, and gave Shigeru, the sumo
wrestler, a sharp punch in the ssomach.

Shigeru grunted.
"See: If old Shigeru here can lill fed pain, then you know we are il in the redim of theliving.”

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

"Sergeant Nobuaki, pick five men and form adefensve perimeter. Sergeant Saito, come over herewith
mefor amoment.”

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

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

"Yes, Captain.”

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

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

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

"Who waskilled by that blast of light?"
"Superior Private Teruzo, Captain.”



"We have everyone d 2?7

"Yes, and the Americansaswell."

"Yes, the Americans aswell.” Ikawalooked past Mokaoto to the twin moons on the horizon.
"Captain Ikawa."

Helooked up and saw Phillips approaching him, his hands extended out to either Sde showing that his
weapon was hol stered.

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

Ikawaignored him and walked over to meet the American.

At acautious distance of severa feet they both cameto astop.
"Any ideaof wherethe hdl weare?' Phillipsfindly asked.

Ikawalooked away from Mark. They stood upon alow cresting hill and Ikawa could see the broad,
treless valey beyond. The twin moons cast adouble shadow pattern of light and dark. The air was
warm, dry, with afaint scent of the prairie carried by the gentle night breeze.

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

The moons done forced him to admit aterrifying redity; the fed of this place, the savannah-like
vegetation, only helped to confirm that somehow, someway, they had traveled far from the conflict that
had nearly killed them only minutes before.

Helooked back to Phillips and saw the same sense of wonder and fear.
"Arewedead, isthat it?' Mark asked.
"Captain Phillips, your guessisasgood as mine."

"But it'sasafe bet we're no longer in Ching," Mark replied, and histone carried dl the implications of
that.

"Yes, we areno longer in China, Captain Phillips. And | could state that again you are my prisoner.”

"Bullshit. | have haf adozen people behind me, al of them with weapons pointed straight at your head.
Go ahead and give the command, you Jap bastard, and you'll be the first to die.”

|kawa started to laugh while looking straight into his eyes.

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

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

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



"We have to make a choice, Captain Ikawa. We can haveit out here and now. Chancesare you and |
will both die, and in the end maybe, only acouple of yoursor minewill live. | don't see any senseto that."

"No," Ikawasaid with a soft chuckle. "Even back in our war, | never did see any sensein that.”

"Thenit isagreed that for the moment at least our agreement formed when fighting the Chinese till
gands?'

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

Ikawa hesitated for amoment. But he knew that the bal ance had been changed forever; the old rules
smply no longer applied.

"Itisagreed,” Ikawasaid softly.

There was a gentle exhale from Mark, and Ikawaredlized that Mark would have given the order to open
fireif that point had not be agreed to.

Again the thought cameto him. ™Y ou have Bushido, Captain Phillips.”

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

"|stha what you want?'
Mark smiled. "Isthat what you want?*

"Don't play agamewith me, Captain Phillips. The advantage to separating is obvious. We removethe
chance of aconfrontation and the fear of astab in the dark. Tell me, Captain Phillips, would you stab me
inthe back?"

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

Therewasalow cal in Japanese; Ikawa gave Mark aquick look of appraisa, then called back to his
own men.

"Captain Phillips, tel your man to gpproach cautioudy. One of my men amost shot him, thinking he was
making amove on me."

"Y ou hear that, Kochanski?'

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

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

"Mark, I'vetaken alittle look around this place."



"Go on, Kochanski."

"Well, gr, over there where we got thrown out of that whirlwind | found the outline of a pentagram on the
ground, just likethe onein thetemple.”

"Y ou think there's some connection?'

"Cant think of any other theory, Captain. We got drawn into the pentagram in the temple and got thrown
out here. Wherever here is," and Kochanski looked up at the moons.

"l also found six bodies. One of them is Japanese, Captain Ikawa."

Ikawa nodded. Teruzo had been agood man, lighthearted and devoted to his parents.

"Wheat about the other bodies?' |kawa asked.

"Never seen them before. Three men, one of them the guy we shot up. Then there's aboy and awoman.”

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

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

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

"Thisleads usto our second dternative then, Captain Phillips" Ikawasaid. "We must assume that
whomever they were, they have friends.”

Mark hesitated for only amoment. "Bring your men over here, Captain Ikawa. Kochanski, bring our
guysover too."

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

"Captain Ikawaand | have agreed to an armistice, atruce. Only God knows where we are. But we're
going to get back sooner or later, that | promise you.”

He paused. Thelast statement sounded so hollow, but he had to promise something.

"We're going to work in aliance with the Japanese. We have to, in order to survive. Y ou saw what that
one guy did to the Jap. If the people around here can do that, our only hopeisto double our strength by
fighting together rather than againgt each other. I'm ordering al of you to honor this agreement.”

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

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

There was asnort of derision from the ranks and he thought he heard the word "traitor* mumbled. He
could guesswho said it.



"Captain Ikawal"

"Yes?' And Ikawacameto hisside.

Mark unholstered his .45 and walked over to Giorgini.

"Did you say something, Giorgini?"

Giorgini smiled sarcadtically. "No, Captain.”

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

"es"

"Thisbagtard thinks I'm a traitor for making our dliance. Give theword and I'll blow hisfucking brainsall
over theground.”

Mark prayed that he had judged Ikawa correctly. He knew the Japanese were watching and hoped that
through this act he could convince them, while a the same time show his own men how seriousther
gtuation was.

"Go on, Captain Ikawa, decide.”

Giorgini wastrembling, and Mark prayed that he wouldn't sart to beg, for he would lose face for al of
themif hedid.

Ikawasensed it aswell and acted quickly.

Coming up to Mark's side he pushed the automeatic away, and spoke to Giorgini in aloud voice so that
al could hear.

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

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

"All right, men, get ready to move out in ten minutes,” Mark ordered. "Therewasahell of alot of action
here and maybe die friends of those tiffs over there will come by to check up onit. We've hung around
heretoo long asitis.”

Mark left his men and went over to where [kawa was standing on the crest of the hill. Beyond them the
broad open valey was bathed in Slvery light.

"We better get amove on, Captain.”
"Y es, youreright. But to where?'
Mark was slent.

"I remember amovie | saw in your country. What one of the characters said seems gppropriate for this
gtuaion.”

"What wasthat?"



Ikawa smiled, looked over to Mark, and extended hishand. "It is an dliance then, until we return home?"
"Yes, until borne," Mark replied, and grasped Ikawas hand firmly.
"Y ou know, Captain Phillips, somehow | don't think we'rein Kansas anymore.”

Mark gaped at him for amoment and then a smile crossed hisface.

Chapter 4

They had walked for severa hours, crossing aterrain of gently risng hills covered in waist-high grassand
occasond groves of smal windbent trees. The twin moons, low on the horizon, were still shining brightly
over the plains, and ahead on the horizon there was the faint glimmer of the coming sunrise.

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

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

Someone nudged him from behind: Giorgini.

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

"There, low on the horizon."

Hefollowed where Giorgini was pointing and saw what appeared to be adarker blackness moving
acrossthe far horizon. He didn't want to say anything yet--the otherswould smply say it was his crazed
imagination.

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

Kochanski moved forward to Mark's side.

"Say, Captain,”" be whispered. "Giorgini and | think we've seen something moving in the sky behind us.”
Mark looked off where Kochanski pointed but now there was nothing.

"What wasit?"

"Couldnt tell. It seemed to be flying and waslike adark cloud moving across the sky low to the horizon."

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

He scanned theterrain in front. A quarter mile ahead there was asmdll grove of trees, their forms
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slhouetted by the twin moonlight. If something waslooking for them, it would be as good a place as any
to make a stand.

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

Severd minutes|ater there was aflash on the horizon behind them; then another. A rumbling boom like
thunder washed over them.

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

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

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

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

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

The cloud turned, cut to one side, and then came sweeping in directly over their heads.

Like aburgting balloon the darkness ripped asunder. A dozen flying creatures appeared, screaming with
rage. They were the medieval image of demons: reddish in hue, eyes of fire, with blood-red talons
extended to grasp their prey, and wings that swept out above them.

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

"Frel" Mark ydled, took aim, and shot. Shrieking, ademon burst into flames and tumbled to the ground,
igniting thetall grass.

There wasawild cry of anguish and Mark turned to see Lieutenant Mokaoto fall to the ground, severa
demons on top of him.

Horrified, Mark watched as one of the nightmarish forms dug itstalonsinto Mokaoto's legs. Mark lifted
hispigtal to fire--

"Captain, look out!"

Mark was knocked off hisfeet. Rolling, he found himself staring into eyes of raging hatred, talons raised
to dash.

Therewasawild cry and ashimmer of reflected light as asword hissed across hisfield of vison. The
demon fell away, burgting into flames.

A rough hand grabbed Mark by the shoulder, pulling him back up. It was Ikawa, his samura sword
dripping aliquid that smoldered and stank.



Giorgini and Walker camein on Mark's side and together with the Japanese captain they pulled Mark
towards the protection of the grove.

"Mokaoto!"

The Japanese soldiers screamed as two demons gathered around the struggling lieutenant, and with wings
flapping, lifted himinto theair.

Goldberg took careful aim, and his shots dammed into one of the mongters. It tumbled from the sky, but
the other demon soared, bearing M okaoto into the darkness. Above the crack of theriflesand jeers of
the demons, the men could clearly hear Mokaoto's screams, which grew fainter as the doomed lieutenant
was carried away.

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

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

"Jesus Chrigt!" Mark yelled in astonishment. "Captain Ikawa, hold your fire on those men, there's
something about them. If they're athreet, let them makethe first move.”

Maybe it was the way they were flying around like Superman that made him hesitate. Hell, he was dmost
past the point of astonishment anymore. Batman and Captain America could show up right now and he
wouldn't think twice.

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

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

Thetriad came back towards the astounded soldiers, circled the grove, then alighted thirty yards away.
The three human forms stood their ground asif waiting for something.

"Think they want aparley?' Ikawaasked.

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

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

"What do you think of them?' Mark whispered.
"Onethingisfor certain; they weren't friends of those thingswe just fought.”

"That doesn't mean that they'll be any friendlier to us. They might be friends of the ones back at the
pentagram and blame us for what happened.”

Even asthey spoke one of the three lifted back into the air and flew over to one of the demonswho had
been knocked out of the sky by alight blast. A pae shimmer of light soread from the man, and the
demon shrieked as the pulsing blue aura closed around it, so that it could no longer move.



Asthe two captains gpproached the new arrivals, the single flyer returned and joined his comrades.
Mark and |kawa stopped about a dozen feet away from the flyers.

Thelr clothing waswhite, or light blue; it was hard to tell in the predawn light. Their garmentswere plain:
acollared tunic held by abroad lesther belt with glowing crystasinit, trousers, and caf-high boots of
black leather. They aso wore wristbands set with abrightly shining crystal on each arm. Each man
seemed to be covered by an aura of light, and they glowed in the fading starlight. The three men were
motionless, dender, dmost fragile looking, but Mark would never have said so to their faces. Mark took
another step and held out his hands, palms downward.

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

"Do you speak English?" Mark asked.

They weredlent.

"Damn it, you Americans dwaysthink that everyone el se should speak English,” Ikawa muttered.
"Well, what else do you expect meto ask?"

"Let'snot arguein front of them,” Ikawareplied, and smiling, he gave abow reserved for apossble
superior.

Theflyer on the left nodded in Ikawals direction and then whispered to the one in the center.

Mark correctly guessed that the one in the center must be the leader and he advanced another step
towards him. Fedling foolish, heimitated Ikawa's bow, redlizing that the courtesy had most likely made a
positiveimpresson.

"llya na, mui vaneria na?"
Mark locked eye contact with the onein the center who had just spoken and smiled, shaking his head.
"llya na, masa du nara, Sarnak tu Allic tu Patrice."

Again Mark shook his head, then threw in the typica American gesture of shrugging his shoulders and
cautioudy raisng hishands,

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

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

"Mark, step back," |kawawarned.

"I think it'sdl right. Look, Captain Ikawa, we've got to make friends somewhere; | prefer these to those
demonswe just faced.”

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

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



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

"My nameis Pina, second commander of my lord Allic. Thisishisfief you tread upon, stranger.”

He thought this Pina was speaking English and for amoment he wanted to laugh at |kawals comment
about English, but then he redlized that the language was strangely different.

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

"How?' Mark asked increduloudly.

"L et us not waste time with such talk now. Thereis much to do, and first | must decide about you and
your companions,”

"Decidewhat?"

"Isit not obvious? Y ou are strangers here, interlopers on my lord's fiefdom. Isthat not enough to decide?
Now tell your comrade that | wish to touch him so that he might speak aswell, and that | mean him no
harm.”

Mark turned to do as he was asked.

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

Pinacould fed adight draining of his strength and resolved that for the moment he would not waste the
power of hiscrystd on the others.

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

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

"Where are you from?' Pinaasked Mark.
"Pennsylvania™

"Whét isthis Pennsvana?'

"America”

"Never heard of thisAmerica"

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

Pinalooked appraisingly at thetwo of them.



"l have decided,” heintoned. "Y ou are outlanders, caught in the web of another. Y ou seemto be
warriors and that isgood. | shall inform my lord and you shdl pledge vassdage unto my master.”

"Vassdage? What the hdl isthis?' Mark replied. "Listen, buddy, I'm an American, evenif | anin some
other godforsaken corner of the universe, and I'm no sarf to anyone.”

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

"The nation of Americaisvery proud; there, every manishisown lord with no vassalage. He means no
insult to you, | swear it."

Ikawaturned on Mark. "Listen, we need an aliance if we areto survive. You and | made an dliance and
some of your men and mine cdled it treason. But we did it. It'sthe same thing here. | am in pledge of
vassadageto my Emperor, yet | live with Bushido, with pride.”

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

"l can pledge dliance to you aswell but my first pledgeisto my Emperor, and not | nor any of my menis
an oath-bregker."

Pinanodded. These men might be useful. They had pride. He could blast them with awave of his hand,
but he knew that hislord could dways use warriors.

However, there was something strange about these men; they did not fed like mere mortals. It was
amod asif...

Pinas eyes began to glow, probing deeply into the two leaders. In amazement he could see the Essence
growing within them. These men did not have the cellular restrictions bred by the Creatorsinto nearly al
of the humans on this planet. He waslooking at potential sorcerers! Thiswas like a gift from the gods.

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

A moment later, he announced, "My master Allic has decided that you may be of more vaue than was
firgt thought. Heiswilling to make termsin return for alegiance. It is now important that your men
understand a so, so bring them to me and | will teach them our tongue.”

The map gtill shimmered with asoft glow. It had been along night and Allic settled into ahigh-backed
chair, sretching hislegs with agroan.

"Well, Varma, what do you think?"

"A game within agame, my lord. Wasit Sarnak or Machawho planned us harm, and why the outlanders
at thistime?sther arriva aplot within aplot?’

Vamathe jester sat by Allic'sfeet, for the moment comfortablein hisrole as soundingboard and
confidant. There was no formality when the two of them were done, no need to play theidiot jester
entertaining with jokes upon himsdlf and his deformity.

"The Essenceflowing in themispure, undloyed,” Allic said quietly. "Obvioudy, they come from aworld
where the Essence does not exig, they aren't even aware of what is now happening within their own



bodies. With the proper training these men could be powerful.”

Varmaknew that only one person in amillion was born with the power to control the Essence. To have
SO many potentia sorcerers arrive on their very doorstep was unprecedented. Varma examined Allic
closdly, and sensed that yet again he was looking at the opportunities, and not the possible perils.

"Remember, my lord," Varmasaid cautioudy, "they could be athreat. Who knows what type of power
they might be able to control 7

"Y es, therefore we must make our enemiesther enemies.”

"Could you one day be such an enemy to them?' Varma paused for amoment and pressed ahead with
hisreal concern. "Could this be aploy by Sarnak to get them accepted by us? Isthere achance they are
not really from another world but are merely sorcerers hidden by Sarnak, unregistered with any guild and
trained by the Accursed to deceive us? Ask Bore's descendants what Sarnak the Accursed is capable
of."

"Evenif they are from another world--kill them now, my lord, before they grow strong. Too often the
victim does not see hisundoing when it isstill heplessinthe cradle”

"My, we are bloodthirsty tonight. Asusua, Varma, you see plots everywhere."
"No one watches the fool watching them, and so | often see what is hidden in men's hearts.”

Allic was sillent as he pondered Varma's suggestion. These men could one day risein power to berivals.
But they could be dliesaswell. If Pinas report was accurate, they would be a tremendous boost to his
power. But wasthe gain worth the risk?

"Fetch meabrandy. A largetumbler, Varma."

"Drink so early, my lord?" Varmaasked with anote of concern.
"Don't mother me, Varma."

"My lord, it'sonly that you know how you get at times...."
"Damnit, just get methe brandy!"

Varmascurried to the sdeboard where hefilled alarge snifter. Returning, he placed the glassin Allic's
hand.

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

"Thedarms" Varmascreamed. "A Presenceiscoming!”

Therewas astirring of wind, though they werein asealed room. The wind became aroaring thunder, a
cyclonic fury that twisted and turned upon itsdf, spitting fire and thunder.

"Itisagod!" Varmashouted as the winds bowled him to the floor.
A pillar of firefilled thefar sde of the room. Allic was motionless, slent, waiting.

"Varmal" It was a deep thundering voice from the pillar of flame. "Varma, you arein aHoly Presence.
Begonefrom My sght.”



With acry Varma pushed open the door and was gone.

Still motionless, Allic waited.

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

Therewasarolling ped of laughter and then the pillar of fire collgpsed inward, taking aform of light that
looked somehow human asit shimmered and shifted.

"Y ou know, father, some people might think that this pillar of fire suff isabit much.”

"I likeit. Impressesthe hell out of everyone, except for jaded family memberslike you,” Jartan replied. "It
looksto methat you're hitting the bottle alittle early thismorning.”

Allic waved the comment aside.
"I think 1 should talk to VVarmaabout your drinking. He should ook out for you."

"Now you do sound like my father. Besides, don't do it to Varma--he'd die of an apoplecticfit if you
approached him. Jartan, I'm surprised to see you here so early, 1'd have thought that you'd be in human
form right now entertaining one of your female companions.”

Thevigon lifted its head and laughed.

"The son of your mother, to be sure. She never wasimpressed by my powers--that iswhy | loved her as
| did. But let'sbe on to business: | fdt the disturbance and | can tell you, so did nearly everyone else on
this continent with the Power. These arethe first humansto have arrived here in sometime from therealm
of another god. | sense aswell that their Essence of magic could be devel oped on this plane of our
exigence."

"I surmised as much mysdlf. Pinareports that already, though they are not yet aware of it, their bodiesare
absorbing and merging with the Essence.”

"Then you must assume, my son, that otherswill be looking to use them aswell.”

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

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

"Andyou agod,” Allic chided withagmile.

"You know aswell as| do that there are limitsto my powers."

"There aretimes when | wish you were al-powerful. It could makethese gamesalittle easer.”

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

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

"l amagod, but | cometo you out of my love and concern. For those who rule there should be no fear
of what the forms require. Such things are beyond them, and they prove themsalves by not doing what is



usual or expected. Go to them now, my son. Their power isgrowing by the minute. If you cometo them
when they il think themselves weak, you will gain respect and gratitude in their eyes. With that gratitude
you canwin their friendship and dliance.”

Allic consdered this. "You'reright. I'll go."

"I knew you'd seeit my way."

"Tak about concelt,” Allic laughed. And Jartan laughed with him.

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

"Please, don't trigger any alarmswhen you leave. It scares my people haf to death.”

"Oh, dl right." The pillar of fire held for amoment. " Something to warn you about beforel go. | can
imaginetherell beagreat ded of interest in the outlanders from my darling niece.”

"Ohyes" Allic said with asigh of despair. "Patrice.”

"Precisdly. Shell seethe vaue of these men aswell. Her game will be completely different from the one
you are playing with Sarnak. And Patrice is not the only one. Y ou are lucky that they arrived in your
realm, but you can expect that others will want to use them also. Best move quickly, my son; your
al-so-friendly neighbors are probably plotting their next move. Act now before you regret it.”

"Father, can't you just thisonce give me alittle more help, a least againgt her?"

"Not thistime, son. | have other concernsright now that would wither if | were not there to direct them.
Besides, you are amatch for Patrice. It just means you have to work alittle harder.”

Allic bowed hishead. "And this strange attempt to open a porta insde my realm--do you have any idea
who might have done that?"

"I can't imagine Machaworking such a scheme, even though thisincident did take place near histerritory.
Could be Sarnak, since it was his demons that showed up afterwards. Could be Patrice aswell. That's
for you to figure out. | have other businessto worry about at the moment.”

"Some hdp," Allic mumbled, shaking hishead and giving hisfather arueful amile.

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

Therewas afant shimmering, aflash of light, and he was gone.

Theroom wasslent. Stirring at last, Allic used his communications crystal to call the watch officer.

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

Arising from hischair hewalked out of the room and through his private chambers to the bal cony that
overlooked his capitd city.

The sun cdled Yirtan washed the city of Landrawith morning light. Already the merchants and street
vendorswere adtir, their voices crying out, filling the city with the bustle of life. The golden light
shimmered acrossthe river, giving it the gppearance of ariver made of that most precious metal.

The pure white marble of the temple to Jartan caught the light aswell. From its high rounded turrets came



the blue-green clouds of incense which the temple priest alighted each dawn. The sweet scent wafted
through theair, giving it asmdl| of pineforest and mountain air.

Allic smiled, wondering if Jartan had dropped in for amoment to scare the daylights out of the acolytes
who tended the fires. Hisfather dways enjoyed such things.

L ooking down from the castle keep, be could see both the east and west Sides of his city with theriver in
between. Already the river was aswarm with commerce as vessal's ranging from scows to schooners set
out for the distant sea.

Thiswasdl hisrealm, and hefelt asurge of lovefor thiscity of Landra. Landraof the thousand domes.
Landraof the ten-league walls, made of polished limestone, which ringed the city in agirdleto the height
of twenty men. All histo control--but now there could be war with Sarnak over the betrayal on his
borders, sncein hismind it had to have been Sarnak. And conflict aswell over the powersthat these
strangers had brought into thisworld.

Hetouched the crystd again. "Allic here. State of readinessincreaseto leve three. Have amounted
escort from the outpost nearest to the incident join me for aground surveillance patrol. I'll return before
sunset, new code word, Jartan's VVoice. Acknowledge.”

Thevoice of hiscentrd command post replied with an affirmative.

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

Chapter 5

"Migtress, we await your command.”

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

"Y ou know whereto go then?’
"Yes my midress.”

Patrice examined the witch and two sirens before her. They were perfect for the task. The Srenswere
dlent, under the control of the witch who would command them when the time was right to weave their
song of seduction. Thewitch had aready created around hersdlf theimage of an innocent maiden. Petrice
could see the cold hardness undernesth--the power that could lash out and paralyze weaker forms. But
that was hidden beneath silky red hair which cascaded to her waist; hidden in adender girl-like form,
pale doelike eyes, and agentle expression.

It wasamirror, Petrice realized--amirror of hersaf from atime so distant she could barely remember it.
Sheforced that thought away. It would only bring back the pain of thingslong lost.

"Capture as many asyou can--and don't faill meinthis. Y our reward will be great, but your punishment
will be greater if you do not succeed.”

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

"I will watch through your crystd, but | cannot direct: to do so would revea meto my cousin Allic and to
Sarnak." Patrice pointed to the crystal around her throat. " Go then, and succeed.”
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Thewitch beckoned for the two srensto follow, and the throne room was empty .

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

Pina stood before the assembled offworlders.

"Let me explain the Situation to you, o you can seethat Lord Allic is offering you something in return for
your services. There are powersin thisworld that far surpass those feeble weapons you carry.” Pina
waved at Lieutenant Mokaoto's pistol, lying on the ground where he had dropped it. In aflash the gun
was diced in half by abeam of light that snapped out from Pinas hand.

The men looked at each other nervoudly.

"Y ou have made an enemy of Sarnak the Accursed,” Pina continued. "Not awise thing to do, even for
experienced sorcerers of thisworld. To ones such asyourselves..."

Hefdl slent for amoment, letting theredity Snk in.

"Y ou havelittle food, no water, no shelter, and wounded to hedl. What will you do when his demons
comeagain thisevening?'

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

Pinasmiled inwardly at Mark's anxiety. He knew asimple way of demondtrating hisintentions and
power. Walking over to Josh's stretcher, he gestured for the humans to draw back. The men looked to
Mark, who ordered them to obey with awave of his hand.

Thiswould be adrain to his power but Pinatook one of the crystals from his belt, cupped it in hishand
and laid it on Josg's wounds. Though he did not have the talent to completely hedl the wounds, he could
at least stabilize the injury and end the pain. Josh's eyes flickered open and met Pina's, and then turned
towards Mark.

"Captain, where are we?'

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

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

Findly Ikawasad, "Enough! Y ou say that in return for three of your years service, you will assst usin
thisworld."

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

"Our duty isto serve the emperor. We cannot serve him if we are dead or stuck here." Ikawacast a
steely eye a his men and barked a command. Each Japanese snapped to attention and bowed. Turning



back to Pina, Ikawa continued, "So we will swear fedty to your Lord Allic for three years and then we
will try to return home." And he bowed.

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

Conversation had ceased among the Americans while thistook place, and as Pinaturned to face them,
Kochanski burgt out, "'l just can't believe this. Not only are we in anightmare, but we're going from the
twentieth century back to the middle ages and now we gotta swear to serve some feuda lord. I1t'stoo

"Look at it thisway, Sergeant,” drawled Lieutenant Goldberg. "Y ou're just enlisting in another army.”
"We sure as shit don't have much choice," agreed Walker.

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

No one spoke.
Mark turned to Pina. "All right. We also agree to servefor three years. But no fast ones.”
"Elaborate, please.”

"I will not command my men to pull any bullshit like massacring innocents or if..." Mark floundered for a
moment, then continued, "your trestment of us leaves anything to be desired. If you get too nasty dl bets
are off and wetry to makeit on our own."

"Y ou are giving aconditiona acceptance then?!
IIY$II

Pinastood straighter for amoment asif in communication with someone not present and then continued,
"Allic has agreed, but rest assured, we do not massacre innocents, and your trestment will be honorable.”

"So what happens after this?' asked Walker.
"WEell take you to Landra, our province's capital, and find you quarters. Then you'll sart your training.”
"What kind of training?" |kawa asked.

"All of you outlanders have the potentia to be sorcerers. Theforce you cal magic issmply the ability to
control your will, and then to draw upon the Essence and shapeit to your desire. Very few here havethis
ability, because most humans are genetically unable to draw upon the Essence. Only the gods themselves,
their hars, and sorcererslike mysdlf may useit.”

"Y ou mean that you're amutant, and this magic crap comes from the gods,” Kochanski scoffed.
Pinas gaze hardened, and the aura of diffused light that surrounded his body grew much brighter.
Kraut kicked Kochanski lightly and muttered, "Don't piss him off, asshole.”

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



"Ping, alot of what you're saying is hard for usto swallow."

Ikawajoined in, "We deeply appreciate your enlightening us. Please continue.” Mark shot him agrateful
glance.

Pinawas ill staring hard at Kochanski. "The ability to use the Essenceis so rare and precious that
families and clansthank fate when achild isborn with it. It occursin only one of amillion births.”

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

There was silence as the men absorbed what he was saying.
"I will seeto it that you eventualy meet Jartan, Kochanski. And wewill seeif you still have doubts.”

There was slence for amoment and Pina continued, " Once we get you settled in quarters, you will start
your training.”

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

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

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

A crack like thunder brought them back to redlity. Pinabrought his arms down and said quietly, "I grow
weary of this. Y ou are from the same world, fighting for surviva in ahostile environment. | order you to
put aside your hatreds. Failure to treat each other properly will be severely punished. | trust | am making
mysdf clear.”

Thetwo groupsfdl slent, eyeing each other suspicioudy. Pinalooked the two groups over for amoment
and then indicated that the men should settle down and rest.

Pinastrode over to histwo assstants and relaxed beneath the shade of alow hanging tree.
"So none of them were aware of the Essence in their own world?* one assistant asked increduloudly.

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

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

"Thelatter,” Pinasaid softly. "A lifetime of athousand yearswill truly stun them.”
Both assistants nodded.

"The problem for them," Pinacontinued, "is how that will affect their desire to return to their own world,
and lose the gifts of power and extended life.”



The dawn had been magnificent. The sun now roseto its zenith, flooding the savannah with afiery light.
Sounds from birds and animals had reached a stunning crescendo at dawn, but were now mute--lulled by
the noonday hest.

The men were in various stages of repose, and no one had said aword for sometime.
"Bogeyd" screamed one of the Americans. "Therés aformation coming thisway from the north.”
Everyonewas on hisfeet in an instant, weapons ready.

With his binoculars, Ikawa could count sixteen men flying in formation. Each wore the same style of dress
as Pinaand hismen, with aglowing belt of crystals about their waists and wridts.

Mark's voice came from behind Ikawa. He hadn't even heard the American approach. "Pinasaysthat it's
Allic and hisescort. He said they're flying over aground force. I'm betting we see something come
around the sde of the hill very shortly."

Ikawa lowered his glasses for amoment and noticed that the other Americans had come over to watch.
"They'rebanking in," commented Lieutenant Goldberg.
Just then aforce of mounted riders came into view.

"Looks likewe are stuck in a pretty primitive society,” Walker said. "If they use horsesfor cavary
instead of jeeps or tanks, then you can bet they've never heard of the internal combustion engine. Maybe
we can drikeit rich by sdlling alittle modern technology.”

Ikawaraised his binoculars again--and gasped. With hisface acareful blank he handed the binocularsto
Mark while remarking to Walker, ™Y ou may be right about the modern technology, sergeant, but not
about the horses."

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

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

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

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

He shuddered and handed the binocularsto Ikawa. "And thereisaguy flying in the center of the column
that makes Pinalook about as fearsome as afour-year-old."

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

"Say, look," Goldberg interjected, "the Goldbergs haven't bent aknee to anyone since we left the
cossacks behind. I'm an American, remember that."

There was amurmur of agreement from some of the others.

"Bend your kneeto your lord," Pinacommanded. And he looked toward the sky in the direction from



which Allic was gpproaching.

Mark looked over to Ikawa. The Japanese had aready followed Pinas command, but the Americans
hadn't moved.

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

"Bend your knee!" Pina shouted.

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

"Dipshit Guest,” Mark agreed. " You had to salute him, | had to salute him--even though he was a stinking
coward who pissed hisway out of every combat mission we ever flew. But till we saluted him.”

"I'd like to have saluted him with my foot up hisass,” Giorgini replied.

"Right, Giorgini, sowould |. Herein this place bending akneeisthe same as asalute. Now, thisAllic guy
strikes me as aman with some balls. Just look at that guy fly." Mark quickly pointed towards Allic, who
was dready coming in for alanding.

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

One after another they followed hislead. Mark looked over to Ikawa, who wore alook of relief that was
areflection of Mark's own thoughts.

Allic landed by Pinds side and touched him lightly on the shoulder. Pinaarose and gave aquick nod of
respect.

"Y ou have donewdl, my friend."
Pina started to go back down on one kneein response.
"No, stand by my side."

Ikawawas watching this closaly. This one knew how to command men, and had a presence aswell. He
was hdf afoot taler than any of the others, with afull mane of golden hair pulled back and held in place
by acrownlike thing that had glowing crystdsin it. Hisface was dark, tanned asif accustomed to being

inthefield. Thiswas no paace princeing. Thiswas awarrior, aman worthy of hissword.

Allic recognized Ikawa's gppraisal with anod. "Y ou are men of qudities,”" he began. "Pinahastold me of
your fight with the demons. Y ou will be men that | wish by my sde.”

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

"Onour world,” Younger put in, "that's called a contract and it's made in writing."
Pina stepped forward with an oath and Y ounger recoiled.
"Damn you, Y ounger, shut up!" Mark hissed.

With awave of hishand Allic ordered Pinato step back.



Allic swept them with his gaze and there was a hint of anger init. "Listen, outlanders, and listen thisone
time. Y ou are no longer on your world, wherever that might be. Y ou are on my world, and in my
fiefdom. Therulesare mine, the gameismine. | approach you now in good faith: | will do it only once.
Those who pledge their loydty to mewill have minein return. Here on Haven we till honor our word. If
aman does not keep hisword heis unta, unspeskable. To cadl against aman's given word will dways
result in the death of one or the other. | will however forgive you this. Just this once.”

Hefixed Y ounger with his gaze and Y ounger lowered his head.

"Do you understand me?* Allic asked.

"Wedo," Ikawareplied. "Forgive him hismistake; heis not used to your ways."
"We understand each other, then. Do you have any questions?"

"Isthere any hope of our ever getting back?' Mark asked.

"I cannot answer what | do not know. | can only pledgeto you that after your three years of service | will
dowhat | canto aid you in that quest. That | now swear to you.”

"Then | anwilling to swear servicein return,” Mark said quickly.

"| therefore accept you as my vassdls. | shal command and you shall obey. In return for your servicel
will give you shelter, comfort, and protection from your enemies, asyou will give me protection from
mine. At the end of your service| shall aid you inyour quest to return. Y ou may stand, my warriors.”

The ceremony impressed the Japanese, and just as predictably, the Americans groused. One by onethey
weredl brought forward and blood was taken from avein in their arms while they recited an oath of
alegianceto Allic and the god Jartan. The blood was poured on crystals, two to each man. Surprisingly,
the blood was absorbed immediately. For Jose, who was still unconscious, the crystals were gently
pressed againgt hiswounds. Each man received awristband with one of his crystals fixed withinit. The
other crystals were stored within boxesthat Allic kept.

"Theseareyour firg crystas,” Allic told them. "They will provide you with basic protection. Do not teke
them off without cause. Y ou are very vulnerable to spellsright now.”

Alliclooked closdly at Ikawa, redlizing that he dready liked him. He had the strength of command--as
did the leader of the other group. Pinahad said that these two bands were enemies. Looking from one
group to the other, Allic hoped he could control the animosity that both parties held repressed. Now that
the immediate danger was past, their hatred might boil over. These were good men; it would be ashame
for them to waste themsel ves on each other--and it would require some attention on his part to prevent it.

After the ceremony, Pina brought over the wounded demon that his assistant had restrained in thefield of
light.

"S0, Chaka, alittletoo zedlousin carrying out your master's ordersthistime,” Allic said sarcasticdly.
"Three hundred years you have annoyed me, and now you are mine."

"Loosethefied that surrounds me, Allic, and I'll spit in'your eye," the demon responded in avoice that
sounded like alanddidein agravel pit. He turned to face the outlanders. "1t is because of you that | face
more bondage, and | cursedl of you. | swear one day to rip your bodies open and egt your liversin front

of your dying eyes."
Chakareared up to hisfull ten-foot height, his glowing red eyesfilled with maevolence. He opened his



mouith to reved twin rows of sharp yellow teeth that glistened with saliva. His breath stank of corruption.

Hetried to extend hisleathery wings, and groaned in pain asthe holding spell prevented it. Chakas face
contorted with rage, and he shook histaoned fist at the offworlders.

"If it takesathousand yearsI'll not forget,” Chakaroared, fixing Mark with hisgaze. "I'll hunt you in this
world and the next until | find you.”

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

"| cdl that bold talk from someone who will spend the next thousand yearsin the mines,” one of theriders
jeered.

"Chaka aways was bombast and birdshit,” called another. "If you have any red power, Chaka, why are
you dlowing yoursdlf to be hed by such alittlefied of light?"

And the entire assembly started laughing again.
The newcomers watched uneasily, like children trying to comprehend a conversation beyond their reach.
Allic'sbody began to glow brightly and he floated into the air.

"I'm going back immediately. Pina, you'l take command here. Keep the calvary escort and al the triads
except my persona escort; fly my new vassals back home, and then detach one triad for awide sweep
to the south.”

Looking over thetravelers, he continued, "WEell give them the rank of acolyteinitidly and upgrade them
asthey earnit. Quarter them in the guest estate next to the palace wall. Bring them to me as soon asyou
arivein Landrato sart their training. The way the Essence is growing in them, they may turn out to be
first-class sorcerers.”

Speaking to the newcomers, he continued, "Pinawill accompany you back to Landra, my capitd, where
you'll get settled. | will seeyou to do theinitiad testing. I'm aso taking your wounded comrade back to
my palace, where our hederswill attend him. Good day to you."

Heturned intheair and smiled at Chakalike acat staring at atrapped mouse. "'I'm taking Chakawith me
too. We have alot to talk about."

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

Allic's escort surrounded Jose with the samefield of light and roseto join their commander and his
prisoner. Within secondsthey had crested the far ridge and were out of sight.

"Shit!" It was Walker, standing off to one sde. He wastrembling, alook of panicin hiseyes.
Mark went over to him. "What isit?"
"Captain, youwon't believeit. You just won't believeit!”

"Try rre”



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

Waker pointed towards adroning insect. There was aflicker of light from hisfingertip. A thin shaft of
light snapped out with an eectric crackle, and the wasp vaporized with atiny puff of fire and smoke.

Incredul ous, the men backed away from Walker, who stood in shocked bewilderment.
Pinalooked at Mark and the others, then turned back to Walker. "So soon," he whispered.

China

The cowards hid out on the open dope, none of them daring to approach the entryway to the temple.
"Motherless dung-eating curs,” he cursed, redizing that héd haveto go in doneand finishiit.

Chang Shin, warlord of the Hing bandits, stepped into the narrow defile, breathing heavily, hisface
soaked with the acrid swest of fear.

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

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

Histhroat wastight; his heart felt asif it would burst out of his chest. He pushed on. There was one of
them. He wanted to turn away but his morbid curiosity forced him to look again.

Truly it wasamonster from the nether regions—-ademon of night. Asthey had charged the temple,
expecting to daughter the Japanese and white-skinned foreigners, these mongters of the night had greeted
them. They had killed his men by the dozens, tearing the hearts out of quivering bodies and burning others
with gouts of flame from their mouths.

He prayed to his ancestors, begging for protection, as he crept up to the smoldering temple. The four
demons had died, cut down at last in awild fusiliade, but not before they had wiped out a quarter of his
command and melted down the precious gun so recently taken from the Japanese.

The Japanese and the foreigners. Where were they? Damn them to the reallm of nightmares, he hoped
they suffered the anguish of athousand cutsfor al eternity.

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

He paused in the corridor only long enough to pull the fuse on the other two satchel chargesthat he had
crammed into afissurein one of the overhanging wals.

Just as he reached the entrance there was aroaring thunderclap, and another. A giant's hand of
concussion hurled him down the dope. Ralling to one sde, he watched as the canyon walls trembled then
came dashing down, sedling the temple under amillion tons of rubble.

"Cursethem dl," hewhigpered. "May they suffer in the nether regionsforever.”

Chapter 6
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"Sir, timeto awake. Thefirs bal will soon strike”

"Damn." Mark rolled over, trying to hang on to the last vestiges of deep. There had been that strange,
haunting dream again. It had cometo him half adozen times since their arriva on Haven over amonth
before. The dream would start with aroiling thunderhead building in the distance, until it seemed to rush
across the landscape, filling the world before him with its lementa powers. It washed over him, covering
him asif he werefloating in the air. And then within the raging torrent he would sense something else, a
presence that could amost be touched, if only he knew whereto find it.

"Sr"
"All right, dl right." He opened his eyes.

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

"God, | wish you could get me some coffee.”
"Y ou've asked me that before, Sir. Y ou know I've never heard of such athing called coffee.”

Mark closed hiseyes. It was beyond him how any civilization could survive without providing its citizens
with two scalding cups of Java before starting the day. It was yet another reminder of just how far from
home heredly was. His mind filled with the memory of Alice, who awayswoke before him and brewed
apot and set the steaming cup by his bedside before leaving for the hospital. English nurses, he thought
longingly. Shewas most likely in France now, somewhere with the British Eighth Army, and hewas...

"Sir, your robe.”

It was best to start in. Y amir was not only abody servant, he was atrained observer. The men cdled him
aspy, but Mark preferred the other term, since Allic was only following good judgment by having his
new men closaly watched to get a better understanding of how they acted.

Taking the robe Mark followed Y amir into the main corridor of the manor. Ikawa came out from the
opposite room and the two commanders exchanged nods. They then followed their servantsto the

bathing hal in the guest estatein Allic's citadel which had become their home. Over the last month the
Japanese soldiers had started to lose the facel ess anonymity of enemies and Sarted to take on distinct
personalities. Mark knew that while his mood was bad in the morning, Ikawa's was downright fierce.

Turning into aside corridor, Mark could fed the warm moisturein the air and hear the sounds of running
water and muffled voices, punctuated occasonally by peals of laughter.

They stepped through awide doorway and into alarge circular room which was open to the garden
outside. Opposite the doorway a bubbling stream cascaded out of the wall and down a smooth stone
culvert into around, steaming pool. Half a dozen Japanese and several Americanswere Stting in the
pool, and they shouted a cheery round of greetings which they knew their grumbly commanderswould
ignore.

Removing hisrobe, Mark braced himself and stepped benesth the cascade. It was aways too damn hot
at firgt, and he gasped as the steamy water thundered over him. Mark found it fascinating that the city sat
above a geotherma spring which not only provided hot water for al itsinhabitants, but was also used for



heating when cool weeather came. As near as he could figure, the climate was like southern California
amogt perfect weather with a short, mild winter.

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

Servants appeared from a side alcove and began to scrub Mark and Ikawawith pumice stones that
dways stung initidly, but soon left them feding loose and tingly. The public nature of dl this, and the
casua acceptance of nudity in Allic's court, still left Mark unessy. But to the Japanese it was dmost like
the communal baths of home.

One of the servantsfinaly gave Mark agentle nudge out of the cascading shower. It till made him fed
likealittle kid as he sat down in the mirror-smooth culvert that went into the hot pool below. It waslike
riding the diding board into the pool at Coney Idand.

The hot tub made him fed like he was meting. He floated lazily for severa minutes, wishing that he could
dip back between the warm sheets and pretend today was Sunday morning, and breskfast in bed would
soon be served, aong with the Sunday Times.

But there was the responsbility, aways the respongbility. Opening his eyes a crack, he saw that severa
of the men were already out of the pool. Y amir stood stoically to one Side, but hisimpatience was
aready apparent. Reluctantly Mark swvam over to the far side of the pool, and finding the exit hole, he
ducked under the water.

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

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

Now he was ready at last--but damn it, how he craved a cup of coffee.
"Thinking about coffee, Sr?*
"Kochanski! I'd like to get back home just so | could have a cup and apack of Luckies."

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

"I don't know about that, Captain. | bet this bathtub's better than anything I'd ever have back on Earth.”
His gaze returned to the girl. "It'd take more than a cup of coffeeto get meto givethisup. Likethisage
stuff. Now, | till don't know if | believe it or not, but according to what we've been told, people who can
use the Essence can live for athousand or more yearsif they stay here. Why would | want to leave?"

"But what about home?"

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



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

"Itswhat were dl thinking about,” Ikawa replied as he reached for the light blue tunic and breeches that
one of the servants presented to him. It was the standard dressfor Allic's sorcerers.

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

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

The ederly sorcerer who stood on the dais reminded Mark of one of his old briefing officers, but Vadez
was far more of aperfectionist.

"As| havetold you before, you must learn to focus your thoughts. That isthe key, the source of your
drength, to focus.”

Allic had ordered him to findly start with the offensve training, but Vadez fdt it wasfar too early for that.
Helooked at his charges for amoment then, exasperated, turned away. Thirty days of this, he thought.
The ones called Japanese were learning at an acceptable rate. It seemed that their minds were better
trained for what was needed--it must have something to do with how they worshipped their god. But the
ones caled Americans, they were too haphazard, they would not force their thoughts sufficiently inward,
or worse yet, they had the annoying habit of acting like they dready knew it dl.

AsAllics magter trainer Vadez was entrusted with preparing these men to use the tremendous potentia
that they al had, but Allic wanted miracles. These men were out-worlders, barbarians without any socia
graces.

"Now watch me."

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

"Damn it, Walker, watch me, not my Lida. She'snot the onewith the gift, | am.”
"I'd say she'sgot giftsenough,” Waker mumbled.

"What wasthat!"

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

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

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

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

"That isthe power of the Essence," Vadez said, looking back to hisaudience. "It is part of the very



fabric of thisworld. When Jartan and the other gods transformed Haven, they gave of their own cregtive
spirit and their Essence, brought with them from the Great VVoid. The gods and their descendants may
draw upon this power to create and to destroy."

"Doesthat mean," Giorgini asked with atouch of sarcasm, "that you claim to be a descendant of agod?’

"No, damnit. And don't blagpheme,” Vadez replied. The genetic pattern of al humans who were
brought to Haven thousands of years ago has been subtly atered so that we mortals cannot draw upon
the Essence. Occasiondly someone like meisborn who does not carry this genetic trait, and thus we can
work what you cal magic.

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

"Without the direct presence of the Essence it seems probable that your god did not bother to give your
race the genetic trait that our gods choseto give us. Therefore you have the ability to use the Essence
here like few others, but it takes practice and concentration. Otherwise you'll be more dangerousto
yoursalvesthan to anyone dse.”

"Ah, but burning that dummy is easy. I've been practicing this stuff on the side," Walker replied.

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

"Just fine" Vadez replied sarcadticdly. "But indlegant and crude. Now watch me.”

Vadez snapped hisfingers and his daughter handed back the wristband which he clicked into place. A
second later there was abunding crack of light. The head of the dummy Walker had ignited disappeared
inalightning flash. Vadez swung his hand around towards arow of dummies mounted in aline. Two
holes were drilled where area man's eyes would have been, the next one exploded in agout of flame,
the third was decapitated by afiery sword of light, and the fourth smply disappeared into smoldering
ashes.

Vadez sivung around, and before anyone could react, the Air Corpsinsigniaon Walker's hat congeded
into aflowing puddle of fire. The frightened tailgunner whipped off the flaming headgesar.

"That isthe power of the Essence," Vadez said coldly. "Think of your body as asponge drawing in
Essence, expelling it as energy as you squeeze, and then refilling. It isthe crystd that focuses my power. |
send the power of the Essence through it--to narrow it, to magnify it, and then to useit. But to do that |
must first learn to contral it. Those who have the gift to use the Essence can useit at any time, but it
usually isdispersed and can only be projected short distances. Only with the crystals can wefocusit,
send it to digtant targets, and turn it into afinely balanced weapon or tool."

"Without the ability to calmly control the Essence, you will never receive acrysta of attacking power.
We know you have the innate ability to focus your Essence for attack. That iswhy you men have been
chosen to learn under me. Attack and defense al of you will learn, but some of you will o reved your
powersin additiona ways, some for farseeing, some for healing, creating, or any of severd other skills.
But for now you will betrained aswarriors.”

"A moment of anger, even a careless thought, and you could do damage to yoursdlf, or worse yet, to
someone innocent. Y ou must learn to be able to turn the Essence on and off asit flows through you."



"Y ou must learn to use the Essence for defense before anything else. Lord Allic has given you defensive
crystaswhich you should al be practicing with.”

Valdez waked over to the group and gpproached Walker, who looked warily a him.

He grabbed Waker'sleft wrist and held it up so that the crysta in the wristband was before Waker's
eyes.

"Why didn't you use thiswhen | attacked you?' Vadez snapped.
"Well, ah, you see..."

"No excuse... Thereisno excuse if you're dead. Weve been over this many times. Y ou must learn to
divert part of your thoughtsto your defensve crystals even while attacking your foe. Visualize asphere
around you that lets nothing in. A blast will bounce off agood shield and save your life."

Vadez suddenly brought his hand up asif to strike Waker and the lanky tailgunner crouched down low
and brought hisleft hand up. A dull crackling hum filled the air as what appeared to be a protective
sphere materiaized around Walker.

"Good, very good,” Vadez replied. "Y ou must train your ingtincts to focus your Essenceinto the crystal
of defense. It should be done in ablinding flash, without thought, but by ingtinct done. Remember that
pointing your left hand towards the blow will focus the energy of your shielding to better deflect or
absorb a strike from that direction.”

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

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

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

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

"Now watch, damn you," Vadez roared. Turning, he pointed the bow at the last dummy intheline. A
tiny defensive crystal hung around the dummy's neck. With the bow gtill drawn, Valdez Sared at the
necklace, and a defensive shimmer devel oped around it. He released the arrow.

The arrow streaked to itstarget and with athunderclap explosion merged with the glowing defensive
light.

Fragments of the dummy arched into the air, and the courtyard walls reverberated with aroar like the
burgt from aflak shell. Asthe smoke cleared, the men gaped in amazement at the six-foot-wide crater
where the dummy had stood.

"Damn you, why did you turn on your defensive shield when | pointed the arrow at you?' Vadez roared.



"Seemed like the right thing to do. Anyhow, | figured you wouldn't shoot.”

"Figured, 0 you figured, eh? Suppose | was aturncoat, atraitor? If I'd fired that arrow | would have
killed you and haf the men ditting around you--that would have been damn good service for one of Allic's
enemies”

"Remember, your shield will turn an ordinary arrow, except perhapsfor onefired at very close range. But
damn it, thereis one sure way for an ordinary man to kill a sorcerer, and that's to possess an arrow
tipped with adiver from thered crysta of fire. When ared crystal hitsa shield, it's converted to the pure
energy of the Essence. The bigger the crystd, the bigger the blast. A catapult bolt tipped by alarge
enough crystd can blast down an entirewall if it is shielded. They're hard to forge and facet, but in any
flight of arrows, always assume there's one of them coming in. Y ou can spot it by itsred glow, and
through concentration you should be able to sense it even before you seeit. Remember that!”

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

"I keep hammering and hammering that al of you must learn the art of concentration. Y ou must be ableto
react in asecond and cometo full defense while preparing your offense, and at the same time be ableto
sense the presence or approach of ared crystal. | ook at all of you here now, and only hope that you'll
be dive ayear from now."

Vadez fdl dlent for amoment and they looked at one another uneasily.

"Enough. There are more practice dummies on the other side of the courtyard, and for therest of the
morning | want all of you to practice with projection of theforceto cregtefire. | want control, damniit!
And | want focus. A good sorcerer, even without a crystal to focus his energy, should be ableto ignitea
human Szetarget at thirty paces. Now moveit!"

Asthe men assumed their practice positions, Mark could only fed anxiety. Walker and anumber of the
Japanese soldiers made it ook so easy. But damn it, every time he tried to focus his power he found
himself breaking into acold swedt.

Asif to add insult to injury, Walker caled for everyone's atention.
"Hey, watch thid"

Heturned his back to atarget dummy and projected an over-the-shoulder shot at his straw opponent.
Vadez wasal over himinaningant, but Mark decided not to intervene. He was having enough trouble
just trying to work up enough energy to equal aZippo lighter.

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

The luck, hethought sadly. Wdll, that ended on a hillsde back in China. Was he finished now in this new
world? He couldn't control thisthing called Essence for attack, while dl around him his gunnersand the
Japanese soldiers were proving their superiority. Would he be nothing but afifth whed here, his ability to
control the respect of hismen gradudly drifting away as anew leader emerged, for anew world?

Helooked over at Lieutenant Y ounger. Asif Y ounger were reading histhoughts, his copilot snapped out
anarrow focused beam at histarget, then smiled at him with asarcadtic grin, asif chdlenging Mark to do



better. Y ounger turned away from him and started to spesk softly to Sergeant Giorgini and the two of
them laughed.

"Captain Phillips"
It was Varma, the dwarf companion and jester to Allic, who had come up to stand by Mark's side.
"How goesyour training?' Varmaasked in afriendly voice.

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

"Oh, quitewdl,"” Mark replied quickly.

Varmalooked up and smiled at him. "But of course. Well, not to worry about it, that'swhat | say.
Anyhow, my Lord Allic requests the presence of you and Captain Ikawa, so let usgo.” And turning,
Varmascurried over to Ikawas side.

Withasigh of relief Mark left the firing line and followed Varma. He could not help but notice that
Y ounger and Giorgini followed him with their gaze and continued their quiet conversation.

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

"So how goesthetraining?'
Damn, everybody has to ask the same question, Mark thought.
"My lord Allic, your Vadez isagood trainer,” Ikawareplied.

"Please, when there is no one el se present, we can drop the'my lord' routine,” Allic said, asmilelighting
his features. "It getstiresome after awhile. Here, have adrink.”

He pointed for the two soldiersto sit by his side and handed them a couple of goblets.
"A littleearly for that, isn't it, my lord?' Varmainquired.

Allic gave hisjegter aslencing stare. "I've lived my first thousand years without too much of aproblem,
but apparently | still can't have afriendly drink in the morning without some lackey interfering.”

"Just doing my job,” Varmasaid.

"Then, do your job and bring Hort in here, and stop nagging me. I'm ademigod, damnit, and | should be
ableto take adrink without somefool dwarf interfering!”

With his hands raised in amock display of terror, Varmabacked out of the room, bowing low.

"Some people think that being the son of agod has dl the advantages,” Allic said, looking into hiswine
cup, "but let metell you, gentlemen, it can be adownright nuisance at times. They're dways checking up
on you and passing down some admonishment.”

Mark gave asidelong look of amazement to Ikawa. He still wasn't used to the idea of aflesh and blood



man caling himsdf the son of agod. There were timeswhen he thought al of these people wereinsane
blasphemers. But he realized it was best not to challenge such athing here. Demigod or not, this man had
saved him, and he was obvioudy aprince of greet power. If Allic wanted to cal himself ademigod, let
him.

The Japanese, with their god-emperor, took such things as a matter of course. Hed have to make sure

that Goldberg, who was Jewish, and Smithie, who had astrong stresk of the fundamentaist, were kept
under control. The last thing Mark needed was a damned religious debate.

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

"Bring himin, Varmal"

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

Bending low at thewaist, atowering form cleared the doorway, then straightened to its full three meter
height. I1ts eyes werelike two glowing cods, itsface abizarre and chilling caricature of ablood-red skull
that had been covered with scorched parchment. The cresture stood in the doorway surveying the three
before him and extended itsarmsto revea two batlike wingsthat glowed with afaint phosphorescence
and seemed tofill half the room. Seeing Allic it bowed low, its head coming down to eyelevdl.

Allic looked over at Ikawaand Mark and smiled.
"No need for the defense, Ikawa. Hort is harmless.”
"But that'sademon,” Ikawablurted.

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

"I've decided to assign him as aguardian to your households. It will give acertain prestige, and
protection, to you and your men. And while acting as a protector, he can aso teach you the lore and
customsof hisrace," Allic said.

"But | thought demons were the enemy.” Mark was clearly puzzled.
"Tel him, Hort," Allic replied.

"l amin sarviceto my lord Allic," Hort said with alow grating voice. "Allic rescued me from certain death
when he journeyed to my dimension years ago, and thus| returned with him to Haven, for | pledged him
blood debt of athousand yearsin repayment. Even demons must keep their word," he finished with alow
chuckle,

"Dontworry," Allic said, noticing the offworlders anxiety. "I have haf ahundred like himin my service.
Some are willing, such as Hort; others are prisoners, such as Chaka. All of them take the oath.
Occasiondly onewill break his pledge--but tell them, Hort, what happens to an oath breaker.”

Hort growled. "Never would Hort do such athing, Lord Allic. For if | did, you would either hunt me
down or burn our pact, causing my death and everlagting damnation."”

"If done correctly,” Varmainterjected, "Allic could make the burning last for years, keeping Hort in
congtant agony. | likethe dower way mysdf.”



"Y ou would, little one," Hort said coldly, then turned to Mark and Ikawa. "If you are my new lords,
know that I, Hort, dayer of forty-three of my foes, will serve you for the remaining six hundred and
twenty years of my service."

Mark was at alossfor words. It wasn't every day that someone offered you your own persona demon
to be your household guard.

"Remember, Hort," Allic commanded, "these two are outlanders. | expect you to teach them well about
your people and how to survive against them. But don't trifle with them. They are sorcerers, and |
suspect their power will soon be that of masters.”

"But of course," Hort replied, bowing low again so that hiswings fluttered and covered them with a scent
that was not the most pleasant.

Turning, the demon lumbered out of the room, while Varmafollowed him, imitating the demon's
movementsin an incredibly accurate mime, causing the other three to chuckle.

Allicturned to Ikawa. "'l can fed enormous turmoil within you. What'swrong?"
"I canlearnto ded with Hort," Ikawasaid dowly, "but it'sjust that he looks so damn reptilian,”
"Why would that bother you?"

Ikawa hegitated. "It'sjust that I've had thisterrible fear of snakes since | was achild, and Hort made me
think of them. I'll get useto him, my lord, it will just take sometime.”

"That'swhy | gave him to you. | want you to be familiar with demons, and through Hort you can learn
their ways and how to control them. He'sloyd, if only through fear of me and the power of his oath.
However, hell test both of you, seeing just how far he can go. Learning to control him isapart of your
training. And speaking of your training, tell me, Mark, how goesyours."

There was amoment of embarrassed silence.

"I don't seem to have the ability," Mark said sadly. "My men, and Ikawa's soldierstoo, are out there right
now with their beams of light and | can barely work up aflicker. | just don't know."

Allic smiled at him. "It comes at different times and speeds, | can seeinto you, Mark Phillips, and know
that you, like your comrades, can use the Essence of power. Walker has his control because he learned it
asawarrior back in your world. Ikawaand his men were warriors smilar to Walker, and thus they have
the ability to fight aswell. But remember that the Essence in amaster sorcerer can manifest in severa
different ways. Great masters can control the Essence in half adozen ways or more. Perhaps you will
never control the blast from the offensive crystd that destroys an enemy. There are other skills."

"Such asflying?' Mark asked. "I've seen you and some of your sorcerersflying, and yet none of us can
get aninch off the ground.”

Ikawanodded. "Tofly likethebirds," he said, hisvoice full of hope, "that would truly be amastery of
power. Among my own people there are Zen masterswho, it is said, through long years of practice have
magtered the ability to float in the air. Since coming here, that has been my dream. | have spent countless
hours donein my room trying and trying, but with no success.

Mark smiled at Ikawa. So the two of them had been up at night trying the same damned thing.

"It just takes the proper motivation,” Allic replied. " Just the proper motivation, that'sall.”



"Well, how in hdl areweto find this motivation? Are you saying | need some Dae Carnegie courseto
fly? Damnit,"--Mark's frustration started to boil over--"1'm usdless on the ground. | want to get back in
thear wherel belong.”

Hewas aready cursing himself for afool even as he spoke, for he was|etting his frustration show. Never
show frustration to acommander, Mark realized, or helll doubt your ability to command in turn.

But Allic only shook his head and laughed.
"Good, good. If you want it, then don't worry, the motivation will be found soon enough.”

Allic drained off another goblet and smacked hislipsin gppreciation. "Good stuff, thispawinda. Laid it up
myself nearly eighty years ago, but the two of you don't strike me as connoisseurs of thefiner things.

Y oure men of action, and | likethat. Life here, with training dl thetime, must be getting alittle boring for
you."

Mark felt he had said enough aready and remained silent. They had been locked away for three tendays
of Haven time. There was awholeworld out there and he wanted to seeit.

"How about alittle mounted petrol this afternoon?" Allic ventured with asmile,
"Excdlent!" Ikawareplied. "I've been waiting to try one of your mounts.”
"Ride?' Mark inquired. Oh no, he thought nervoudy, not ancther crisis.

He knew Ikawa as a Japanese officer took riding as amatter of course. But those things weren't even
horses. The creatures called Taslooked more like one-ton Dobermans with leonine fangs.

"Sure" Mark said, gritting histeeth, "soundsjust great.”

"Fing" Allic said, hisface dight with amischievous grin. "After lunch, have Vadez direct dl of you down
to the stables. My people have chosen suitable mountsfor you. I'll meet you at the east gate about half a
turning after that.”

Mark had long ago roughly calculated that aturning, or abell, was amost an hour on his old watch. So
haf aturning...

Allic stood up asif to signal that the audience was ended, and escorted Ikawa and Mark to the doorway.

"By theway, Varmareminded me that |'ve neglected one important part of your comfort." He broke into
abroad grin.

"Oh, we're quite comfortable," Mark replied politely.
"No, no, if you men are anything like the people of Haven, thereis oneimportant detail "

"l cantimaginewhat,” Ikawareplied. "Thetraining isthe bet, and for creature comforts our
surroundings are megnificent.”

"Not al of them,” Allic said. "Varma, get in here--I know you're listening on the other side of that door!"
The door swung open and the dwarf stepped in. " Only awaiting your command, my lord.”

"Gorm mest. Y ou're eavesdropping again.”



"I'm innocent, my lord, honest."
"Enough. Do you think you can arrange alittle diverson thisevening for our new friends?!

"Of course, of course.” Varmalooked mischievoudy at Ikawvaand Mark. "What will it be, gentlemen,
women or young men?'

"What?' Mark roared.

"Wdll," Varmareplied, "I've heard some conversations between your men. Always sex, sex, sex. | don't
know what you people do back on your Earth, but on Haven sex isjust another form of casua fun.
Everybody doesit until they make alife pledge to asingle partner. And even then..." The dwarf chuckled
and looked over at Allic, who roared in appreciation.

"Dozens of women are dying to spend the night with you outlanders,” Varma continued. "They think you
might know anew trick or two. But Allic here said to wait until you'd dl settled in. So what will it be,
gentlemen? Women, or perhagps young men, or both?'

"Areyou cdlingmea.."
Ikawa pushed in front of Mark.

"Ah--why don't you just ask some of the girlsto stop by tonight,” Ikawa said smoothly. He grabbed
Mark and hustled him out the door.

"Just one woman for each man, then?" VVarmaasked asthey hurried down the hall.
"More than enough.” Ikawakept a hand on Mark's shoulder until they had turned into aside corridor.

"Did | say something wrong?' Varmaasked, looking at Allic. But his master was bent double with
laughter as the two outlanders disappeared from view.

"That guy," Mark began, "that guy wascdling me..."

"Different people, different customs.” Ikawartried to suppress alaugh. "Don't insult our hosts. They'll
catch on to our preferences soon enough.”

"Yeah, but | never thought--"

"Don't worry about it," Ikawasaid. "Well tell the men about the party later. We want their minds on the
patrol this afternoon.”

"Yeah, but..." Then histhoughts turned back to the patrol. Damn, one-ton dogs with foot-long fangs--and
why did they haveto look like Dobermans? God, give me strength, Mark groaned inwardly.

The rest of the outlanders were listening to alecture from Pinawho stood in front of awooden apparatus
that held the largest crystal any of them had ever seen.

That sucker must be at least the size of a basketball, thought Kochanski.

Pina stopped suddenly in the middle of astatement. He nodded asif acknowledging something, and
addressed the Japanese and Americans who were listening to hislecture. "Allic hasjust informed me that
after talking to Mark and Ikawa he has decided that you will al go on patrol this afternoon. Thefresh air
and a change from boring classes should be well received, neh?!



A satisfied murmur answered him.

He smiled and continued, "Now, however, | want to finish my explanation of how our crystal cannon or
wadll crystalswork. They are far too large to be moved about comfortably by an individual and requirea
much more el aborate aiming device since we use atighter beam to insure longer range. They are capable
of holding afar greater charge than your wrist crystals, so you can pour more and more energy intoit,
am, flip the aperture, and fire ablast over a hundred times more powerful then astandard shot.”

"Questions? Y es, Kochanski."

"Thisisdl very impressve, but limited in many aspects, including line of sight. If we wereto introduce
gunpowder you would have the advantage of mortars and rocketsin addition to rapid-firing machine
guns. Don't you think that would revolutionize warfare around here?!

Pina shook his head and murmured something to Vadez who walked away. Pina continued, "This has
been discussed since your arriva and we have decided to delay any development for awhile. First, asa
sorcerer you never have to worry about running out of ammunition, you just draw in more Essence,
Second, your weapons are very finely machined. We can't match such precision without amajor
expenditure of resources, and we're not sureit'sworth it."

"Yourekidding."
Valdez had returned with one of the Americans .45s and handed the pistol to Kochanski.
"Please stand and take afew shots at one of the practice dummies.”

Kochanski looked at his companions and shrugged. He walked out afew steps and turned to face the
targets. A quick check to insure there was around in the chamber, and he nicked the safety off, aimed,
and fired.

The shot kicked up dust beside the target and Kochanski lined up again, trying to correct hisaim.

All the others were watching Pinawho had moved in back of him and whose eyes suddenly glowed as
Kochanski squeezed the trigger for his second shot.

Nothing happened. Puzzled, Kochanski cocked the hammer back and tried again. Nothing.

Pinathen resumed hislecture to a captivated audience. "Finally we decided that al an opposing sorcerer
hasto doisusealittle credtivity and change the chemicd structure of the explosive to render it totaly
useless. Mind you, wethink it might win a battle or two beforeit is countered, but we haven't decided yet
whether it'sworth along term investment."”

Kochanski resumed his seet, fedling like an ignorant child.
"Any more questions?'

Saito raised hishand. "Here, sir. The patrol were supposed to go on this afternoon made methink of it.
Just what will our duties be when wefinishtraining?'

"Well, you never redly finish training. I'm seven hundred forty-three years old and | il need
improvement in anumber of aress. A lot of it issmple. Anger and adrenaine will give any sorcerer
enough energy to blast someone dse; just asfear and self-preservation will enable your shield to absorb
or deflect dmogt anything aslong as your will and strength hold. Therest of your taents can be
developed intime. For now, you are warriors.”



"Y our respongbilitieswill be guard duty, patrols, garrison duties, caravan escort, and other special
assgnments. Of course you will continue to develop your skillsthroughout. Y ou have much to learn.”

"I know we're sworn to Allic and al that, but do we get any kind of pay for our services?' Y ounger
asked.

Pinalooked at himintently. "Y ou are dready lodged in an estate where you have al your food and drink,
servants, and clothing provided. But yes, Allic hasyou listed as drawing pay with the rank of acolyte. If
you want cash, smply go to accounting. Most of usjust use our communication crystas. If you wish to
buy something you cal in the details and accounting takes care of the payment. It'sal very smple.”

Chapter 7

Lieutenant Mokaoto fought for his crust of bread, kicking the larger dave in the mouth and retreating to
the full distance of his chains. With aroar the other man bounced up and tried to reach Mokaoto, earning
another crippling blow to the throat.

Ableto eat in momentary peace, M okaoto choked down hisfood. He knew he was barely hanging on to
his sanity. Weeks of living in these pits had tried his reason to the utmost. The room seemed to stretch on
forever inthe dim light, and scores of otherswere chained as he was, living in their own filth.

It was |kawa who had brought him to this, Ikawathe traitor. Without realizing it, Mokaoto began to
scream his hatred and frudtration, his criesjoining the moans and shouts of dl the others.

And his body began to glow as the Essence responded to the draw of his subconscious needs.

Sarnak, who stood unobserved in the shadows, |eft the stench of the dungeon and walked back out into
the morning air. With asmile he turned to his pit master. "Y ou say he's been showing the Essence ever
gncehisariva?'

"Yes, my lord. It isstill weak, but every day it grows. | would have thought by now that it would have
reached itslimit. If he ever redlizesthat he could use it as aweapon he would be dangerous. He's almost
insane with rage, adanger tousadl."

"Leave me. Y ou have donewdll to break him so quickly.”

As he continued to walk the battlementsin contemplation Sarnak motioned to Ralnath. "I seeausefor
Wikaat last. You will goto himand tell him | planned to execute him, but that you begged meto give him
another chance."

Ranath nodded as Sarnak continued, "1 need this outlander developed and trained quickly and Wikawill
have the responsibility. Tell him that you judge that hatred will temper the outlander's metal even more
quickly. If Wika can force him to pass through the tridsin three tendays | will spare his parents and
gblings. Otherwisetheir headswill join those of hiswife and children.”

"Y ou make the judgment asto Wikasfitnessfor this, Ranath.”
Ranath smiled in gppreciation of the plan, and asked, "His crystds, my lord?"

"By dl meansreturn Wikas crystalsto him. But you will make sure that both his offensve and defensive
crysasare secretly flawed.”

"Understood, my lord."
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"And onemorething.”
"My lord."

"The offworlder will need to focus hisinitid hatred. When you fed thetimeisright be surethat he
believesthat hisimprisonment isWikas fault, and that | was not even aware of how he was taken, for
Wikakept it a secret.”

Smiling, Ralnath withdrew, hoping that Sarnak's anger over the previous failure was no longer directed at
him, and that Wika aone would pay the full price.

The Americans and Japanese stood uneasily in front of the stables.

"You must clear your minds of dl fears,” Vadez said quietly. "These Tds are from Jartan's private breed,
and the family line has served his house for over five thousand years. The Tas are proud of their heritage
and would die before harming any of Allicswarriors. But they have complete contempt for any coward
that sits upon their back, so show some courage.”

Cursing asteady streak under his breath, Kochanski held himsdf under rigid control asa Td was brought
before each of the outlanders.

Christ, what a monster, he thought, and was stunned when a thought was projected into hismind.
*| am Nar-Taon, of Dar-td'sline. Very strong, good fighter.*

"Uh, I'm Stan Kochanski, U. S. Army Air Corps," Kochanski responded, and the otherslooked around
a himasif hewascrazy.

"Look guys, thething talked to me," Kochanski said defensively. "Honest!"
"Ah, bullshit," Goldberg replied even asatrainer brought one of the Talsup to hisside.
"Hey, what was that? Who the hell wastalking?' Goldberg cried, stepping back.

"Bathawas merdly introducing himsdlf," thetrainer replied, looking a Goldberg asif he were an ignorant
peasant without any manners.

"What?'

"Tdsareinteligent creatures," Vadez said in an exasperated tone. "I told you that before we came down
here, but you laughed at me."

"But he spokein my mind!" Goldberg looked warily at the Ta next to him.

"Precisaly,” Vddez replied, asif to agroup of idiots. "You don't just rideaTal, you become abattle
partner with him. He's an extraset of eyes, and though limited, an extra brain that can help make
decisonsin the heat of combat. Ta's can speak telepathically with whomever they please. Treat them
with respect and affection and they'll beloya until death. In the monthsto come each of the Talswill
choose the man it prefers, and then you'll be a battle team.”

"Y ou mean they'll pick one of usasapartner?' Kochanski asked.

"Yes" Valdez said wearily. "Y ou don't want to be atop a Tal that doesn't like you. They want a partner
they cantrugt.”



"I'd hate to be on the wrong side of one," Goldberg responded.

"Aye, their mouth isamean one, to be sure. Why, ‘e can rip ahead off with asingle bite," astable hand
sad, affectionately stroking abeast onitsmuzzle.

Private Matsumoto stepped forward from the assembly and gpproached the Tal directly in front of him.
He rubbed the Ta's flank and to the surprise of everyone placed hisarms around its neck and gaveit a

hug.
"I had adog back home," Masumoto said softly. "How I've missed him. And now | have afriend again.”
The trainers, who obvioudy held the same affection for the beasts, smiled approvingly.

Without another word Matsumoto vaulted into the saddle and leaned forward, patting the Tal on the
shoulder.

"HisnameisOnta-Taon," Matsumoto said happily, "and he claims he can outrun dl the othersin this
pack. So let's seel”

With awhoop of delight Matsumoto hung on as Onta broke into arun and charged out of the stable. The
other Tds, having heard the challenge, approached the men with loud growls and short jumping
movements, like oversized puppies eager to play. Their growls echoed and roared, and their legps shook
the stable.

"Wl let'sgo, Nar-Taon, or whatever your nameis!" Kochanski cried as he grabbed hold of the
pomme and swung himself into the saddle. The others, struggling both with their courage and the Tdls,
findly gained their ssddlesaswell.

Kochanski grabbed hold of his peaked flying cap and waved it inthe air.

"Hi-ho, Silver, away!" Kochanski roared as he galoped out of the stablesin hot pursuit of Matsumoto,
with therest of the pack thundering behind him.

"Damnfools" Vaddez mumbled, shaking his heed.

"My lady, amessenger hawk hasreturned to the aviary.”
Patrice turned from the window and looked at the young witch standing before her.
"Letitin, thenleaveus”

Bowing low the girl backed to the door and held it open. A small hawk fluttered into the room and
landed on the windowsil| beside Petrice.

It was such abeautiful creature, she thought, extending her hand to lightly strokeits breast. It wasa
special breed, asecret known only to herself and ahandful of servantsin the court. Not even her uncle
Jartan knew of thislittle sdeline of interest that she had devel oped.

Bending low shefixed the cresture with her gaze and stared into its unblinking eyes.

If anyone had been in the room they would have seen alight shimmer from her hand encirclethe bird, so
that its bright red wings and dark orange body seemed to glow with fire. For several minutes she held it
with her gaze, then amiling, turned away.



"So my impetuous cousin thinks his new allies can be safely let out of the castle. Now we can begin to
play the game. He hastoo many of them dready, and | think it's time the wedth was shared.”

"Magnificent, Smply magnificent.”
Mark brought his Ta alongside Ikawa's and eased into asow canter.
"Did you say something?'

"It'sjust | never could have imagined anything as beautiful, as sunning asthis,”" Ikawareplied. "I thought
Fuji inthe springtime, still snowcapped, with the cherry blossoms around it, was paradise. Buit this..."

Mark leaned back, relaxing alittle bit after the hard gallop of the last haf hour.
Comfortable ride now, sire, stay slow?

He ill wasn't used to avoicein hismind. The Td turned its head and |ooked back at him with an
gppraisng gaze.

"Ah, yes, that'sfine, Gukha-Td," Mark said out loud.

TheTd fell into an easy stride. Mark redized that the creature undoubtedly knew his anxiety and was
responding by giving the gentlest ride possible. He leaned over and patted its flank. The creature growled

softly, likeaplayful dog.

Thewild beauty of Allic'sream spread itsdf around them. A high ridgeline, which they had been climbing
for thelast haf hour, dominated the view in front. Turning in his saddle, Mark looked back down onto
the open, fertile plain. Derosatrees dotted the countryside from horizon to horizon like great elms, their
spreads a hundred or more feet across, and covered with blossoms. Deep red was predominant, but the
colors shifted in some groves from pae pink through burgundy. The warm air was awash with a heady
scent like lavender and new mown hay.

Thefieldswere laid out checkerboard fashion. The crops gppeared to be primarily grain, but here and
there an ancient well-ordered vineyard was evident, the arbors heavy with fruit. There was some
mechani zation in the form of regping machines pulled by oxlike creatures and occasiona water- or
wind-powered mills, where wagon-loads of grain were waiting to be ground and logs were ready to be
cut. Indl of thisthere was a sense of organization and pride in labor that waswell done. In many waysit
reminded Mark of old Currier and Ives prints of American farmsin asmpler and happier age.

They passed through small, well kept villages of whitewashed houses made of masonry and split timber,
pesked with brilliant tile roofs that more often than not were laid into multicolored designs of winged
birds or swirling geometric patterns. The houses, large and comfortable looking, were decorated with
intricate wood carvings depicting pastoral scenes.

The farm holders and villagers were ahedlthy lot, not at al Mark'simage of medieval peasants. The men
wore loose fitting trousers, open shirts, and broad-brimmed straw hats. The women who worked in the
fiddsworetrousers aswell, while those in the villages were dressed in bright skirts embroidered with
arabesgues. Almost dl the women wore loose peasant blouses pulled in with asmall waist cincture or
COrset.

Their eyeswere bright and they called out cheery greetingsto Allic, who returned their crieswith a happy
wave. He stopped occasionally to inquire about the crops or accept a beaker of wine, and Mark could
not help but notice Allic's easy relationship with his people. There was anote of deference, to be sure,



but it was the deference of a proud people who respected their leader and expected respect in return.
No bowing and scraping: these people were yeomen, not serfs.

The outlanders were asource of curiogity, and when waking their Tals, anumber of shouting, laughing
children would run by their sde. From more than one second floor window a young woman, and
sometimes severd, would lean out in their low-cut blouses and shout suggestive offers.

The Americans responded in typica fashion, and by the time they |eft avillage behind, the children were
aready imitating their wolf whistles or shouting outlander dang.

Soon they had |ft the last village behind, asthetrail led into the forest. It seemed they rode through a
tunnel of green and sun-soaked red, the derusatrees creating a canopied tunnel that appeared to stretch
forever. The path benesth their feet was strewn with fallen blossoms. The outlandersrode asif ina
trance, soaking in every detall.

The forest was dive with great flocks of smdl birds with golden wings and lavender bodies that wheeled
and darted around them, chirping rhythmicdly in an ever-varying song.

Many of the noblesin town kept adozen or more of the birds as pets, since each one would respond to
acdl from the other by singing on adifferent note so that agroup of them would weave an ever-varied
tone poem. Its effect was hypnotic when just adozen were singing, but out in the wild the gentle calling of
hundreds seemed a symphony of changing harmonics.

Asthey emerged from the forest onto the high crest of the ridgeline, more than one of the riders looked
back longingly at the magic they had just |eft behind.

But the view that now confronted them was even more breathtaking.

Asfar asthe eye could see, the countryside was dight with the shimmering red-greens of the forest,
checkered with the negtly arranged fields, orchards, and vineyards of Allic's people. Far avay to the
south and west, as the countryside swept downward, they could almost see where areas of cultivation
reached the edge of the escarpment, which dropped away for thousands of feet down to the open
savannah of the distant horizon. Far to the east was another ridgeline which marked the edge of Sarnak's
realm, the distant mountains a shimmering dark blue line againgt the afternoon sky. Looking down and to
the north, they could seethe city of Landra, its great temples, palaces, and manor houseslaid out dong
both sides of theriver, dl of which was surrounded by the shimmering limestonewalls.

"Not abad looking fiefdom, isit?" Allic asked, his pride obvious.

"I never thought | would see anything more beautiful than my homeland in the spring,” Ikawareplied
softly. "But now | have; it will hurt beyond measurewhen findly | leave this place.”

"Let'snot talk of leaving now," Allic said. "Y ou still owe serviceto me, and | brought you here because |
wanted to show you something. Please dismount.”

Following Allic'slead, the Americans and Japanese dismounted, talking excitedly of the wondersthey
had seen.

"Would you men comewith me," Allic caled. "Don't worry about your mounts, they can take care of
themsalves."

The menfdl in behind Allic, following him up anarrow, winding path that cut between a series of
rounded boulders.



"Ah, the rest of you can head back to the castle,” Allic said, gesturing to Pinaand the dozen or so
sorcerers who had accompanied the party. ™Y our mounts will find their own way back."

Without comment Pinanodded to hislord, asmilelighting hisface. Effortlessy the dozen roseinto the air,
hovered for amoment, then with awide sweeping turn they darted over the edge of theridge and

swooped away, disappearing from view.

"Damn," Mark mumbled, wishing that he could follow them. He started to turn histhoughtsinward, reedy
to try again for the hundredth time, but Allic's command interrupted him.

"Thisway, dl of you. Wereadmogt there”

The path weaved up the ridge to end suddenly at the edge of acliff. Allic stopped at the precipice.
"Gather round, gather round, al of you."

The men came up to hissde, forming ahaf circle around him, and stopped.

Ikawa came up to the very end of thetrail and felt his heart climb into histhroat. They were standing on
the edge of a sheer cuff, thousands of feet above the wooded valley below.

The men were silent. Some went to the edge and looked down, but most stood severa feet back.

"Now, you're probably wondering why I've brought you to this spot,” Allic began. A faint shimmer
encompassed him, and herose adozen feet into the air. " Gentlemen, | was talking with your commanders
today about mativetion.”

Ikawa and Mark looked at each other, trying to recall the context of the conversation.

The shimmer around Allic grew in intengity. He held up one hand. "Gentlemen, were here for alittle
motivation," he said, bardy suppressing alaugh. "It'stimefor flying lesson number onel”

A beam of light shot out from Allic's hand, damming into the rock directly behind the party. With a
shattering roar the ground collgpsed beneeth their feet.

"Shit!" Mark screamed asthe ground fell away beneath him. He was tumbling in space, faling to certain
death. Thewind rushed past him, plucking at his clothes, shrieking in his ears. Helooked down to the
ground rushing up. No, not yet. Not yet, damniit!

"No!" Mark held up his hands, willing the ground away to keep it from smashing his body. "No,
goddamnit! No!"

Suddenly the ground was dropping away, the horizon rolling up before him, and the terrifying sense of
fdling had stopped.

"What the hdl?' Hewasflying!

"I'm flying!" Mark screamed. Hisarmswere straight ahead, the air screaming past him, while the ground
rushed by severa hundred feet below. He extended his arms out to either Side, and looked off to his|eft.

The earth whed ed beneath his feet and he banked into aturn.

"l canfly!" Mark felt exalted. Thiswasflying--flying with the wind in your face and no hulk of stedl
around you, no stench of gasoline and thunder of engines. He looked straight up and there above him
severd men were drifting through the air, one of them doing aseries of low, lazy rolls.



He wished to be with them and even as the wish formed, he arched upwards. So that's how, Mark
redized. Think it or look at it, and the Essence responds.

He soared towards the men above him and recognized K ochanski and Walker, both roaring with delight.

Most of the Japanese still were terrified, drifting wobbly in the air. But the Americans knew this
element--it wastheir love. Reaching the height of his two comrades, Mark continued straight up, noticing
that the climb had cut his speed to practicaly nothing. He arched hisback over in afair imitation of a
loop and swooped back down, coming in on Walker'stail.

"Hey, tailgunner,” Mark screamed, "somebody's on your ass.”

"Jesus, Captain,” Walker cried, tears of laughter clouding hiseyes, "wereflying... Damniit, wereflying
like goddamn Superman!™

One by one the Americans sought out their comradesin the sky, asif the old ingtinct of flying together in
aB-29 dill held form here, an unimaginable distance away.

"All right, Dragon Fire," Mark cried, as Smithie, the waist gunner, findly cameinto the formation.
A form snapped past them overhead then turned back and drew up aongside. It was Allic.
For amoment Mark forgot himself. "Y ou madman,” he cried, "you scared the shit out of ugl™

"Didnt | tell you thismorning,” Allic replied, ignoring theinsult, "that dl you needed was alittle motivation
and you'd beflying? So | gave you the motivation the same way a hawk teaches her young."

"Yeah, fly or die”

"Precisgly. Why are you complaining? It worked, didn't it?"

"Damn near shit my pants," Kochanski said.

"Bet some of those Japs did shit their pants.” Giorgini chuckled.

Most of the Japanese wereflailing around below them, bobbing thisway and that.
"And suppose we didn't fly?' Mark asked. "We'd be dead.”

"I wouldn't waste such agood investment,” Allic replied. "Look over there" He pointed, then dove
towards the cliff where Pinaand his companions were hovering.

Severd of the sorcerers were carrying terrified Japanese soldiers, while Pinaand a couple of othersflew
dowly alongsde the weskest flyers, ready to intervene if something went wrong.

"Say, let'sbuzz some Japs!” Giorgini started to break formation.

"Knock it off," Mark swung in front of Giorgini. "We got enough problems asiswithout rubbing thisin to
them. Y ou want to sart afight or something?’

"Y eah, why not?* Giorgini was defiant. "They're Japs.”

"They'redliesof Allic, the sameway we are,” Mark roared. He could fed aterrible rage building, and
for thefirst time created a noticeable auraaround himself.

"Get back in formation," he said, "and that's an order!"



Giorgini looked at him for amoment, then silently lifted back up and swung in beside Y ounger. Circling
over the diff they saw Allic swing in beneath them, motioning for the group to re-form.

Effortlesdy the Americans|anded as a group on the precipice. The Japanese staggered in after them.

Ikawa suddenly rose into view. With adash of bravado he attempted to roll ashe camein for alanding,
but histiming was a bit off and he landed sideways and collgpsed on his backside.

Mark came over and gave him ahand, pulling him back to hisfeet.

"Not bad for your first solo,” Mark said quickly, before any of his men could make a sarcastic remark.
He could understand Giorgini's comments earlier: the temptation had existed for him aswell. But if he
ever let it show, the aliance would collapse in seconds.

"Mogt exhilarating,” Ikawasaid evenly, but Mark could seethat his eyes were wide with fear. Only his
iron control kept him from shaking like aleaf. Mark felt awave of understanding: they both had to put on
ashow, to act fearless. He clapped Ikawa on the back.

"Y ou should have seen my first landing back in flight school,” Mark said, lying in what he hoped wasa
convincing manner. "Y ou did okay."

Ikawalooked into his eyesfor amoment, then smiled back.

"o, flying lesson number oneisover," Allic said smoothly, asthelast of his sorcerers camein bearing
Takeo, the only onewho had not managed to fly.

"You'l need practice, lots of practice, to learn complete control,” he continued. "Now it'stimeto head
back to the castle. Are there any here who would prefer to fly? The Tals know their own way back, so
don't worry about your mounts.”

In an ingtant saverd of the Americans legped into the air shouting like children kept too long from recess.

Mark looked over to where the Japanese who had failed to fly stood done. Allic went to hisside, and
producing awine sack, he offered the man adrink.

"Some do not havethe gift," Allic said soothingly. "Otherswill learn it astime passes. Do not be ashamed
of your fear."

Takeo, humiliated, refused the wine and looked at the rest of the group. Most of the Americans, except
for Mark and Kochanski, gazed a him with mocking contempt. And afair number of the Japanese, who
only moments before had been equally terrified, lowered their eyes.

Takeo waked up to Ikawa and bowed from thewaist, "I am sorry if | have shamed you, Sir,” Takeo
sad, il trembling.

Before Ikawa could reply, the boy turned and bowed to Allic, aswell.

He closed his eyes and hesitated for asecond. "Banzai!" Takeo screamed. He was over the cliff before
anyone could stop him.

"Get him!™ Allic cried, and Pinalegped into the air and disappeared over the side.
The others looked over the edge.
"Hell never reech himintime," Kochanski said. They could dl seethe boy tumbling, and Pina



desperately trying to close the distance.

"Jesus Chrigt," Mark whispered. Then, at the very last second, the boy stopped falling and swept out,
rushing low across the landscape.

A cheer went up from the Japanese, and the Americans joined in, asthe boy arched up into the sky. Pina
camein aongsde, ready to help the waobbly flyer as he regained dtitude and finally came back to land on
the diff.

The Japanese clustered around him, dapping him on the back as he came up to bow to Ikawa.
"Y ou have Bushido," Ikawasaid proudly.
The boy gave him awesk smile, then with agentle sigh he kedled over--out cold.

The men around him laughed, but there was no mdice in their tone as they gathered around and worked
to revive their comrade.

"Your kid has guts. I'm proud to be serving in the same group with him,” Mark said, coming up beside
Ikawa.

Ikawaturned and Mark could seetearsin hiseyes. Thisdid not fit any notion he had ever formed of the
so-called cold-blooded, unfeding Japanese officer. To save Ikawa any further embarrassment, he turned
and walked away.

Allic was obvioudy ddighted by Takeo's courage. Kneeling by hisside, Allic touched him lightly on the
forehead. Takeo's eyes fluttered open.

"Thisthing your commander cals Bushido," Allic said, "it soundslike something to be proud of. Come,
fly by my side aswe return to the castle.”

Allic stood up and looked a the men. "I don't know if your commanderstold you, but thereisalittle
gathering planned for you this evening back at the castle.”

The men looked expectantly at him.

"Y ou see, certain young women have been begging to meet you since you arrived.”

There was an dectric tenson in the air--but in the presence of their lord they were silent.

"Therésone girl with flaxen hair that I'm particularly interested in," Allic said, "but the rest arefair game."
"Doesthat mean we're getting lad?' Walker shouted.

"Interesting phrase," Allic replied, amiling. "We prefer the term 'making joy', but | guessit'sthe same
thing."

"So let's go make joy," Jose cried, and the men broke into lusty cheers.

"Follow methen." Allic laughed, and beroseinto theair.

The othersfollowed, shouting happily. Allic turned and flew back down thetrail.

Mark suddenly understood where Allic was leading them, and his heart filled with anticipation.
They swooped over the Talswho barked excitedly and galloped behind them as they passed.



Allic turned into the arching tunndl of flame-red trees and the men followed one after the other. Mark
broke out of the column, pulling aloop, and then swung into the rear of the line dongside Ikawa.

Side by sdethey drifted dowly beneath the canopy. The golden-winged birds darted around them,
chirping excitedly, their cries mingling with the happy shouts of men who were learning to dip from the
iron hand of gravity. The lavender scent washed over them, flooding their senses.

Mark looked over at |kawa, who flew unsteadily by his side. He smiled encouragingly, wondering why
he would fed this sudden warmth for aman he would have killed without a second thought only weeks
before.

But for the moment that was forgotten. There was only the ecstasy of flying, and with it the first true sense
of abond, asthey floated together through the cool shadow-washed tunnel of red-green light.

Thelight grew stronger asthe end of the tunnel cameinto view. Together they flew out of the shadows
into the broad, sunlit countryside that stretched to the far horizon.

With acry of unspeakable happiness, Mark soared upwards, rushing straight towards the heavens. He
extended his hand outwards to the sun, asif for that moment he could reach out and touch the light
above.

Sarnak came into the map room and stood for severa minutes reviewing the changes that had taken
place snce hislast vist, severd hours before. The map dmost entirely filled alarge, shdlow pit and was
s0 well made that every time Sarnak stood over it hefelt like hewasflying over thered thing.

Even as he watched, more of Allic's patrols were noted and shifted to their new locations. Macha, who
ruled the land of Torm dong Allic's southern border, had very heavy patrols out, he noticed.

Ranath walked into the room. "My lord, | have been checking on Wika's progress with the outlander, as
you ordered. Wikaisdriving him right to the edge trying to make your deadline of three tendays. The
outlander islearning, and they aready hate one another, as I'm assuming you wanted.”

Sarnak raised an eyebrow. "How refreshing to be so obvious. What's my next move, then?”

Ranath hesitated, cursing hisloose tongue, then forged ahead. ™Y ou will want someone to befriend the
poor lad eventudly, learn histrue worth, and make your plans accordingly.”

Sarnak nodded, said, "The assgnment isyours,” and turned his attention back to the map. "Allic has
findly moved hisforces so that we have aclear path to our next target. Thismovewill give Allic more
pain than he's had in over fifty years, and could very well send him blasting hisway into Madias|and
before he's even thought about it.”

"Signa Quarth to lead his strike team over the border tonight. | want the attack made at dusk tomorrow.
Target: Dirk. And remind him that | want no oneleft dive.”

Chapter 8

"S0, how was lagt night?" Allic asked, looking acrossthe table at Mark and Ikawa. He had been wanting
to ask dl day, since hdf the town was buzzing with details of the party, but thought it best to wait until
evening when he could share adrink and find out about the previous day's amusements.

There was amoment of embarrassed slence. Mark was not the type of man to share the details of his
bed. Upon their return to the castle he discovered that afeast had been prepared in the garden near the
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bathing pools. The girls had been stunning beyond hiswildest imaginings--and the imagination of a
bomber pilot could get pretty wild.

Her name was Chloe and it was obvious that she had picked him out long before the party started. Tal
and dender, her hair atawny auburn, she was the female sorcerer he had talked to at the House of
Healing, where he had stopped to check on Jose the day after their arrival. It was agpparent he had made
amost favorable impression because her approach was very smple and direct, leaving no doubt in
Mark's mind how the rest of the evening would turn out.

The men had been decidedly nervous at first, especialy with Allic present. He had been dl courtliness,
but once he | eft with the blonde, the party soon turned into araucous affair, eventualy ending in the
bathing areawhere they went skinny-dipping in the hot spring.

Mark had heard some outrageous stories about the "great Hollywood orgy,” as the men were now caling
it, but he had barely listened. It had been quite some time since he had stayed up until dawn 'making joy'.

Mark looked over at Allic, wondering what to say to hislord. He had had agreat time, but the whole
thing was gl alittle bit shocking. Somehow the men had hit it by tagging it a Hollywood party. Things
likelast night only happened to guys out in Cadifornia, or to rich mob chiefson Long Idand. It didn't fed
quite right somehow.

Mark findly broke the sllence. "These--ah, well you see, these young ladies who were with us last
night--"

"Yes..?'

"They dl seemed like they werefrom..." and hefdl slent.

"I think he means good families,” Ikawainterjected.

"Some of the best--nobles or sorcerersal.”

"I mean, | don't want to cause any embarrassing Stuations here" Mark said quietly.
"What'sembarrassng?' Allic asked, not helping in the dightest.

"Wel, ah, you know."

"No, | dont."

"Well, it seemed kind of wild there. | mean, back home thingslike last night only happen in Hollywood,
what with the girlstaking their clothes off and then swimming together in the pool.”

"What's this Hollywood? Isit akingdom?'

"Y eah, you could call it that. But like | was saving, we were kind of loud there, and I'm worried that
othersin the castle would find out and the girls families might get upset.”

Allic threw back hishead and laughed. "Most of their families encouraged them. Y our Chloeis Pinas
daughter. And | must say, Pinawas ddlighted.”

"Pinadlowed that!" Mark cried. "And he callshimsdf afather?"

"One of the best," Allic said evenly, as he poured another round of drinks. "Look, Mark Phillips, it
sounds like the people of your world have some problems. Here our young people are encouraged to



freely associate and to make joy. Therésno sigmato that.”
"But what about children and such?' Mark asked lamely.

"What about it? Y ou must have noticed that people here live longer. Even those without the Essence
normally reach ahundred. A good sorcerer such asyoursdlf can make a thousand, maybe twelve
hundred years. Self-rguvenation is not difficult with the power."

"Now, if wedidn't have some forms of control,” Allic continued, “there would be far too many for the
land to feed. The mugata root solvesthat problem. A woman or man merely hasto make atonic fromthe
root once amonth and childbearing is prevented. Besides, hereit is considered very bad form for a
person to have more than two or three children. Someone who has moreis considered salfish. Unless of
course you are a sorcerer or demigod.”

"Why isthat?"

"Because every parent desires achild to be born with such powers. One sorcerer in amillion comesfrom
the common people without the Power. Now, if one parent has the Power of the Essence, the chances
increase sgnificantly. If both parents have the Power, the chances are even greater. Therefore, those with
the Essence are encouraged to have any number of children, for it isonly through sorcerersthat the
strength of our realm is maintained and our people protected. In my entire realm there are only four
hundred; and there are less than a hundred who can use the power in battle and are pledged to me. That
iswhy your arriva was so important. That iswhy your celebration of last night was viewed by al with
favor."

"But what about this deeping around?' Mark asked, till unsettled by it.

"Hedlthy, clean fun. How e se do you know who your chosen mate will be? Once you have found one
specia person, many take avow of oneness. When it comesto the bearing of children, thisisvery
important, for every child should know both his parents, and both parents should take responsbility for
raising their child. To do otherwise is viewed here as behavior worthy only of contempt. Parents who do
not do the best for their children are shunned by the rest of the community.”

Well, damn, it did seem reasonable, Mark thought. And after six months of abstinence in China, and
twenty-five yearsin chaste America, it was paradise.

His only concern now was facing Pina. Somehow fathers of women he dept with ways made him fed!
uncomfortable, especidly the father of agirl he had met a an orgy.

Their conversation was interrupted by acry in the halway. Y armaburst into the room without bothering
to knock.

"My lord, amessage has just comein! Dirk reported that he was coming under attack, and then there
wasdlence”

Ingtantly Allic stood, an expression of growing anger tightening hisfeatures.
Severd of Pinds sorcerers burst into the room, Vadez leading the way.
"What'sthis?' Allic roared.

"It'strue, Sre," asorcerer replied. "The report came viaamessage crystal which was overloaded and
jammed. They must have comein using aspell of protection, for we've sensed nothing amiss here.”



"Who's attacking him?
"Unknown, sire," Pinareplied.

"Damnadl to hel,” Allic screamed, smashing his goblet on the floor. "1 want everyone, every damned
sorcerer in thiscity to report to the courtyard in one turning.”

"But my lord," Pinainterjected, "dl the sorcerers?’
"You heard me," Allic roared. "One turning. Mark, Ikawa, your peopletoo.”

"But their training,” Vadez protested. "They're barely pass the apprentice level. They don't even have
proper offensive crysasyet.”

"Damnit! | said everyone! Vddez, suit them for combat. The hell with the ceremonies, | want them
armed with offensive crystasright now. They can learn how to shoot them in battle.”

"Shouldn't we leave some men behind to protect the city?" Vadez asked quietly, obvioudy attempting to
inject anote of rationa cam. "Thiswhole thing could be a subterfuge.”

Allic gared coldly at the men before him. "The city can take care of itsdlf," he said, hisvoice chilly and
low. "That's Dirk out there, and by al my powers|'m bringing everyone with me. Do you understand?'

Mark could fed thetingle of fear in the room. He was used to Allic asan dmost jovid character, but
there was no lightheartedness now. Anyone who crossed Allic at this moment, might very well end up
dead.

Without another word the assembled men and women bowed and filed out of the room.
"Get your men quickly,” Pinawhispered asthey stepped into the corridor.
"What the hell isgoing on?" Ikawaasked, coming up by Pinas side.

"Looks like araid on one of our border marches. Happens a couple of timesayear. Usudly just abandit
group hoping to pick up acouple of crystals asloot from a dead sorcerer. Occasiondly it'saskirmish
with one of our neighbors. But there have been far too many of these of late. Thereé's been alot of tension
on our bordersand we dl fear that one of these incidents might be the start of something worse."

"WhoisDirk?' Mark asked.

"An old and trusted march man. Dirk has been in serviceto Allic for nearly ahundred years."
Pina stopped for amoment and looked at Mark and Ikawa.

"He'saso Allic'sson.” Turning, Pinaran up aside corridor and disappeared.

The room was crowded with the Japanese and Americans being briefed by their repective commanders
on the forthcoming action when two sorcerers entered carrying large cases.

Silencefdl as Derson and Jeen opened their cases on the table. The husband and wifeteam wasin
charge of Allic'streasury and crystal vault. Ander, Allic's First Sorcerer of the army, camein behind
them.

Jeen spoke first as Derson continued to organize the contents of the boxes.



"We have been ordered to give you your full alotment of crystals. Thereisn't alot of time, so shut up and
ligen."

"These crystals were dl made by the House of Master Craftsman Richur de Mornya," Derson
interjected. "He does superior work; Allic has been dedling with him for over athousand years.”

"Bear in mind that these crystals are owned by Allic and are being loaned to you by your liege lord. If
logt, you are held accountable and can have up to thirty years service added to your contract. Guard
them asclosdy asthey will guard you.”

"Youtak of them asif they weredive," scoffed Giorgini.

Derson looked up and replied, "There are those of uswho believe that certain crystals do have avery
rough sort of sentience. We believe that the Elder Gods grew them in the ancient days for their own
unfathomable purposes. However, they are only found in one area of Haven: Jartan's Crystal Mountains,
which isthe source of hiswedlth and the reason for contention by any others of the gods and their
descendants.”

"Crystas are our most precious commodity; they are passed from generation to generation. They arethe
spoils of battle, and the bottom line of any treaty or trade agreement.”

"Sounds like Jartan has a choke hold on the rest of the world. How come he isn't emperor or whatever?'
asked Y ounger.

Ander smiled a Y ounger. "A good question, but too difficult to answer quickly. The gods have
agreements among themselves, and Jartan trades freely with other reelmsto ensure long term economic
growth."

Jeen cleared her throat and Ander smiled, saying, " Jeen's reminding me of my tendency to lecture.”

"To return to our subject: Y ou will find your blast crystds have the improved spirel cut, and your shield
crystals have the standard brilliant cut. These offer far more refinement than the onesyou used in
training."

"Wewill dso giveyou bdtswith other sandard crystds, including communications, creetivity, farseeing,
hedling, and others. Please take your old basic defensive crystal and put it in one of the dots on your belt.
Y our new shield crystal goesin the wristband on your left hand." He started to pass out the belts and
wrigtbands.

Jeen spoke up. "' suggest you ignore dl but the offensive, defensive, and communications crystals for
now. Those are the onesthat will save your life. Now, out to the courtyard for some quick practice
before we go!"

"Closeit up there. Hurry, damniit, hurry. It'sjust on the other sde of thishill!"

Pinabanked away from the formation of Americans and Japanese and swooped up to the head of the
column.

Mark was straining to keep up speed, but he was damn near exhausted. They had been flying for severa
hours and he soon realized that to fly full-out, hugging low to the ground, took every bit of his
concentration and strength. He estimated that they were flying at well over sixty milesan hour, and but for
the protection of his crystal shielding the wind would have buffeted him into numbnesslong ago. Larna,
thelarger of the twin moons, had set long ago, and only the light from Rega guided them across the open



savannah and low rolling hills. Therich farmlands of the escarpment were now an hour or more behind
them. The crigp air of the high plateau had been replaced by the sultry heat of the savannah, and it was as
if the descent had brought them into another world.

Allic had wanted to forge ahead, leaving his dower companions behind. It was only the combined
protests of hisadvisors, warning that it might be atragp, which had finally restrained him.

Therewas aflash of light ahead. Allic turned his defensive shielding on high and roseto gain dtitude for
the attack.

Vadez came dongside Mark and spoke to him through the communi cations crysta, which broadcast his
voiceto everyone.

"Werethereservefor this," Vadez cried. "Thetrained sorcererswill goin first. Y ou offworlders, led by
me, will hold back until they need us"

"So what the hdll does Allic want usto do if we attack?' Mark asked.

"Draw fire, if nothing se," Vadez replied, and banking to one sde he sgnaed for Mark and the others
to follow.

Damn it, draw fire, Mark thought. Now he knew what the pilot of an unarmed scout plane must have
felt like. He looked back over his shoulder. The hundreds of hours each of the Americans had logged on
bomber missions back on Earth must explain their affinity for flight because, while they looked astired as
hefelt, dl hismenwere sill with him. Whereas only a couple of the Japanese were till with Ikawa; the
rest had been straggling back ever since they |eft the castle. Pina had finally ordered atriad of sorcerers
to act asrear guard, and to ride escort on those who had fallen behind.

Mark was seeing anew aspect of Allic. When angry, he became impetuous. If Allic's enemy knew him
well enough, this could easily be atrap.

Moreflashes of light appeared in the sky asthe other sorcerers activated their shields to combat
readiness and disappeared over the ridge towards a soft, ruddy glow that bathed the eastern sky like a
falsedawn.

Vadez dowed and the group came up around him. They worked their way up theridgeline, not adozen
feet off the ground.

Cautioudy Vadez rose and crested the hill. Turning to the outlanders he shouted, "Allic wants usto come
in. Theenemy isgone."

They crested the hill and started along doping glide down into the valey. There was nothing on the other
Sde except severd dozen sorcerers dowly whedling and circling above asmoldering ruin.

A flame-blasted wall suddenly loomed out of the shadows before Mark. Rising over it, be crossed into
the central courtyard of alarge parapet-encircled fortress.

There was the stench of scorched wood in the air, mingled with something else, and the memories
flooded back. A hospital back in London had been hit with incendiaries. He had been in the
neighborhood and pitched in to hel p--and then the wave of smoke had washed over him. It was the smell
of burning bodies, and the memory of that nightmare stench had never left him.

Helanded near Allic, who stood silent in the center of the courtyard. The men around him were
spreading out, rushing towards the smoldering keep at the far end of the courtyard, while others ill



circled overhead, dert for atrap.

There was silence, total slence. Mark and his men followed Pinaiin the rush towards the keep. The
heavy iron doorsto the sanctuary were blasted off their hinges.

Hetried to go through the doorway but the stench stopped him. Gagging, fighting for control, Mark
stepped into the keep.

"Oh merciful god," he groaned. Scorched bodies littered this side room. He turned away and went to the
next. It was the same--this time they were mainly women and children. He saw how most had died, and
he staggered out of the room, trying to keep from retching.

"Dirk! Dirk!"

Mark looked back to the main doorway. Allic wasthere, his entrance blocked by Vadez and several
sorcerers.

A flash of light--and the men were thrown againgt thewall, and Allic camein.
Pina stepped out from a side room and stood silent.

"Dirk!"

"My lord Allic,” Pinasaid softly, and Mark could seethetearsin hiseyes.
"Dirk?" Allic asked softly.

"He'sdead, my lord," Pinasaid, and he gently placed his hand on Allic's shoulder.
"Allitig?"

"Shesgoneaswel."

Allic started to press past him.

"Don't, my lord. Please don't. Well take care of them."

"Dirk!" Allic pushed past him and rushed into the room. Pinafollowed him, and Mark, asif drawvnin,
joined them.

An aged and graying warrior lay in the center of the room, sword il in his hand. His body from the
waist down was burned, blasted. Mark turned away. A woman was lying by his side, but Mark did not
look.

"Oh, Dirk, my son, my son.”

His son, Mark thought. Here was a man who looked in his hedthy prime, as vigorous as himsdf,
weeping over aman who looked old enough to be his grandfather.

Mark left the room and walked out of the keep.
Vadez stood to one side, the outlanders gathered around him. Vadez looked at him hopefully.
"They'redl dead,” Mark whispered.

Vadez braced himsdf, hisface blank. "Dirk was the son from Allic's most beloved consort, Liuna," he



said softly. " She was a morta--no Essence. And died fifty years ago. He still mourns her. Dirk wastheir
only son, and to the heartbreak of them both, he too was born without the Essence.”

Vadez |ooked away for amoment.

"And you, al of you. Y ou take your gifts so casudly, when it cannot be certain that even the son of agod
can give the Power to hisheirs”

Therewas afaint stirring behind him and Mark turned to see Allic coming out of the keep, abroken,
scorched body in hisarms. Pinafollowed, carrying a cloak-covered body that must have been Dirk's
wife

Gentle hands reached out to Allic and took the body away .

"Takethem back to Landra," Allic said softly. "Make aresting place for them beside Liona."
Allic looked over to Vddez asif seeing him for thefirst time.

"Who did this?" he asked grimly.

"There's been no evidence so far of amessage crystal. We must assume the attackers found it and took it
with them.”

"Then what evidence do we have?'

Valdez nodded to several sorcerers who stood to one side.

The three stepped forward and dropped an assortment of spears and shields by Allic'sfest.
"Macha?' Allic asked increduloudly.

"It would appear s0, my lord. Those are weapons of the Torms."

"And do you bieveit?'

"Nologictoit at dl, sire. We have had problemswith Machain the past, to be sure. But Machaknew
that Dirk was your son. To attack Dirk isto directly attack you."

"Thenif that bastard wantswar," Allic said coldly, "hell havewar,"

"Itisntlogicd," Vaddez ventured.

"To hdl with your logic. Wegointonight.”

"My lord, we should at least wait till morning and check the ground. We might find more evidence then."
"l want revenge!” Allic cried.

"My lord." It was Pina, who was still stlanding inside the keep, and pointing at the wall beside him.

Allic turned.

"Please come here for amoment. I've found something.”

Allic walked over to Pinaand bent to examine thewall.



The others gathered closer and Mark turned to Vadez. "What isit?"

"Lookslike battle code," Vadez replied. "All our commanders and sorcererslearn asymboalic battle
code so that a message can be |eft. It's one of our best kept secrets. To any untrained eye, battle code
looks like random scratches. A gate portal is one of the places we use to leave such messages. Maybe
Dirk was able to scratch something before they brokein.”

Vadez pushed closer and looked over Allic's shoulder.
"Sarnak," Vadez said, looking back at those beside him.
Therewas agrowl from the assembly. Allic straightened and stepped out into the courtyard.

"Then it was Sarnak," Vadez said coldly. "That bastard tried to make thislook like Machas doing. They
swept the place for message crystal's to make sure, but they didn't see the message.”

"We go for them now!" Allic cried, and severd of the sorcerers cheered.

"My lord," Vadez interjected, "it could be atrap. Perhaps Sarnak wantsto provoke awar between us
and the Torms, but he must dso expect that you might outguess himin this. If you chargeinto hisrealm
without an army for support, his defenses will be too strong.”

"l don't care,”" Allic roared. "I will be avenged!”

"Besides, my lord," Pinasaid, "if you should openly attack him he can turn that to his advantage. Our only
proof isthe scratchingsin the battle code. Before dl the other demigods and gods you will look like the
aggressor.”

"Damnthemadl," Allic cried. "Is not the death of my own son enough proof? What are you, Smpering
cowards and whining diplomats?"

"My lord!" Ikawa stepped forward. "I am new here, but | was awarrior long before you knew me. | too
want revenge for what was done here. Let me propose a plan, my lord, that will catch your enemy by
urprise”

"You're good at sneak attacks,” Y ounger sneered from the back of the crowd.
Ikawalooked over a him.

Mark quickly stepped forward. "'Ikawaisright, my lord, and so is Y ounger. Ikawa's people once hit
mine with a surprise attack that even we must admit was effective. Listen to him, my lord.”

Ikawa nodded respectfully at Mark, then turned back to Allic.
"Tel methen, and quickly," Allic said coldly, "but you better not be wasting my time."

The hour was very late but Ralnath knew his master would still be working. He knocked on the door and
entered immediately.

"My lord, weve just detected two of Allic'striads crossing our border.”

Sarnak laid down the report he was reviewing and stretched. Rising, he walked to his master crystal and
activated it with awave,

"Very curious. Why send such awesk force to reconnoiter my border? s Allic with them?'



"Noindication, my lord."
"Could it bethat heisdready attacking Macha?'

"Very likely, sre. Here, let me show you something." Ralnath meshed his mind with the crysta and shifted
the perspective. "Right hereisavery large, shidlded mass heading towards Machasream. It's quite
powerful, must have at least fifteen to twenty sorcerersto generate something that strong.”

"Excdlent. Step by step we approach our god.” He paused, watching the pattern of light heading farther
and farther away, then switched back to the first scene with the two triads cruisng dowly at the edge of
hisland.

"My normal pattern would be to react violently to aborder violation,” Sarnak said, speaking dowly, "and
everything must appear normal so Allic will not suspect me of this night'swork. Therefore’--hisvoice
sharpened--"have them destroyed. Send the forces that just made the attack on Dirk--they're dready in
position near the border."

Chapter 9

"You're doing an excdlent job," Pinasaid, banking over to Mark'sside.
"How'sthat?"

"Your flying. That'sit, keep up the erratic movements, wander out of formation. We want to makethis
look weak."

Mark wasn't sure if Pinawas serious or joking about his clumsy flying techniques.

Damn, he could lead aflight of B-17s or 29s and have them wingtip to wingtip for athousand miles.

Mogt pilots hated tight formation work, but heloved it. But there was no stick here, no throttle to gently
work up and down. Thiswas formation flying by pure willpower. If helet his atention be diverted for just
asecond, held start to drift. Worse yet, if his attention turned to some object on the ground, the next
thing he knew he was dropping towardsit.

Mark reslized that to fly with precision he needed to have his mind running on two different tracks
smultaneoudy--one looking for signs of the enemy, the other maintaining formation and listening in his
mind for the faint whisper of avoice when Pina projected adirection or flight change to him through the
communicationscrysd.

Aboard abomber there were eleven men working together as ateam, to help with the flying. This must
be what afighter jock fed s like when out on the prowl, Mark redized, and he could see why they loved
it, once they had mastered the techniques of staying aive.

Acting as bait for Sarnak’s sorcerers and demonswasn't Mark'sidea of afun time, but, he admitted, he
would rather be out here with his ass on the line than be aong with most of the Japanese and their escorts
forming the decoy group headed towards the south. Mark was fegling more and more comfortable with
hisflying. If only he could fed as confident about his ability to fight--

"Y our offensive crystd that Allic gaveyou," Pinasaid, "just remember to concentrate your fire through
thet."

"Okay, got it."
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"Okw?'
"American dang... meansadl right.”

Pinasmiled a him. "Okay," and Sgnding for aturn, they banked back on a more easterly course,
heading straight for a horizon that till showed no sgn of dawn.

"I'm still not detecting anything. How about you two?' Pinaglanced over at Mark and Kochanski and
saw they didn't understand.

"Y ou should be using your different sensesto detect danger. Hasn't VVadez gotten that far with your
training yet?'

Both shook their heads. They had no ideawhat he was talking about.

"Thisis something you should have learned dready, damn it. All right, using norma vision | want you to
look over at our other triad. Can you see them in the starlight?*

Mark and Kochanski struggled to make out the figures over ahundred yards away.
"Y eah, but not very wdll," Mark said.

"Fine. Now | want you to shift your perception to adifferent level. Look for heat coming from them. Tell
your vision to go to red. Take control, and use the Essence to will your eyesto see heat waves.”

Kochanski said, "Jesus, I'm seeing three bright red blobs."
"Now look at the ground--look for the herd of animals below us."

Thistime it was Mark who responded, "There's almost a solid mass of red down there. No, wait, if |
look harder | can seeindividud dots."

"That'sinfrared. It'savery useful detection device. Now | want you to tell yoursdlf to look for detailsin
the dark. Look into the shadows at the base of the hill up ahead. Will your vision to seek reflected light,
even sarlight. What do you see?'

AsMark forced his gaze into the shadows everything became clearer. "Everything's green. Different
shades of green.”

"Just s0. That isgtarlight vision,” responded Pina.
"Chrigt," swore Kochanski, "1 can even see abird eating some animdl it caught. Thisisincredible!”

"Mogt sorcerers can see up to severd leagues away, depending on conditions. It'sataent to be
developed, as early detection of an enemy can save your life" Pinasmiled and continued, ™Y ou need to
learn much more. There are severd different kinds of vison, and just as many kinds of hearing. It will
taketime, but you will learn to expand your horizons."

They had been flying the box formation for an hour, experimenting with their newly discovered talents.
Eventudly it occurred to Kochanski to try to visudize himsdf using hisold skill asradar operator: throw
out asigna and see what bounces back.

"I'm sengng something," Kochanski shouted, coming in close to where Mark and Pinawere flying.

"What'sthat?' Pinacried.



"Something's out there. I'm picking up amenta image. There's something rolling in on asweeping turn to
the northeest.”

Pinadid aquick search. "l don't sense anything.” He looked over at the other formation and projected a
low intensity thought through his crystdl.

In response the other formation banked in. The two Americans, Waker and Goldberg, struggled to keep
up with Vadez.

"They're coming in fast. Dozen or more bogeys at two o'clock!" Kochanski shouted, falling back into the
old vocabulary of adifferent war.

"l can sensethem now,” Pinareplied. "Y ou'reright, at least twelve of them, more like fifteen. Hang on
just alittle longer."

"Damn, they're coming in fagt," Kochanski shouted. " Should have visud any second now."
Mark scanned the morning sky to the northeest... "Bandits two o'clock high!™ he shouted.
"I've got them," Kochanski replied, "comingin fast."

"Ready to retreat,” Pinacried.

There were fifteen sorcerers, and twice that many demons below them, flying low to the ground.
Suddenly the sorcerers clicked up their defensive shidds, and the glow of their protection looked like
shooting stars across the indigo sky.

"Get your shiddsup,” Pinayelled.

Mark diverted histhoughtsfor asecond and the faint shimmer of light surrounding him increased in
intengty.

"Divenow!" Pinacried, as herolled and went into a swooping dive that brought him out in arun towards

thewest.

Mark arched over, with Kochanski by hisside. They plummeted straight towards the ground ahalf mile
below. Pulling up, he leveled out into a shalow diving run back towards the western horizon.

Mark looked over his shoulder. The other triad was swinging in beside them ahundred yardsto his|eft.
A mile behind him the gpproaching enemies were diving to pick up speed, while the demons further down
dowly pulled forward.

Pinadrifted back, coming up aongside Mark and K ochanski.
"That'sit, that'sit, keep it erratic and et them start to gain.”

Damnit, hewasflying flat out. For nearly aquarter turning they ran, the enemy dowly gaining while the
demonsrose higher into the air to join their companionsin the pursuit.

"Good formation, that,” Pinashouted. "They kept the demons low while they hovered above on the edge
of acloud bank. That way, if we'd seen the demonsfirst, we'd have dived into the attack and then they'd
break on usfrom above. A good job, Kochanski. Now let them get closer.”

Ever so dowly Pinadropped his speed; the men followed suit. The sorcerers behind them started to gain,
until they were lessthan aquarter mile away.



A beam of light shot past Mark to hisleft. Another arched high, snapping over his head.

He broke right and dove, then came back up again, banking left. Another beam shot padt, thisone
uncomfortably close, so that he had a sudden whiff of ozone.

Damn, thiswas getting hot.

Another burst shot between Mark and Kochanski. The two broke to either side, then rolled back in,
cutting to either sde of Pina, who was holding astraight and steady course,

"That'sit!" Pinayelled, "Act scared!"

"Goddamnit, | am scared!" Kochanski shouted.

"They couldn't hit the Sde of acagtle at thisrange."

"Yeah, I've heard that line before... usudly it's somebody'slast ling" Mark replied.

"Lower," Pinacried, and tucking in he started for the ground, with Mark, Kochanski, and the other triad
following closdly. The ground rushed up to meet them and at the very last instant Pinaleveled out, so that
they were skimming dong at sxty milesan hour, not ten feet inthe air.

Except for the fact that they were being shot at, Mark would have found the moment exhilarating. They
hugged the dips and folds of the open savannah, swooping up dry creek beds, rising to clear aline of
trees, and cutting back down so that the high prairie grass whipped by, striking the edge of their shielding
so that their passage left awavering track in the grasdand behind them.

Clearing alow ridge, they startled a herd of giraffelike creatures, which scattered wildly in every
direction. For abrief ingant Mark found himsdlf in the middle of the herd, weaving and dodging asthe
animas stood higher than hisflight path, looking at him with wide, panic-stricken eyes.

Hefdt like hewasracing through aforest of telegraph poles, while dl the time crystal blasts shot past
him, igniting the prairie with thunderclgps of smoke and flame.

"Exciting, isnt it?" Pinashouted.
Mark spared him amomentary glance asif he were crazy.
"Next ridge," Pinayelled, and pulled away in aburst of speed.

They cleared the herd and started up along, doping hill. The climb dowed them down abit, while the
pursuing sorcerers and demonswere dill flying straight, thus gaining on them from behind.

"Christ!" A burgt of flame licked the edge of Mark's defensive shidlding.

Theimpact caused him to careen off to one side. For an ingtant he thought held fly straight into the
ground. His stomach fell away as he arched up high and rolled, cutting between two trees that stood
slhouetted on the crest of the hill.

"Those bastards!" Mark roared as his fear changed to rage. Shooting past the hill, he saw Pinagtarting a
shallow bank to the right as he picked up speed.

He looked back over his shoulder and saw thefirst of the sorcerers crest the hill, then another, and
seconds later the enemy unit came up over the top with the demons swinging out to either Sdeto close
the flanks. Even above the roar of the wind he could hear the booming shouts of the demons, closing on



their quarry.

A blinding flash cracked from one end of the ridge to the other. An instant later haf ahundred shields
flickered to life as Allic's hidden force rose from the high prairie grass. Ascending, they delivered a
devadtating volley to Sarnak's battle group, which had already shot past them.

A dozen demons tumbled from the sky, trailing inky plumes of smoke and flame until they impacted to
ignite aseries of firesinthe dry grasdand.

The pursuers were now the hunted, as panic-stricken, they broke formation.

Two of the surviving sorcerers and several demons broke towards Mark, Pina, and Kochanski. Mark
pulled up high, Kochanski at his side, while Pina continued to bank low, skimming thetall grass.

The sky around them was torn by ahundred bolts of light as the battle became a series of swirling
engagements.

Mark shot past ademon who fell by him end over end, hisleft wing gone from haf adozen bolts. Flying
through the demon's smoky trail, Mark pulled up high, straight over the top of the battle.

To hisright Waker was swinging in behind a panicking demon, who dodged in a desperate attempt to
escape.

A bolt of light shot from Waker's hand; the demon smashed into the ground, trailing fire. Walker swung
low asif to confirm hiskill, then soared and pulled avictory roll.

"Mark, behind you!" avoice shouted in hismind. Mark pulled hard |eft and he felt arush of foul smelling
wind sweep past him. A demon shot by, not haf adozen feet avay.

Mark rolled up but ablast of light cut in behind him and the demon disappeared in an explosion of fire
and scorched flesh.

How? Looking down, Mark saw Pinawatching him. Damn, it wasjust like having awing man with a
radio. Waving histhanks he banked in low, looking for atarget.

There was one bright light in the action, however, that outshone dl others: Allic. For thefirst time Mark
was seeing hisleader truly display his power. Beam after beam shot out, first from one hand and then
from the other, as he smashed hisway through the battle, outshooting and out flying anyone who dared to
approach him. If Mark had ever doubted Allic's ability to lead in aclose-in battle, that thought
disappeared as Allic racked up kill after kill.

Mark turned away from Allic and looked for atarget. He saw Pinaflying low to the ground, pursuing and
then blasting an enemy sorcerer out of the sky, not sensing another of Sarnak's sorcerersclosing in
behind him. A bolt of flame dashed out from the sorcerer, hitting Pinas shielding. Theimpact sent Fina
into askid, so that he brushed through the high grass. He came up wobbly, and his shield shimmered
bright red as two more blasts hit and finally overloaded it, snapping it off.

The enemy sorcerer swung in dosefor akilling shot.

Before he even realized what was happening, Mark had tucked into adive. Pina, stunned by the impact
of the shots, weaved and dodged to throw off hisenemy’'saim. But the enemy kept on histail, lining up
for thefind shot.

Mark was still several hundred yards away.



"No!" He hed up hishand asif trying to block out theimage of what he was seeing.

A balt of light dashed out from his hand and dammed into the sorcerer's back, sending him tumbling. He
rolled to one sde and regained control, but his shield shimmered red from the impact.

Mark rushed in behind him asthe sorcerer pulled straight up, struggling for dtitude.

Mark lined up another blast. Asif senang his move, the enemy banked hard to the left in arolling turn
and came straight back at him, dodging Mark's bolt. The sorcerer fired even as Mark pulled atight roll,
and they shot past each other.

They both pulled straight up, looping over, and traded another round of blasts without effect.

The enemy sorcerer banked |€eft, trying to come in behind Mark--but he had seen that old trick a hundred
timesin the skies over Europe and China. With ashort upward pull he extended hisarms, willing himself
to stop.

Hisairgpeed cut to practically nothing and he rolled to one Side, ready to throw off another blast if hisfoe
should try it.

His enemy flew past him not adozen feet away, and for an instant Mark could see the terror in the man's
eyes. The sorcerer desperately fought to kill hisairspeed in alast ditch attempt at preventing Mark from
getting behind him.

Mark waited until hisaim was sure. "Eat this, assholel” Mark screamed, and he extended hishand. A
bolt hit the sorcerer square in the back. The defensive shield flickered off, and with aloud scream the
wizard fell, hislast shot arching high over Mark's heed.

Another bolt shot from Mark's hand and the wizard ignited in ablinding flash. Ashefdll, Mark followed,
hitting him again and again.

The body hit the ground setting the grass aflame. Mark pulled up, coming past at full speed, and ashe
pulled up he victory-rolled over hisfalen foe.

He looked for another target but al was quiet, and he suddenly redlized that the battle was over, and
that, infact, Allic and al the others had been watching his performance.

Still high on the adrenaline of combat, Mark soared in low towards where they were gathering on the
ground and zoomed past, circling high in aloop and coming to arunning stop near the other sorcerers.

Allic approached, and offered Mark adrink from the wine sack which he dways carried with him, even
in combet.

"Madgterful, Mark Phillips. Why did you ever doubt yoursdf?'
Mark looked at hislord, and evenin his praise he could still seethe pain.

"Y our revengeismy revenge," Mark said truthfully. The hatred over what he had seen earlier had finaly
exploded when Pinawas threatened, and he redlized that it had been the desire to protect afriend and to
avenge the anguish of another which had enabled him to fight and win.

"But never let hatred or vengeance be the sole source of your power," Valdez said, sepping forward to
clap Mark on the shoulder. "It is powerful but erratic.”

Walker pushed through the crowd and came to Mark'sside. "Two kills, Captain,” Walker exulted.



"Damniit, there's no plane to paint them on, but once we get back I'm having two demons embroidered
on my deeve. Two kills--am | good or am | good?"

Themen fell into around of good-natured jeering.

"Strip the bodies," Allic findly said, interrupting the celebration. " There are enough crystals on the dead to
at least balance some of the debt for tonight.” He cleared histhroat and continued, "I wishto tell dl of
you how proud | am to have you with me."

A roar of gpprova went up from the entire group.

"Let it be known that the outlanders now have the rank of Sorcerers of the Realm. Y ou are acolytes no
more."

Allic looked around the gathering asif searching for someone. "Ikawa, step forward.”
From the back of the crowd the Japanese commander advanced.

"From now on," Allic said, "you are one of my Achmen, my battle advisors. | am pleased to have one
such asyou serving me.”

Ikawalooked around at the assembly and the men broke into a spontaneous cheer. He started to bow
low in response but Allic stopped him.

"Y ou are never to bow to me again. Y ou arelike Vadez: your words come from the coldness of logic
rather than the heat of passion. | need such men. Next month | must go to my father's court, and as
reward, you are to come with me."

"And you too," Allic said to Mark. "It'stime that the two of you met agod.”

The looting of the dead sorcerers completed, Allic's men gathered together and prepared for the flight
back. Severa of them had taken hits, but no one had been serioudly injured.

Alliclifted into the air. One by one the othersfollowed.
Pinawalked over to Mark's sde. "I wanted to thank you, aswell."
Mark waved an acknowledgment.

"Why so embarrassed?’ Pinaasked.

Mark was silent.

"Ahyes, | see. Y ou outlanders have such strange mores!" He chuckled. "1 dare say when word gets
around the castle how you bested that sorcerer and saved my life, Chloe will be more than happy to
reward you."

Laughing, Pinalifted into the air and banked over tojoin Allic.
Oh god, would be ever get used to these peopl€e's customs?

"Comeon," Vaddez shouted, flying past Mark. "Allic might praise you, but you've got adamn sght more
to learn before I'm done with you."

Shrugging, Mark ascended. He was exhausted, weak, and shaking. It wasthat way after every battle,



when he climbed out of aplane ready to collapse.

Vadez and then Chloe. Well, maybe he could sit in the back of the room and deep, and at least get
ready for the evening.

As he soared, the Americans and Japanese fell in around him. When they cleared the shadow of the
ridge, the group was washed by thefirst glowing red of dawn.

Upwardsthey climbed, plunging into alow ceiling of puffy clouds awash with asoft pink light. Mark
burst through the gentle cloud into the clear light of dawn, arched over, and set a course for home.

Ralnath waited until he was sure that Sarnak had calmed down before he spoke.
"I can't believe Allic could be so cunning.”

Sarnak's reply came through clenched teeth. "Heisn't. Allicisabull. This came from someone
€else--probably that damned Vadez."

He watched through his crystal as Allic and the others flew back to Landra

"My timeiscoming, Allic. You'll be dead and your city will be mine, and thereisn't anything you can do
to prevent it."

Chapter 10

Allic's party wasflying over arolling countryside dotted with fields of golden grain, vineyards, and low
hilltops covered by eldar trees that reached two hundred or more feet into the sky.

Mark'sfavorite, the derusatrees, had shed most of their blossoms. He still found it fascinating that the
falen petals retained some of their iridescence, so that here and there a green canopied forest would rise
out of acarpet of fading red.

To hisright, adozen leagues away, the Crystal Mountains soared to the heavens, their eterndly
snowcapped peaks piercing the banking clouds--promise of alite afternoon storm. From horizon to
horizon the mountains shimmered in the sunlight. It was easy to imagine that mountains and clouds were
one, both forged from one of the radiant crystals which were hidden benegath the snowclad range.

Mark, Ikawa, Kochanski, and Allic traveled at aleisurdly pace, while the escort flew overhead ina
protective circle. Asthey passed over avillage or agroup of farmersout in thefieds, Allicwould call out
his greetings, and the villagers would ook up, astonished, then shout afriendly reply.

Mark could hear the conversations of those below asthey dowly cruised along; and the sounds of
rushing brooks, laughing children, and the gentle sighing of thewind.

The scent of the land came up to him, aswell: the last dying fragrance of the red blossoms, or, where
another grape crop was being brought in, the heady bouquet of the freshly pressed juice.

Kochanski asked why it ways seemed to be harvest time on Haven, and Allic explained that the gods
had done genetic work on plants and crops. Grains matured quickly, and different strains matured at
different times. So by aternating cropsto replenish the soil, and timing them to maximizeyield, afarmer
would dways have a harvest. The same was true of vegetables and fruits. Indeed, Allic had adifficult
time comprehending that because things were not as well arranged on Earth that famines occasondly
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occurred. Whole provinces actudly starved? Unthinkable.

Upon reflection the outlanders agreed that it made perfect sense. In Allic'sland, with aclimate smilar to
Southern Cdiforniawhereit just got alittle chilly during the short winter, and where any drought could be
corrected by ateam of sorcerersusing credtivity... of course you would have year-round food crops.

When the time camefor the noonday medl, Allic led them over to anarrow valey, set againgt one of the
foothillsto the Crystd Mountains, in aregion of vineyards held in the highest esteem.

Landing in an open fidd where the vine masters were supervising the harvest, Allic and histraveling
companions were met with a hearty round of good-natured greetings. A crowd gathered, and the visitors
were soon escorted to an outdoor tavern at the edge of the village.

Mark had believed that the feasts at the palace were extraordinary, but this friendly medl, set upon
rough-hewn tables shaded by towering eldar trees, was beyond compare.

The sweet richness of the freshly harvested grapes mingled with the pindlike tang of the eldars. The
narrow valley before them seemed to climb amost to the clouds, step after step of terraces dotted with
villages, groves, vineyards, and pastures.

The abundance of the land was matched by the generosity of the medl. It was plain country fare, but
there was aremarkable variety: a dozen different cheeses and a score of meats and breads.

And asthe platters of food were passed and the women of the village pressed their choicest selections
upon the honored guests, the village's men uncorked bottle after bottle from what they thought had been
the best year. Then aloud argument would ensue as dates and vineyards were extolled or attacked, while
at the other end of the table someone would uncork yet another bottle, and another argument.

The sun shifted in its course, the shadows gtarting to lengthen acrossthe field. Bawdy songsfilled theair,
joined in by both men and women, and more than one couple had excused themselves to disappear into
the bushes. Half a dozen feasters had smply tipped over backwards, to collapse sprawling on the
ground. Mark found himsdlf staring into the bottom of his goblet, not sureif thelast drink had been alight
well-rounded white or a hearty, full-bodied red, or wasit that brandy one of the vine masters had
brought up from his special stock?

Findly Allic rosefrom the table, raisng hishandsin afriendly gesture as hetried politdy to declinethe
shouted invitationsfor him to stay for aday or week or two.

Taking severa bottles that were pressed into his hands, he beckoned for the rest of his party to follow.
The guards, who while on duty had to abstain, were immediately at his sde. Mark was dmost tempted to
stay behind, for agirl with light blue eyes and golden red hair which flowed to her waist had made it more
than clear that making joy, if only briefly in the nearest hayloft, would be a pleasant way to end hisvisit.

Mark looked over at Ikawa and Kochanski and saw that they were wrestling with the same desires. A
dender dark-eyed girl stood closeto Ikawas side, while Kochanski, to his obvious delight, had two
young blondes, one on each knee, vying for his attention.

Allic waslooking at them, bemused. Mark sighed, and patting his new friend on the backside, he joined
Allic. Ikawaand Kochanski rductantly followed.

With apolite wave and "Thank you!" Allic ascended, his haf-inebriated companions behind him. Asthey
rose, Mark looked down again, seeing his disgppointed friend giving him alook that clearly said, You
don't know what you're missing. He waved again, then followed Allic as he turned, banking out from



the valey to return to their northeasterly heading.

Mark redlized yet again how much the tragedy of the previous month gtill hung over Allic, who enjoyed
thevidtinthevaley, but had not plunged into the celebration with the wild abandon that he was famous
for.

Ever sncetheir return from the fight, Allic had been somewhat distant, and on severa occasions Mark
had noticed him flying alone to the top of the hillside which rose beyond the castle, to the place where
Dirk now rested beside hiswife and his mother, who Allic till remembered as ayoung mortd girl of sad
dodlike eyes and dender body.

How strange this near-immortality was. How strange that Mark could watch as Allic, who looked no
older than him, cradled agray-haired warrior and wept for an old man who was hisson. Or to love a
young girl who one day would be an old bent woman, an honored grandmother, while her lover stayed
forever young.

Mark thought about thisin hisown life, aswell. If Allic, asademigod, was amost immortd, Mark still
viewed his own increased life gpan as damn near forever.

At night he would lie awake contemplating the knowledge that if he stayed here on Haven he could live a
thousand years or more. The thought was gtill o numbing at timesthat he tried not to contemplate its
implications. How would it be when agirl, like that redhead, was eighty and looked eighty, while Mark
was dill young?

Helooked again a Allic, understanding alittle better the mercuria nature of hislord, who could live with
such abandon, and lgpse into such melancholy.

Sincethefight Allic had been quiet, distant. It was not just theloss of Dirk, Mark redlized. Therewas

a so the growing concern about the southern marches. There had been haf adozen incidentsin thelast
thirty days, with villages being raided by unknown bandits on both sides of the border between Allic and
the Torm nation to the south. Now the Torms were pressing claimsfor aleged damages, and hinting at
gtronger action since Allic couldn't redly prove Sarnak's guiilt.

They flew oninslence for nearly aturning, but at last abit of the old Allic started to show.

He began by pulling out one of the three bottles. Uncorking it in flight, he drained off most of the contents
and then let the bottle drop.

He looked over to Mark, agentle grin lighting his festures, and plummeted, weaving through an open
stand of trees and then beneath a bridge spanning the river that they were following north. For Allic's
companionsit became alively game of follow the leader.

The afternoon progressed, and the game became more difficult as Allic searched out interesting feststo
perform.

Ikawafindly gave up, laughing and shaking his head in amazement when Allic dove and had to roll
Sdewaysto fit between two buildings. Mark and Kochanski followed him, and as Mark flashed down
the narrow alleyway, he rocketed past an open window where an old woman looked out at him,
wide-eyed. Pulling back up, Mark laughed with joy. Allic then pulled straight into the sky. Mark followed
him through the clouds until findlly, a what he estimated was about amile high, Allic leveled out and
uncorked another bottle.

"Now, let's see somered flying!" Allic cried. Rolling onto his back, he put the bottle to hislips and took a



long pull.

Jesus Christ, Mark thought, but caught up in the spirit of the game he took the bottle and drank.
Kochanski got it next, and they passed it around until they drained it; then they drank another.

A clear patch appeared in the clouds and Mark spied a barge floating with the river current amile below.
"Dive bomber," Mark cried, and held up a bottle. He started into a dive and the two came up beside him.
Downward they shrieked, the wind blowing past them. Allic, roaring with delight, pulled ahead.

Damn, they were coming in fast, Mark redlized--but till Allic held his course. They dropped below a
thousand feet. The crew of the barge saw them and started to run around the deck of the vessd.

Five hundred fest.

Allic laughed uproarioudly as he steepened the diveinto anear-verticd fall. Mark hung with him, hisfear
blurred by wine and exhilaration.

Two hundred feet, and suddenly Allic started to pull up as he released his bottle. Mark continued on,
seeing Allic's bottle splash off the port bow. He released and started to pull up.

Theriver rushed up towards him and desperately he strained to overcome hisrate of fal. He rocketed
past the boat even as his bottle impacted dead amidships.

Damn, he was going to hit, and he felt his body brush the water, kicking up a plume even as he pulled
back up.

"Scratch oneflattop,” Mark shouted as he rolled up and away.
"Damn crazy sorcerers,” one of the boatmen screamed.

Laughing, Mark, Allic, and Kochanski banked away and regjoined Ikawa, who had been shaking his head
and watching from a safe distance.

A little shaken by Mark's near crack-up, Allic eased off abit. Findly, after another hour of flying, they
sghted awhite-walled fortress by theriverside.

"Tonight'sstop,” Allic announced, "my cousin Gerd.”
Mark's disappointment showed--the day's flying was over.

"Would you careto stay up abit longer?" Allic asked, looking at Mark with understanding of his passion
tofly.

Mark felt like ateenage kid whose old man had just given him the keysto the car, with afull tank of gas.
Allic looked past Mark to abank of thunderclouds forming in the distance.

"I've dwaysloved the flow of athunderstorm mysdf,” Allic said. "Why don't you try it out?'

Smiling, Mark gave a cheery wave and started to bank off to the esst.

"Beddes," Allic said asMark flew away, "you might find something interesting there.”



Mark rode through thefirst pocket of turbulence, rising and falling with thewild swirlings of thewind. The
storm rose above him, cutting from horizon to horizon with its churning fire and shadow. Green-black
clouds scudded by, flickering and trembling. A steady drumroll of thunder crossed the heavens.

He soared, riding a sudden updraft, and then cut an ascending path across the face of the towering
thunderhead.

The high anvil of the storm rose thousands of feet above him, so that he felt he was climbing the face of a
mountain of swirling dark ice.

Boaltsof lightning arced down to strike the ground. He knew that there wasllittle chance of being struck,
since any object in the air carried the same charge as the cloud. Because of the wind shears, however, no
pilot in hisright mind would willingly fly into this. But Mark was no longer apilot of metal and pounding
engines, hewasflying asagod, and the power of the eementa forces around him seemed to draw him
in. He powered up his shield to maximum and cut a sharp banking turn directly into the heart of the
gorm.

It was madness, sheer magnificent madness. Sheets of icy rain lashed past him, dipping around the
shield's protective cone so that only afine misty spray, smelling of ozone and clean windblown air,
reached him.

The turbulence was sharp and unexpected as he soared from updraft into downdraft and then into
updraft again. So rapid was one of the upward rushes that his ears popped repeatedly, and hefelt the
firgt faint symptoms of oxygen depletion. The clouds thinned for an ingtant and he came up into the
afternoon sky, asthough rising into the bottom of a canyon, for he was, surrounded by towering walls of
cloud that rose yet twenty thousand or more feet on al sides of him. As quickly as the canyon had
opened, the towering cliffs closed over him, flickering with fire and thunder.

Screaming hisjoy, Mark arched back over and dove into the heart of the storm. Sheets of lightning tore
the darkness, blinding him.

Hefdt asthough each flash somehow increased his own power, and as the thunder roared, he shouted in
wild ddlight, challenging the sorm.

He was banking sharply through arolling wall of turbulence when abolt of lightning shot past him, dicing
the sky. Laughing defiantly, Mark raised his hand and shot abolt of power, asif answering the storm.

Hefired again and again, and when he stopped for amoment, he redized that the storm had become
srangely quiet.

Mark suddenly had the vague fedling that something was watching him. Slowing, helooked from sideto
sde, but saw nothing. However, that uneasiness was growing stronger. There was something else with
him, and whatever it was, it had a definite power toit.

He started to increase his speed, and with a sudden rapid climb, pulled up and rolled over to change
direction.

There was another flash and with acry of pain Mark closed hiseyes.
"Who are you to tamper with the power of my storm?”
Damn. It was like his dream about the storm and a beautiful woman.

She floated before him--he wasn't sure whether she had a physica form or not. The clouds swirled



through her black hair; her loose windblown gown seemed to merge with the clouds about them--or was
it the clouds themsalves that cloaked her?

Her eyes shimmered with light, matching the storm's power.

Stunned, Mark watched her warily, not yet sure whether thiswas a hdlucination.

"Y ou gill haven't answered me." Her voice drifted past him like agently flowing wind.
"I'm Captain Mark Phillips of the United... of Allic's princedom,” hefinished lamely.

She laughed, and with her laughter the sky around them crackled. "Ah, so you're the one who travelsin
dreamsto seeme.”

How did she know?
"Wadl, miss, you see..." He paused, embarrassed at the memory and her knowledge of it.

She smiled knowingly at him, and her eyes seemed to burn into his soul. Her gaze riveted him; hefelt as
though she was seeing right through him, probing histhoughts and his hidden desires.

She closed her eyes and with anod turned and started to float away.
"| shall seeyou again, Captain Mark Phillips," and she was gone. The storm exploded about him.

Shaken, Mark tucked into adive, the storm crashing around him. Downward he soared, outracing the
lashing rain that tumbled from the clouds. The sky grew brighter and he burst from thewall of the ssorm
into the light of a setting sun that turned the sky into afiery cloud of reflected red.

The storm had taken him some miles from hisfriends, and racing in front of the advancing cloud, he
searched for some minutes until he finally spotted Gerdl's fortress gleaming in the sunset. Diving low,
Mark came in for an approach, turning down his defensive shield so that those below would not suspect
him of being hodtile.

Coming in over the high parapet he saw Allic, sanding aone on the battlement wall, asif watching the
approaching storm, and swinging around, Mark landed by hisside.

"Beautiful gorm,” Allic sad.
"I'll say. Allic, you won't believe what just happened to me up there.”
llTry rrE.II

Mark gave him aquick recounting of hisunusua encounter. As he spoke, he wasn't sureif Allicwas
laughing a him.

A smile crossed Allic'sface.
"Do you think I'm nuts or something?' Mark asked, il abit shaken.
"Nuts?'

"Y ou know, crazy. | mean, | just saw awoman floating in the middle of athunderstorm, which she
claimed was her creation.”

"Might be 'nuts for your world, but on Haven--" Allic shrugged in what Mark redlized must be agesture



common to more than one world.
"Damn, shewas beautiful,” Mark whispered, turning from Allic to gaze a the thunderhead.
"I know," Allic replied softly.

Before Mark could inquire further, Allic patted him lightly on the shoulder, and smiling to himsdlf, left
Mark aone on the battlements. Well, chances were the woman had aready cometo Allic's attention.
Two such asthey would naturally be drawn together--and with that thought Mark felt asurge of jealousy
and resentment for Allic's power.

Lightning crackled acrossthe sky, illuminated the distant hillswith asharp eectric flash, and histhoughts
turned away from Allic.

"Beautiful," Mark whispered, asthefirst heavy drops of rain lashed acrossthe castle walls, carrying with
it the clean-washed scent of a summer storm.

A very tired but triumphant Lieutenant Mokaoto was brought before Sarnak in his throne room. Word of
Mokaoto's success at histria had preceded him, and even some of the experienced sorcerers of the
court watched with anew wariness. This stranger had completed the last step of histraining, having
demongirated his ability to fly, to communicate through crysta's, and findly to fire with such accuracy that
he had knocked histesting partner unconscious with asingle blow. What had stunned them all wasthe
fact that he had accomplished in weeks what had taken most of them years.

"Most impressive, young man," Sarnak said, obvioudy pleased with the results, and hisinitia judgment of
the off-worlder's power. "Y ou are a tribute to your race and ancestry.”

Sarnak watched Mokaoto closdly, and saw him almost swell with pride. Ralnath's readings on his
character were correct. He had discovered the offworlder's pride of race, honor, and something of his
history aswell. Now to set the hook.

"The truth about your situation has just been brought to my attention, and I'm forced to conclude that you
have been treated most unfairly. | had no idea of the nature of your capture and the fact that you were so
foully thrown into prison. | do believe that you were the victim of court politics, sinceit is obvious that
someone did not want you to come to my attention.”

"And then, when | heard of your own honorable people and their current Situation, my anger was even
stronger.”" Sarnak stepped from histhrone, walked to Mokaoto, and spoke softly, as though sharing a
confidence with atrusted friend: "Y ou see, my relm isin somewhat the same Situation as your own lost
country: cut off from vital resources and denied itsrightful placein the sun. My just attempt to break the
stranglehold and free my oppressed people is quite smilar. Do you understand?’

Mokaoto stared momentarily and nodded savagely, afaint glow beginning to surround him ashis
emotions churned.

Sarnak continued, "I cannot directly help you and your country &t thistime, but in return for faithful and

loyd servicel will make your enemies mine and raise you to your rightful placein society.” He stepped

back from Mokaoto and spoke again so that dl could hear. "Are you willing to pledge to me and serve
asmy loyd retaner?"

Overcome with emotion and pride Mokaoto bowed and said, "My lord, | swear to take you asmy liege
and magter. | am samurai!”

Moments later, the brief ceremony over, Sarnak awarded Mokaoto hiswristbands and crystals and



snapped them in place with his own hands.

"Now, my loyd retainer, | have been told who it wasthat so foully trested you, and kept you locked
away, and then humiliated you in your training."

Instantly Mokaoto's shield snapped on as his hatred for Wika threatened to overwhem him.

Sarnak unsnagpped hisown offengve crysta and held it high. All in the throne room immediately kneltin
reverenceto therelic.

"This, Mokaoto, isagift from my revered grandfather, the Creator Horat, to my own father, and passed
down from himto me. | lend it to you to remove the stain upon your honor and mine." Heplaced it in
Mokaoto's trembling hands.

Almost weeping Mokaoto swore, "My lord, | am yourd™ Turning, he left the room to find Wika.

Sarnak dismissed the crowd and gestured to Ralnath to join him as he walked out onto the balcony. He
didn't say anything, just tilted his head and raised an eyebrow.

"Yes, my lord. | made sure that Wikas crystals were flawed.”
Sarnak nodded.

He stood for afew minutes overlooking theriver valey far below. Thefinal act was about to start. With
proper planning he could winit dl, taking Allic's princedom out from under him with asingle blow. But
even if that did not cometo pass and helost hisown land in the bargain, till hewould win, for realms
and conquest were nothing compared to the ultimate prize.

"Our spy in Jartan's court hasinformed usthat everything isready.”

"Then you il plan to throw in with your Uncle Tor on this?* Ranath said, his nervousness obvious.
"If you want much, you must risk al,” Sarnak replied coldly.

"My only wishisto serveyou," Ranath replied quickly, afraid of Sarnak'simplications.

"But of course," Sarnak replied softly.

"But if Tor should lose... After dl, his opponent..."

"Thewar with Allic is nothing more than a screen to hide our red intent. I've aways planned it that way.
Tor and hisarmy of sorcererswill be hereintwo days, and our army isaready in position to moveinto
thetunnd."

The tunnel, dways the tunnel, Ralnath thought. For nearly athousand yearsthat had been histask,
supervising the security for the hundreds of miles of tunnels dug clear from their capitd to the edge of
Allic'scity. It had been anightmare of work, drafting the labor, sending them below, and making sure that
no one could ever breathe aword of it once they could no longer work. He shuddered inwardly at the
thought of how he had solved that part of the problem.

And even within his own security net he had never known of the side branch to the main tunnd, the
branch that led straight to the heart of Jartan's Crystal Mountains, for that operation was a secret that
Sarnak had managed on hisown, until the final planning had been reveded and Ralnath's position was
shifted to beliaison to Tor's saff.



For athousand years Ranath had |abored believing that thiswas Sarnak's master stroke to take Allic's
realm. But in truth the attack on Landrawas only adiversion. For Tor, Sarnak's uncle and sole surviving
son of afalen god, would launch his own attack into the Crystal Mountains--to stedl the greet crystal
hoard of Jartan himsalf while attention was focused on Landra. Even if the attack on Landrafailed, the
captured hoard would give Tor and Sarnak the power to face even agod. With such power the other
gods might even be bargained with or turned against each other.

Ralnath's fear was obvious as he looked at his master.

"| take it you don't approve?’ Sarnak asked.

"No, my iord, itisjust that | fear Jartan'swrath.”

"If wewin, then we oursaves will be like gods, and your power will rise ahundredfold.”

"Yes, my lord," Ranath replied quietly, hisgreed for such power baancing hisfear to some degree.
"The attack againg Machais planned?’

"They fly once darkness has settled.”

"Good. Make sure that Mokaoto isin the forefront. Be sure aswell that heis seen by at least one
aurvivor. The whole areaknows of Allic's new sorcerers and Machawill be sureit is Allic atacking him.

"Once you return from the attack my army will start itsmove into the tunndl. Y ou and the offworlder will
go with the van. I've heard reports that the offworlder has suggested improvementsto my
communications control. He claimsthat he learned such things back on hisworld. Let him work on that
asthearmy movesup.”

Sarnak turned away and walked to the balcony overlooking his citadel. From the courtyard below came
the sound of angry shouting. Sarnak leaned over to watch. There was aflash of light, and then another,
followed by ashout of triumph.

Sarnak smiled wistfully as the attendants rushed out and took Wika's body away.

Chapter 11

Far to the south, across the border of Allic'srealm, wasthe land ruled by Macha, Prince of Torm and
son of Minar. It was aland of herds and savannahs, with lazy rivers and quick-tempered spearmen. Each
village on the plainswasfortified, and even the fidlds were surrounded by thick thorn fences. Lifewas
harder here than in the temperate climate above the escarpment, but the rains came regularly and the
herds were pralific, and the beauty of the open savannah madeit al worthwhile.

On thisday, however, clouds of smoke and ashes and the smell of carnage brought home the dangers of
living so close to the border.

"This, thisisthe price of my trust!" With acry of rage Macha cradled the smdl body to hischest.
"My lord," avoice whispered behind him, "please, my lord, give the boy to me.”
“No!"

"My lord, we must send him to hisrest. Please, my lord, the men are watching.”
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Could he have no rest? Could he never have the quiet of solitude with his grief? Even the son of agod
could fed pain. But no, his people were dways watching, drawing their strength from him. Asthe son of
Minar, one of the Creators, his followers wanted to see him as a source of forbearance and strength.
Even as he held the scorched body of his nephew, till the men of his guard would expect him to be the
leader, the stern judge without passion.

Trembling, he came back to hisfeet, and Batu, hisfirst commander of the host, approached him. With a
look of infinite pain Batu extended his arms to take the burden.

Macha closed his eyes and let hisfedlings show again as he kissed the boy on the forehead.

"Seep, my little one. May your spirit rise now to join your father. Sleep, little one, who waslikeason to
me"

Machalooked to his friend and nodded. The burden was lifted from his embrace and Batu took the body
away. Machaknew he should attend the body as it went to the flames, but that was far too much for him
right now. Later, after the revenge, he would come back here and make the offerings of his own blood
upon the ashes.

Turning, heleft the ruined fortress. They had flown through the night, guided by soaring flameswhich
could be seen fifty milesaway. But too late, far too late to save his hdf brother, to save his beloved
nephew, or the hundred families of the border marches.

Smoke swirled around him as he strode through the gate and into the early morning light. From all
directions units were coming up, ralying to the messages that had arrived at the other garrison points.

From above, thelast of his sorcerers were circling down to land. From across the grasdandsto the
southwest he could see his dlite regiment of athousand mounted warriors eager for his command.

They were dl too late to save this place. But they would not be too late for what was about to begin.

From out of the smoke Batu came up to his side and nodded in response to Machas inquiring gaze. The
boy was upon the pyre now. Asthe son of agod, Machaknew that the spirit would go to another house
of themillion realms of the gods, there to walk again benesth a different sun, and thereto live out, he
hoped, alifeinto old age. But never again in thisrealm would Macha see the youngster's shining eyes, or
hear the pedls of laughter at the smple magic performed by his beloved uncle, who was dso the prince of
the Torms.

"Never again,” Machawhispered.

"My lord?

"Why?" Macha asked, looking Straight at Batu.
"Thereisnologictoit, my lord."

"Have you found any messages to confirm the evidence?"

Batu looked back at the blazing fortress. "It's been swept clean, my lord. They hit it hard--at least thirty
sorcerers, the survivors claim. Our people never knew what hit them.”

"They should have been ready,” Macharoared. "Damn it, thisis aborder march!™

"But it'son Allic'sborder, my lord. Y ou yoursdf knew that your brother dismissed the reports of raidings



into our territories as coming from Sarnak, not Allic, and thushewaslax.”

"And now we have paid for that trust,” Machasaid coldly. ™Y ou heard what the survivors said. The
attackerswere led by one of the new outlanders, and only our so-called friend Allic has those accursed
outlanders with him. Oh, they tried to make themsalves|ook like Sarnak's men, but they weren't good
enough & their deceit.”

Machaturned and looked back at the raging inferno that darkened the morning sky. It was all so obvious
to him now, and he cursed himsdlf for being afool.

"l can seeit clearly at last,” he said, his voice edged with bitterness and self-reproach. "Those outlanders
are hisnew dlies, summoned from another realm. And it was no mistake, as he now clams. They'real
trained sorcerers who give him apowerful edge. Allic thinksto provoke awar between Sarnak and me,
and then with those new sorcerers helll move in and clean us both out once we've exhausted each other.
Oh, most clever of him, staging this attack with the hopethat I'll believe Sarnak is behind it. With the
crystals captured from our two redlms, helll have near the power of agod himsdif.”

"But | am the son of agod, aswdll," Machasaid, "and if thisisto be awar between the sons of gods,
then so beit. And if thisisto be the start of awar between the gods themselves, then so be that, aswell.”

"My lord, we only have the evidence of this one atack," Batu cautioned. " Somehow it still seems out of
character for Allic. | know he getsinto his cupsalittle too much, but even when drunk, | don't think Allic
would conceive of such adrive for power."

"The evidenceis here, right here--" Macha pointed to the blazing fortress. "There's been haf adozen
incidents on our border in the last month, and our ambassador reports that Allic is crying that we have
attacked him on severa occasons.”

"Can't you seeit? He's building his excuses with faked attacks upon himsdlf, so he can whine to hisfather
and neighbors about my perfidy.”

"Thetrue evidenceisal around us," Macha shouted, his arms sweeping toward the ruins. "The evidence
isthe ashes of my nephew, rising even now over our heads. What more do you want for proof? Do you
want meto go to Allic's court, crawling on my knees, begging to hear hislies? When | seehim again it
will beto spit on hiscorpse.”

Macha looked towards his sorcerers and chieftains. "Gather the host," he roared. "We march tonight!"

"Jesus, Mark, will you just look at that!™

Mark didn't need Kochaaski to point out the splendor before them. For severa hours they had been
increasing thelr dtitude, following the terrain's gradua sweep into the snowcapped mountains. Now the
ar was sharp, invigorating, and Mark had reaized just how much he had missed the cold, bracing winters
of Pennsylvania. For years now, ever sncethewar started, he had either been in the drizzly winters of
England or the near tropica warmth of south central China, followed by the seemingly eterna spring of
thisland.

Hying with Allic and hisretainers, he crested the last of the snowclad peaks, and asif acurtain had been
drawn back, the distant peninsula beyond and the city of Asmaraatop it were at last revedled.

Thewalls of the city shimmered in the morning light, so that they seemed to match the pureness of the
mountaintops the flyers had left behind.



Picking up speed, the party dove, running low over abroad highland forest that soon gave way to
pastures, vineyards, and well-tended orchards. However, now the air was filled with not only the sound
and smdll, but aso thefed, of the nearby sea.

The roads below werefilled with travel ers heading towards the city. Obvioudy it wasfestival time, for dl
were dressed in their finest, so that the paths and highways seemed to be awash with athousand colors.

Asthe formation passed by, the mortalswho could only dream of flying looked up and shouted their
greetings. Politely the flyers returned the courtesies, but the three off-worlders barely paid attention: All
they could look at now wasthe city and itswonders.

Jartan had built his capita city, Asmara, on the end of a peninsulathat extended adozen leaguesinto the
Central Sea. Thiswasthe center of Jartan'srealm, of which Allic's province of Landrawas only asmal

part.

The outer series of walls passed by a hundred feet below, and at |ast they entered the first belt of the city
proper.

Thewalls were set off on elther side by open parklands a hundred yards across. One could follow the
high limestone barrier asit Sretched away for leaguesin either direction, marked off by the surrounding
ribbon of green.

The shimmering whitewall set in afied of green creasted astunning effect, but Mark redized that it was
not merely for esthetics, since the open space provided clear fields of fire both in front of the barrier line
and behind. He knew that Allic and all the othersreferred to Jartan asagod, but it struck him as curious
that agod would sill rely on medieva defensesfor hiscapitd city.

Asthey flew towards the heart of the city, a second barrier ahundred feet high lay before them with the
same open space of gardenslaid out in front. Following Allic's lead, the party rose and passed over the
second line of fortificationsinto the city proper. With awheding turn they followed thewall for severd
hundred yards and then turned again over an open thoroughfare ahundred or more yards across.

"The Avenue of the Gods," Allic said, faling back to fly by Mark'sside.

Buildings of limestone and marble rose hdf athousand feet into the air, so that it waslike flying down a
canyon of burnished stone that shimmered, reflected, and rereflected the morning sun. Some of the
buildings were shaped like great pyramids or giant obelisks, while others appeared like Greco-Roman
temples, with massive fluted columns and broad stairs that were now crowded with people. More than
one building even had avaguely modern look to it, with huge sections of glass and polished metd.

Mark dowed for amoment, fascinated by a unique arrangement where a huge mirror, turned by aclock
mechanism, caught the light of the sun and sent itsimageto arelay of fifty or more mirrors positioned
down the length of the street. The mirrorsin turn reflected the light to other mirrors or to giant prisms, so
that rainbow splashes cut into every corner of the avenue, generating alively interplay of color that
darkened for moment with the passing of acloud, then exploded with dazzling intensity so that it seemed
as though rainbow after rainbow arced across the thoroughfare.

Music drifted on the breeze, the chanting of priests from one temple counterpointed by awild pulsing
roar of bagpipes from another, which mingled with ahundred different songs from the crowds, musicians,
and street vendors.

Thear wasfilled with a shifting patina of scents--incense from the temples, cooked food from street
vendors, the smdlls of avibrant city full of life, and the scent of the not so distant sea.



Y et Mark sensed that al thiswas but aprelude. For at the far end of the avenue he could see the inner
core of the city, surrounded by awall that was nearly twice as high again as the one they had passed over
minutes before. The gate facing out onto the Avenue of the Gods was yet to be opened.

"Now we enter my father'strue court,” Allic said, and motioned for the othersto swing behind himin
snglefile. Sowing, he drifted up and over thewall.

The sound of awaterfal filled the air, and as Mark crested the barrier he saw amagnificent array of
fountains arranged around the sides of alarge hexagonal pyramid in the center of avast courtyard. Atop
the pyramid was yet another clock-driven mirror which reflected to more mirrorsand prisms. Thelight in
turn was reflected back to the fountains, so that the entire courtyard was awash in brilliance.

Dozens of jets of water legped ahundred feet into the air, swirling in a pattern that shifted with every
passing second. Mark could not help but laugh as Allic swept downward, cutting in and out through the
high arcing jets of liquid, and then he noticed that there were others flying through and about the fountains
asif thiswere an elaborate game.

Below in the courtyard he could see hundreds of upturned faces calling and laughing as the sorcerers
circled in and out, dodging as new jets erupted.

Therewas agentle pulsing of musicintheair, and Mark redlized that he sensed it more than he heard it.
It held awild, haunting beet that resonated in him.

Diving, he swung in behind Allic, and as the tempo of the music increased, so did the changing pattern of
water jets.

A cheer came up from below, and looking over his shoulder, Mark saw that a sorcerer had been
tumbled end over end by ablast of water. The crestfalen flyer regained his control and swung out of the
play areato settle on one of the smdl idandsin the lagoon that surrounded the fountain.

So, Mark realized, it was yet another game of flying.

Faster and fagter the jets switched on and off. He visudized it as dodging streams of flak coming from
below. Suddenly as heraced in close along the pyramid wall, aconcealed jet erupted and struck him
hard in the chest, sending him tumbling. Regaining control at the last moment, he skimmed low acrossthe
water and dighted at the water's edge, where alaughing spectator offered him agoblet of wine.

"QOutlander, hey?' the old man inquired.

"Guessyou could say that," Mark replied politely.

"The whole court's been abuzz about you folks. Ah, there goes another one.”

Mark looked over towards where the man was pointing, to see that |kawa had been knocked out.

Faster and faster the jets played on and off, and the haunting music grew louder, echoing in hismind. The
hundreds of spectators had picked up the beat and clapped their hands in rhythm to the song, each clap
sgnaling achangeto the pattern of water. It dl had an intoxicating, sensud fed to it, like adreamscape.

The besat kept increasing and one after another the flyers tumbled, each fal met by another cheer, until
only Allic and Kochanski were lft. In and out they darted, weaving and turning, skimming low then high,
racing across the surface of the lagoon, astream of jets arcing up behind them in achain of watery
explosons.



Kochanski pulled up sharply to theleft, barrd rolling in atight series of loops, while Allic circled around
himin hisclimb. It appeared that the two would collide when a jet of water arced down from the top of
the pyramid, catching them both at the same ingtant.

Asthey fdl, it seemed the entire lagoon and the pyramid in the middie exploded in one showering
cascade of water, while the eerily half-heard music thundered to a climax. The water showered down,
the light from the mirrors casting rainbows over the crowd, as everyone broke into awild ovation.

Allic pulled up low over the water with Kochanski at his side, and reaching out, prince grabbed the hand
of vassd and held it high inasign of mutua triumph. Together the two descended to Mark's side, where
the crowd surged around them, shouting greetings and praise.

"Welcometo my father's court,” Allic laughed.
Servants came forward with towels and goblets of wine.
"How the hell did you do that?' Mark asked, looking at Kochanski.

"Beats me, Captain. It waslikein my mind | could see where each jet was, and where it would cut, and
al | had to do wasweave throughiit. | felt like | was watching one of those dow-motion movies.”

"Useful inafight, | dare say, dodging the blast of an enemy,” Mark said quietly.

"You seethen,” Allic said, "here all things are but shades of others. Gamestrain for war; the words of
court mask the speaker'sintent. Thisismy father's court, but it is also the court of those who serve him,
andwishtoganinhissight, aswell."

Allicfel slent for amoment and looked at the two of them carefully. "We had best go and prepare. The
god Jartan will wish to seeyou at once."

The god Jartan, Mark thought. If only hisfather could have heard those words, how his Baptist
preacher's soul would have been aroused. It was bad enough when his father wasin the same room with
aUnitarian minister or even worse, a Catholic priet, ready to debate some obscure point of doctrine.
But agod?

Hefdt acold stab of fear. Was he really about to meet agod? Mark was reminded of hisfather's
fire-and-brimstone sermons. Would this be afiery god of Old Testament wrath?

"Youlook alittle nervous," Allic sad.

"Ligten, if you wereraised aBaptist, you'd be damn nervous too, meeting someone who thinks himsdf a
god,” Mark said anxioudly.

"He does not think himsdf agod,” Allic said, anote of cautionin hisvoice. "He isagod. And he awaits
our presence. It's not wise around here, Mark Phillips, to keep agod waiting.”

Mark felt that it was beyond even the wildest designs of Cecil B. de Mille. Allic walked before him, his
golden cloak shimmering in the strange, haunting light that seemed to fill the great hdl yet came from no
vigble source. He, Ikawa, and K ochanski waked behind their prince, wearing their old army uniforms
which had been freshly pressed and mended, the brasswork polished by servantsto aglow that would
have pleased even aboot camp sergeant.

The corridor was more than a hundred yards in length, broadening into agrest triangle to ahigh dais at
thefar end of the chamber. Along the walls the chosen of Jartan's court stood in groups, talking and



drinking with the ease of long familiarity. The music was stirring and mgestic a the sametime,
Everywhere there was the shimmering light, so that the assembly seemed to glow with an inner radiance.

Mark tried to ignore the curious stares, keeping his eyes straight ahead, looking towards where he
expected Jartan to wait. But there was no throne on the dai's, no grest bearded figure sitting there. The
far end of the audience chamber was empty save for an enormous pillar of shifting light. Glancing
surreptitioudy out of the corner of hiseye, he could see adozen other columns of light around the walls
of the chamber.

So, what isthis? Mark thought, suddenly disappointed. Here he had been al geared up to have the shit
half scared out of him by atowering presence who spoke with thees and thous like somebody from the
Bible, but there was nothing. Just an empty dais and what was probably a searchlight or something buried
inthefloor.

All right then, Mark thought. We'll bow down befor e the unseen god, make some public intonations
of piety, and be on our way. He could only hope hisfather wouldn't ever hear of this breaking of the
First Commandment about false gods.

Allic cameto astop and extended hishands asasignd to the men behind him.

Mark looked out of the corner of hiseye at Kochanski. The old history student was redlly getting into
this. Heredlized that for Kochanski this was the stuff of dreams--of ladies dressed in silken robes and
warriorsfair, of distant lands that most likely never were, but should have been.

"My father, | have come again to pledge mysdf and my redlmto you," Allic announced, raising hisarms.
Helowered hisarms, and turning, looked at Mark and the others.
"Heishere" Allic said evenly. "Jartan now wishesthat you announce yourselves."

Damn, thisfelt a little ridiculous, Mark thought. Growing up he could never get into al the glorying
and praising god stuff of hisfather's church. In fact, since the day heleft his parents home, he had never
again goneto aservice. He could remember how his old man had loved it when Grace, hiskid sigter,
would "get the spirit" and start spesking in tongues and calling on Jesusto help her. Mark had found the
wholething rather embarrassing. But he had to do something.

He stepped up to Allic's side and came to attention. Trying to suppress agrin, he snapped off asaute.

"Captain Mark Phillips, pilot 306th bombardment group, seria number 15677432, a your service, my
lord."

Ikawa and K ochanski, following Mark'slead, did the same.

WEell, that ought to take care of it. If he ever got back home thiswould be ahell of agood story to tell
the guys-that is, if they ever believed himin thefirst place.

"Do you not consider it dangerous to be flippant in the presence of agod?' avoice boomed through the
audience chamber.

Before histerrified eyes Mark saw afiery form taking shape within the light. The figure swirled in upon
itself and with ablinding flash ignited into a pulsing tower of blue-white flame.

God almighty, what've | done? Mark thought.



Thetower of light whirled like atornado of flame. "I am not amused by your thoughts,” the voice
boomed.

Mark felt hiskneesturning to jelly. He thought for amoment that he should abase himsdf before this
presence. But that probably wouldn't work, and anyhow, if he was going to get blasted, held prefer to
faceit sanding up.

"I am Jartan, one of the Cresators of thisworld. And you will either obey me or die.”

Gritting histeeth, Mark stared into the coiling fire and waited stoicaly for damnation.

"Good, very good,” the voice whispered. Mark kept staring straight ahead, not daring to move.
"My son hastold me of you and the others. He claimsthat despite your faults, you have potentid.”
Mark did not respond. At this point it was best to keep his big mouth shut.

"WEeéll talk again later," the voice whispered, and the tornado of flame pulsed ever smdler, until the figure
inthelight flickered out.

Mark felt ahand on his shoulder, and turning, looked into Allic's eyes.

"Don't ever pressyour luck with him," Allic said, hisfeatures cold. "Remember, he can sense your very
thoughts. It was obviousthat at first al three of you had angered him. But he admires courage--he never
could stand grove ers-—-and that was your redemption.”

"I'm sorry," Mark whispered. He could see that this might have turned out badly for Allicif they had too
greatly angered Jartan.

The sound of other voices now echoed around them. Mark fdlt as though everyone in the room was
watching him, which undoubtedly they were.

"Let'sjointhe others™ Allic said. "I've brought you here for areason. Part ismy promiseto help you
leave after your service, and | dare say, only my father could arrange that. But aso to let others know
that my strength has been increased by the addition of you and your men. Do your part. But if you should
embarassme..."

Mark knew better than to inquire about what had been |eft unsaid. For thefirst time he was seeing Allic
asacold and, if necessary, hard palitician who could cal his underlingsto account. He had at times
suspected that Allic might be alittle too free and easygoing with hisresponghilities, but not now. Mark
felt anew leve of respect for Allic, and he nodded, accepting the warning.

Turning, they walked towards the crowd that filtered in around them, eager to examine the three new
wielders of power who had aroused the interest of agod.

Mark found himsdlf being presented to adizzying array of princes, sorcerers, heders, warriors,
philosophers, and priests. Already he could see how most of them were maneuvering, trying to get a
grasp on these new creatures, evaluating whether they could be dlies or possibly enemiesto be dedlt
with.

Severd priests cornered Mark, and he had to tread lightly when they quizzed him on the nature of his
god. Knowing that Allic was watching, he maneuvered and ducked, and after nearly aquarter-turning
had not made a single statement with any red content.



"Mark." Allic put ahand on his shoulder. "If your worshipswill forgiveme,” Allic said smoothly, "theré's
someone herewho insststhat | introduce Mark to her at once."

Allic led him through the crowd to asmall knot of people standing in the far corner of theroom. Allic
broke away from Mark's side and came up to the back of awoman and dipped hisarm around her
was.

Thewoman dowly turned, placing her hand on Allic's shoulder.

Mark went numb as her dark blue eyesboreinto him. Her raven hair flowed over her shoulders,
covering her full breasts. The sheer blue silk of her gown clung to every curve of her long dender body.

Thefaintest of smiles crossed her lipsand she drew closer, Allic till by her side. Mark coolly held her
gaze, struggling to suppressthe ingtinct to activate his defensive crysd.

"Yes, you aeas| remember you, young flyer," she said softly.
"Mark Phillips, may | present Storm.”

Mark looked at Allic with atug of jeslousy. Never had he met awoman like Storm, yet shetriggered a
defensvewarinessin him.

"Oh, weve dready met. Haven't we, Captain Phillips?"

He had seen that look before, but never with such afrank openness of invited pleasure. He looked
suddenly at Allic. It must be obviousto everyone, especialy to hislord prince, how thiswoman was
looking a him.

Allic gtared at Storm, then at Mark, threw back his head and started to laugh.

"Ah, my poor friend, too much has aready happened to you today. Don't worry though, I'm on your side
with this particular issue, and | haveto say that | dmost fed sorry for you." He pulled Storm closer with a

playful hug.
"Shelsmy sgter, Mark."
Mark couldn't help but breathe asigh of rdlief, and a smile crossed hisface.

"Would that be on your father's or your mother's sde?' Kochanski asked, coming up to join the
conversation.

"Why, on our father'sside," Storm said evenly, sill looking straight into Mark's eyes.

"Then you are the daughter of agod,” Kochanski said quietly.

"But of course," shereplied, holding Mark with her gaze.

Oh no, Mark thought, struggling to keep hisfeatures cam.

She stepped even closer, her warm fragrance washing over him; she smiled at his obvious discomfort.

"Does my being the daughter of agod intimidate you, Captain Phillips?' she asked, her gaze ill fixed on
him.

"WEell, ah, no, not exactly," hetied, struggling not to lower hiseyesfor aquick look at her cleavage. The



low cut of her imperial-style dressmade it rather difficult to ignore.

Damn, the last thing he needed was for Jartan's daughter to think that he was checking her out--then the
shit would redlly hit the fan. But try as he would, human nature won out and he sneaked a quick look
downward.

Christ, what a body,
"Well, do you liketheway | look?"

Mark could fed the blood rushing to his face. The women back home would never have been so damn
direct.

All right then, Mark thought, if she wanted to be that way about it... "Yes| do. Y ou're aknockout."
"| take it that is one of your outlander terms meaning that you like the appearance of my breasts.”

Storm smiled at how her response caught him off guard, and dipping her arm around his, led him off to a
quiet corner of the reception hall.

"Allic'stold me about your customs regarding women. Sounds rather restrictive to me. Gives no credit to
awoman to make her own choices."

He looked at her out of the corner of hiseye. Damn, she was beautiful. Her long black hair swayed softly
with her every step, complementing the feline grace of her body.

But thiswas the daughter of agod, he kept reminding himsdlf. He knew what the hell his Baptist dad
would say about thistheological question. Damn, screwing around with agoddess---even the thought
was blagphemousd!

Together they dipped into the quiet shadows of an archway leading into aside corridor.

"Would | betoo forward," Storm whispered, drawing closer, "if | said that | found you very appeding?’
"Ah--not a dl," he said woodenly. Was she propositioning him?

"Y ou seem very nervous.”

"It'sjust that thistype of thing doesn't happen to me every day,” Mark said. "I mean, | dmost get fried by
agod and later the most beautiful woman I've ever seenistelling me how appeding | am. Now, don't get
mewrong, your highness, but..."

"Storm, just cal me Storm."”
"All right then, Storm. It'sjust thet I'm fedling alittle overwhelmed by al of this™

Then hefound himsdlf throwing al caution to thewind. "Two monthsago | wasaflyer. | wasfightingina
war and | knew that we were right in what we were doing. | knew, damnit... | knew how things worked,
and why things were the way they were."

"And now al of this. | don't know what the hell I'm doing here. The whole world isturned upside down. |
camefrom aplace where dl this stuff you attribute to the Essence was nothing more than fairy tales.
According to the way the game was played in my old neighborhood, | should have died back in that
crummy temple. Who knows, maybe | really am deed, | ill think that at times--"



Shelooked at him as though he were talking aforeign language, but he didn't even notice. Hisfrustrations
at last were coming out.

"Then | meet thisincredibly beautiful woman in alightning storm that she claimed was hers, and two days
later | find out she's the daughter of agod and | think she hasthe hots for me. Areyou following me?"

"l think s0."

"Look, Storm, you are really attractive, but | just don't know how I can handle another complication.”
"Doesthat mean you're not interested in making joy with me?"

Be careful here, Mark thought. Thisgirl could fry himif she got pissed off.

"No, | wasn't saying that at al," hereplied cautioudy. His eyes wandered again, and his pul se quickened.
Shedrew closer, pressng him againg the wall. Her body seemed to melt againgt his.

She hdld his gaze with an unblinking stare that seemed to look deep inside him. Hisbody reacted to her
with avigor that made him lightheaded.

She smiled, closed her eyes and kissed him. He responded with intensity, and held the embrace for what
seemed an eternity--or amoment.

At last she drew back, her face flushed, her bresth coming in short, shallow gasps.

"l was right about you," she whispered. "I have felt your presence since you first cameto Haven and |
could fed your affinity through your dreams and our encounter in my storm.” They gazed at each other
for amoment and she nodded.

"| think we should return to the gathering,” she said, but it was obviousto Mark what shed prefer to do.
His common sense was glad that her reasoning was overcoming desire, but he was il frustrated. In spite
of hisfear, he wanted thiswoman.

"After dl, they'll dready betalking about my leading you away as| did.”

"I'd think around here someone in your position could pretty much do asthey please.”
"Hardly!" she sad, laughing. "Don't you have alittle game caled palitics on your world?’
"So, it'sthat way heretoo.”

"I wanted to stake out my claim to you right up front,” she said evenly, as though the passion of the last
minute had never occurred.

"After dl, you outlanders are a prime interest around here. Not only has your arriva significantly shifted
the southern power bloc in my brother's favor, but we've got the guilds who want to get new ideas and
products from you, the priests who either want to try you as heretics or investigate any new truths your
society might have developed, et cetera, et cetera. Besides, | dare say haf the women in the court would
be more than happy to make joy with you, if only to experience an offworlder.”

Mark couldn't help but fed a conflicting emotion of excitement at the prospect, mingled with anger & the
thought of being considered only amorsdl for bored court ladies. He looked at Storm and wondered if
that was al that he represented to her aswell.



"Ah, | can see by your expresson what you're thinking of me," she said, drawing her arm through his.
Sheforced him to look into her eyes.

"Believe me, Mark Phillips, my interest inyou isfar from casua. Don't take our different sandards and
apply them to your vaues. I'm interested in you, and | plan to find out what you redly are.”

Storm smiled, and Mark could sense the genuineness of her words. He smiled in return.
"Anyhow," she said softly, "I wanted to get to you first, before anyone e se caught your attention.”

Storm led him down the corridor and back to the brightly lit audience chamber. Mark noticed that more
than one head was turned in his direction, and alow murmur filled the room at their reappearance.

"S0o, now you've laid your claim to me publicly, isthat it?' Mark said, not with anger but as a statement of
fect.

"Of course! Though more than one of the loveies out there will try and get to you, asachdlengeto me.”

"Just aword of caution, if Allic hasn't dready given it to you. Watch everything you say or do. Each
person here hastheir own game. Some of the peoplein thisroom would gladly kill their opponentsif
given but haf the chance.”

"I'd think with agod and demigods like you around, that would be kind of hard.”
"What do you mean?"

"Wdl, where | come from, our god has atendency to severely punish any people who do wrong, or at
least those who don't follow what he thinksis right and wrong.”

"Rather narrowminded of him," Storm replied.
Mark couldn't help but chuckle. "Doesn't Jartan punish wrongdoers?

"Occasionally, when somebody redly crosses him, but he isn't the only god, and blasting someone might
creete political problems.”

"Politicsamong gods?' Mark asked increduloudy.
"Of course. Don't your gods engage in the game?”
"There's only one al-powerful god in our world."
"Sounds rather boring to me."

"I've never taken it up with him,” Mark replied, trying to keep astraight face. "He isn't noted for his sense
of humor.”

"I can't understand this god of yours. How can agod have unlimited powers? Wouldn't unlimited powers
creste unlimited boredom for their wielder? Our gods placed part of their powersinto thisworld, creating
it, generating the forces so that life can flourish, and perhaps surpass them. With that comesacertain
randomness, which isthe focus of existence. For, if everything were preordained, if everything were
controlled, nothing would be left but infinite boredom.”

"Jartan has power, asdo |, and even as do you. But your power isindependent, and not even Jartan can



foresee dl that you might do or become. If it were otherwise, he would have gone mad eons ago.”
"In other words, thereredlly isfreewill," Mark stated.

Shelooked a him uncertainly.

"Never mind. You're saying | might aready have enemies here."

"You'revassa to Allic; you've been linked with me. Need | say more?"

Asthey came back to Allic's group, she was hailed by an older lady across the way, who waved her
over.

"Maybe tonight, maybe tomorrow, but rest assured, Mark Phillips, I'll be looking for you when we have
timeto bedone."

She gave his hand a playful squeeze and turned away. For the moment he was alone, and he looked
around for afamiliar face.

Kochanski was nowhere to be found. He noticed Ikawa off in afar corner, drink in hand. Suddenly
feding somewhat isolated, he started across the room towards the Japanese officer, who looked over the
shoulder of the woman he was talking to and noted Mark’s approach.

With abow and gesture in Mark's direction, |kawa broke off his conversation and joined Mark.

The look they exchanged was communication enough, and they quickly went to atable set inaquiet
corner.

"I noticed you disappearing with that woman," Ikawasaid, smiling. "Haf the people here noticed it, and
the other half wastold within seconds.”

"She certainly came on strong. By the way, shesAllicssger.”

"Ah, that explainswhy he was laughing when you wandered away."

"What about that number you were talking to?

"She dso came on very strong.”

"Y eah, they dl do around here." Mark chuckled ruefully. "By the way, where's K ochanski?*

"Oh, you missed that little stir. Right after you stepped out with your new friend, | saw two womenin
blue robes leading him out of the room. Allic said he had been singled out for asignificant honor."

"What'sthat?' Mark asked.
"Just that Jartan summoned him for a private audience. Seemslike quite ahigh honor.”

"Honor, yeah," Mark said nervoudy. "Let'sjust hope he doesn't get dl our buttsin the wringer with some
supid question of his."

Chapter 12
The game of Go had been in progress for hours when Sergeant Saito ruefully shook his head. " Takeo,
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you havewon again. | have played better than ever and still logt.”
Takeo bowed and asked hopefully, "Another? I'll give you asix stone handicap?’
"No, not tonight. | think I'll relax and finish my glass of wine before | retire.”

Another of the Japanese refilled his cup, showing good manners, as Saito stretched back on the couch.
"Who would have thought that we could go from the worst pesthole in the empire to this?!

The Japanese wardroom was a sitting room overlooking the pool, and just now it wasfilled with soldiers
at their ease. They had been alittle dower than the Americansto adjust to the luxury of their
surroundings, but were enjoying their new life enormoudly.

Private Shigeru stirred and spoke deferentialy. " Sergeant Saito, are we to work on ‘creating’ again
tomorrow?"

Saito stretched and replied, 'Y es, we have another session in the morning, with alecture on using
communications crystas after that. | think Pina has something specid for usin the afternoon.”

"I will never be @bleto create,” Shigeru said ruefully. "Give me aload to lift or atask aman can see, and
| am happy. | am no good at making thingsthat aren't there." And then quickly, "Of course | will keep
trying, honored ar.”

Private Y asuma broke his cusomary silence and said softly, "All my life | have dreamed of being ableto
createthethings| seein my mind. | watch the American Jose bring thingsinto existence, beautiful things,
and | know that if | could only match histalent | would be complete.”

Sergeant Nobuaki's voice was filled with rage and contempt. ™Y ou are unworthy to be Japanese,
Y asuma. The Americans are arace of mongrelsl How dare you speak of them so?1 long for the day
whenwe cankill themadl."

The men frozein surprise. They had sworn to put the old animosities aside, and for weeks no one had
dared to speak of the past. For more than one of them, it was no longer smply aquestion of orders.
Both sdeswere garting to establish friendships with their former enemies.

Saito jumped to his feet and screamed, "Attention!”
Ingtantly every man was on hisfeet rigidly staring straight ahead.

Saito, as senior man present, walked over to Nobuaki and dapped him across the face. "Y ou are the one
who isunworthy. Y ou disobey both Lord Allic and Captain Ikawa." And he dapped him again.

"Y ou will thisinstant come with me to Pinas quarters and repesat your statement to him.”
After they |eft the room the other Japanese stared silently at one another, torn by conflicting loyaties.

"Would anyone elseliketo try agame of go," Takeo said quietly, trying to break the tenson. His
question was greeted by slence asthe othersretreated into their own thoughts.

Takeo sat donein the corner of theroom.

| wish Imada were here, he thought sadly, wondering how his friend was and what he was doing out on
patrol.



"| tell you, Imada, you trust him far too much. Y ou'rejust like that fool friend of yours Takeo, aways
trusting what Ikawa and Saito say."

"Why shouldn't I? He'sthe officer," Imadareplied defensvely, turning in the saddle to look towards his
companion. "Anyhow, he got us out of that scrap with the Chinese, didn't he?"

"Got usout of the scrap, isit? What do you call wherewe are now?' Y oshidasaid sarcagticaly. "How
will we ever see our familiesagan?”

Imadafdl slent, lost in sad reflections. Y oshidawas right. Therewas awar back home. What of his
mother and hissister in Tokyo?

"But Ikawaknows what he'sdoing.”

"Knowswhat hesdoing," Y oshida barked. "Trusting Americans? Do you cal that honorable, or even
sensible, to trust our enemies?’

Imadawas Slent.
"Hetruststhe Americans" Y oshidadrew his mount closer. "He trusts these people aswell "

"Just look at them," Y ashida whispered, nodding towards the half dozen men riding across the open
steppe ahead of them. "Do you see any like us? No! | see only people who look like Westerners.”

"But I've seen no Westerners or black men, or Orientdls, either,” Imadareplied. "It ssemslike al the
raceswere blended here to form one."

"But do you see any like us--any of the divine race of the sun?"
Imada shook his head.

"There, that provesit then,” Y oshidasaid, asif he had presented an unshakable argument. "We are done
here, surrounded by enemies, and our own leader has sold us out.”

Imada couldn't reply. Unlike the world he had left, this one at least did not seem to be driven by any
racid hatreds. If therewasillogica hatred, it seemed to be fueled by who followed which god or

demigod.

They rodein slence for some minutes. After nearly aweek out, Imadawas findly getting used to being
mounted. He would have preferred to fly like the Single sorcerer who hovered above them asair
protection, but he knew that riding was part of their training. Air patrols might be more fun, but the only
way to redlly patrol aborder was by mounted units which could see every detail of theland up close and
spot atrack or sign missed by someone only a dozen feet above.

The mounted patrol crested alow hill and hdted. The flankers, far to either Side, rodeinto join the rest
of the group.

"The Golka Springs." Urba, the group leader, pointed towards avirtua garden, blooming in the middle of
ocean-like steppes.

The oasiswas tucked into anarrow fold of land, and its warm scent beckoned to them. It was asmdll
heavy with the promise of water, flowers, and quiet repose.

The Tab needed no urging. The sweetness of the spring water was known to them, and they were eager
toreachit.



"WEell camp heretonight,” Urba announced, "and start back for home tomorrow."

The Taswent straight to the nearest pool of water, and were drinking even before their human
companions had dismounted.

Imadafet that he waswaking in adream. The casswasariot of bloomsthat completely covered the
ground and coiled overhead, hanging down from the branches of the trees, forming a cooling canopy of
shade.

The shadows of evening had long drifted into the mantle of night. Y oshida had the first watch, and the

rest of the patrol was aready adeep. But the seductive beauty of the oasiswould not let Imadarest. He
could remember the scent of the courtyard garden at home in the spring. He could remember sitting in the
moonlight, dreaming of what he would be when school was done, dreaming of having alover to St besde
him in the evening dillness.

Rising from his blanket roll, Imada dipped out of the encampment. Y ashida barely nodded to him ashe
wa ked into the darkness. The sound of running water attracted him, and he pushed through a sea of
flowersto the edge of asmall pool fed by atiny waterfal that cascaded down from another pool above.
The pool glowed with a soft phosphorescent shimmer that seemed magical. The night air was warm, each
breath addiciousjoy.

Slipping off his clothes, Imada stepped into the pool. To his surpriseit was not cold but warm, asif
heated. Lazily he floated out. Lifting hisarm out of the water he laughed with amazement asthe
shimmering water rolled oft him, asthough light had turned liquid.

For what seemed eternity, Imadadrifted, letting the warmth wash away hisfears, hismemories.
A hand touched his shoulder.
Heturned, splashing, ready to cry out. A girl floated beside him, her head above the water.

"It issaid that the Golka springs,” she whispered, "'can enchant until all ssd memoriesdrift away, like
snow melted by the morning sun.”

Shedrew closer to him, and before he even redlized it, her lips brushed againg his. Then, laughing softly,
she pushed away.

She was the most beautiful woman Imada had ever seen, and her red hair floated around her like a
darkened halo. He wanted to ask who she was, why she was there, but he amost feared that if he
spoke, she would disappear.

Her face shimmered in the pool's soft phosphorescence, and her dark eyes smiled at him. Hisgaze
lowered and he saw that she was as naked as he.

Shedrew closer, and thistime her arms drifted around him.

Smiling, she kissed him again, with a searching passion that made the blood pound in his ears. Imada had
been too embarrassed to join in the parties back at the castle; he had wanted things to be different. And
now this mystery, who had seemed to drift to him out of adream, coiled her body about his.

Hefdt the sandy bottom beneath his feet asthe two of them stood chest deep in the water, locked in
passionate embrace.

Her hands drifted down hisarm, her lips dipped away from hisfor amoment, and he saw the wristband



holding his protective crystal drop into the water.

For thefirst time he spoke to her. ™Y ou shouldn't,” he whispered. "I've been told that | should never take
it off."

"To protect yoursdf from me?' she asked innocently, and she leaned forward again, kissng him eagerly,
her body pressed up againgt his.

Imada heard amuffled cry in the distance. Hetried to turn his head but she held him locked in her
embrace. His passion dmost drove him to ignore the distant shout, but there was another, closer, a
scream of pain.

He struggled to pull away from his enchantress. He couldn't tdll if she wasresponding in passion or if in
fact shewas struggling to hold him.

There was aflash to one sde, another scream, and then an entire series of flashes.

Wild with panic he looked into her eyes. He could see the passion but there was alook of bemusement,
too.

Her foot dipped behind his, and with a splash he collapsed beside the pool. The girl legped on him,
pinning hisarms. She touched his neck, and Imadafelt asif someone had struck him aparayzing blow.
He wasincapable of moving.

"Wilenta?" It was a soft whisper, coming from the direction of the encampment.
"Over here, Ophreg,” the girl replied.

A rudtling of flower vines--then ashadowy form stood above them.

"We got one of the offworlders. Isthat the other one?"

"It was S0 easy, | dmost fdt guilty. He's such an innocent, trusting boy," Wilentareplied. "'l had hiscrysta
off before heeven redized it.”

The other woman chuckled. "Looks like you had somefun doing it.”

Wilenta grinned. Leaning forward, she kissed Imada on the cheek.

"Don't worry, offworlder. Our mistress Patrice has plansfor you and your friend.”
"What about the others?' Imada asked weskly, feding like acomplete foal.

"Oh, wekilled them,” Ophreasaid. "They're no useto us. But your friend isdl ready to join you for a
littletrip.”

Ophrea had spoken easily, offhandedly, about killing his companions, and Imadafelt aknot of painin his
heart. He had never taken the dangers of Haven serioudy, and now good men were dead and he was
captured. With his powers he should have sensed the danger.

"l dmost wish we could have finished our little encounter. | guess Petrice will get you now instead.”
Wilentasighed, leaning forward to brush her lipsagaingt his. Severa feminine voicesjoined in laughter a
her comment.

She kissed him lightly; then her hand started to glow and his thoughts fell away into darkness.



Kochanski stood nervoudy in the center of Jartan's private audience chamber staring at the column of
pulsng light.

"Look, I might aswell be honest. I'm not sure how to approach your presence, especialy after the way
we messed up earlier.”

The shifting pattern of radiance laughed. "Kochanski, isn't it? Am | pronouncing that the way you want?'

Kochanski smiled and nodded. HEd heard a hundred different ways to butcher the pronunciation of a
good Polish name. Even some of the Irish priestsin high school had mangled it without ever bothering to
check, and now this god was trying to be palite.

"Therésachair over there--yes, the smaller of the two in the corner. Just go on over and be
comfortable”

Be comfortable, Kochanski thought, and redized that he should avoid even ajoking thought, for if this
being could read minds...

"Infact, | can read minds, and when | fed likeit | can probe your deepest memories. But | prefer to talk,
not eavesdrop, so please relax and be at ease.”

Relax? Howin hell am| to relax?

Therewas no reply to histhought. Kochanski settled in to the chair, and noticed atall glass of beer ona
sdetable. At least it looked like abeer... He picked it up and sipped. To hisamazement it didn't taste
anything like the heavy beers and meads common to Haven. It dmost tasted like a Schaefer served
sraight from the tap down at the old Polish-American Democratic Club back in Trenton.

"Now how did you do this?" Kochanski asked, holding the glassup asif inasaute.

"Oh, that. Wdll, | picked up your inner wish for a‘cold on€, asyou put it, at the start of the reception.
Y our taste memories were easy to read, just alittle work at creating, and behold.”

As Jartan spoke hisimage formed in the chair across from Kochanski. The form was human, though
up-scaed in dimensions, so that he would stand nearly nine feet tall.

At leadt in this respect, he thought, Jartan was playing out Kochanski'simage of agod: larger than life, a
long white robe cinched with agolden cord, and, of course, the flowing beard that cascaded to hiswaist.

"| did tap into your thoughtsfor thisimage too,” Jartan said with arumbling chuckle. "I hopel didn't
disappoint you."

"No, ah, no, not at al, my lord."

"The'my lord' can be dropped in private, Kochanski." He paused to study his own image. "Interesting,
very interesting. Have you ever considered the socid and historical implicationsto this shape?”

Kochanski had to smile. Jartan was dmogt Falstaffian in his mood.

"Y ou must be wondering why you're here?' As he asked the question, Jartan's body reverted to a pattern
of light, with abrightly glowing figure inade that was till seeted inthe chair.

"Yes, ar. I've been curious ever since | was asked to come here."



"Progress reports from Landra showed the uniqueness of the way the Essence was growing in you. Now,
you might doubt that, since your skillsin combat were far below some of your other comrades. But
combat isonly oneway to use the Essence. Pinasaid that you were the most intellectua and inquisitive of
thelot, and he was correct. Inyou | can seethe mind of a scholar, forever searching, looking around
corners, wondering. | likethat. So | chose you to teach me.”

"Teach you?' Kochanski was incredulous. "But you're agod!™

Jartan's booming laugh echoed through the chamber. "Maybe our definitions aren't the same. Tdll me
what you think agodis."

"Why, | guess most of us back home bdlieve that God, and | mean the one god, is al-powerful,
al-knowing, and dl-seeing. That from Him al has come and will go. Heisthe beginning and without end,
forever eternd, the Maker of al.”

Herattled off thelines asif reciting it from hisold catechism for the approval of Sister Lawrence, back a
. Hedwig's Elementary.

"Interesting. Where did you learn that?'
"The priestsand nuns of my god taught me."
"l see. Well, | guesswe have alittle problem here.”

"I had afedling thered be aproblem. Y ou see, sire, from my viewpoint you don't quitefit into what 1've
been taught isthe nature of the universe.”

Jartan rumbled with laughter. He enjoyed this man. Almost al humans he ever came into contact with
amply groveled at the Sght of him, or worse yet, became whining sycophants.

"I need to learn some things from you," Jartan said bluntly. "I could probe your thoughts, but that can
result in something being missed. It'sbest if | ask and you answer."

"Right... Thereisone mgor problem for me," Kochanski replied. "Y ou see, | believethat agod, or gods,
however you want it, are al-powerful and so dready know the answers.”

"Think about that," Jartan replied softly. "If | truly could know all, seedl, across dl eternity--consider
what that would meen.”

"I've wondered about that long before | came here," Kochanski replied. "1 think, for mysdlf, it would
drive me mad.”

Jartan paused. "For some of us, it nearly has."

"Doyoumindif | ask some questionsfirst?' Kochanski said, his curiosity overcoming him.
"AG

"Firgt of dl, | wastaught by the prieststhat there was only one god, and the rest were false.”
"That's pretty narrow of him, if | do say s0."

"Then how many arethere?’

"] don't know."



Kochanski stood and started pacing. Even as a child he had wrestled with the paradox of praying to god
for onething, whilein his heart of hearts he desired something else. Though his cautious sdewarned him
to be diplomatic, he figured he might aswell get it out in the open.

"Y ou know, ever since I've come to Haven, wherever it is, I've been hearing about gods and demigods.
But | don't believe you guysfit the definition. A god should be al-powerful, and you just admitted that
you aren't. How can thisbe?'

"Ah, so you think agod isall-powerful. That isyour paradox. Y ou think thereis one thing that controls
al, and you cal that god."

"Inaway that istrue. Each of ushasapart to play in what could be called adream. But that dream is not
conscious or separate from thewhole. 1t issmply that which we are dl part of. Each of usisan
indestructible part of the whole, but the whole is not separate or salf-creating--and certainly does not
control everything.”

"Then what isagod?’

"Now we're getting down to the particulars. Y ou see, there are an infinite number of redlities, or places of
exigence. Y our world is one; through agateway you crossed into Haven and its cosmos. At that moment
you passed into another reality.”

"Thisismy domain asagod; dong with my remaining sblings, | control thisream. But it ismerdy control
of the physical, and while occupying this place, those beings of life that should decide to passthrough
here

"| can changethe force of life, | can terminate its existence in this particular plane, but | do not have the
power to create life from nothing or to send it into final oblivion.”

"Then you are not al-powerful 7' Kochanski asked softly.
"Who is?" Jartan replied.

Kochanski was stunned. Intellectudly he pondered the sometimesillogica nature of hisown religion. But
with one comment Jartan had pulled out dl the props, the mooring points which had been common to
amost every belief he had ever encountered. No one was all-powerful; they were dl in thisgame
together, but no onewas running it.

"Y ou seem alittle shaken.” Jartan reached out and touched Kochanski on the arm.

"It'sjust... well, it'sjust that you've told me thereis no father, no guide, no supreme arbitrator or judge.”
"Y our god cdlamsthat digtinction?"

Kochanski nodded.

"Such things are what a child needs, Kochanski. A child needs to know that someone decides what's
right or wrong, and will punish or reward. But when you become an adult your parents should no longer
dothat for you. If aparent does attempit to think for his child, then heis steding lifeitsdf from him.
Findly, aparent should be an advisor, not ajudge, and so too with agod. I'm merely saying to you that
inthe realm of the universe, Kochanski, you are an adult.”

Kochanski smiled weakly. It would take some getting used to.



"Then, what can agod do?' he asked.

"For onething, | can not create or unmake you. You are as eternd asl, in your own way. Y ou've heard
my son speak of the Essence?’

Kochanski nodded.

"It'sacrude word to describe what words cannot describe, but it is good enough. The Essence, or what
some might cal energy, isthe fabric that holds everything together. It isthe very fabric of time, forever
coiling in upon itsdf, forever renewing.”

"Our textbooks say that energy can neither be created nor destroyed, but used again and again in some
form or another.”

"Exadtly."

Kochanski settled back in his seat. Helooked at his empty glass of Schaefer and gestured to Jartan. The
god laughed, snapped hisfingers, and asif pouring from an invisible pitcher of beer refilled the glass.

"If only the guys back at the club in Trenton could seethat,” Kochanski said, raising hisglassagainina
sute.

"There are questionsthat | wish to ask, aswell,” Jartan said, "so et usfinish this. As| was saying, the
Essenceis the power. Quite smply, agod is someone who can control it completely. Thusit wasthat
ages ago, |, dong with those who became my brothers and sisters, eight of usin al, combined our
Essence and broke through the barrier out of the Great VVoid and into this universe. When we mastered
our powers, we chose thisworld and shaped it, made it into the Haven you see now. In the shaping of it,
our own Essence became part of the very fabric of theworld.”

"Intime, we brought otherslike you here, to play out the dramas of their existence. We as gods can thus
interact with them. At times we have walked among them, played in their lives, fought their wars, loved,
lived, hated, and even died.”

"Died?’

"Yes, even agod may die. Oh, heisnot destroyed, but his spirit goes back into the Sea of Chaos, the
Great Void, to wander through the emptiness and begin again. Such partings are bitter," Jartan said sadly,
"for loved ones arelost forever inthislife, though if onetriesthey can be reunited in another redlity,
vaguely knowing that they have loved each other before." Jartan seemed lost in amelancholy darkness.
At last he roused himself, looked down at his companion, and smiled.

"Even agod can know sadness and remorse.”

"I've heard the War of the Gods mentioned severd times,” Kochanski asked quietly. "Am | dlowed to
ask about that?"

Jartan heditated. "It's till painful, but yes, it is something you should know, Since the repercussons are
gtill being felt today. The god Horat was dways the most driven of the Crestors, and as eons went by, he
became obsessed with ruling not just hisregion, but al of Haven.”

"Finally, he met with our brother Bore over some border dispute. Bore was tricked and betrayed into
lowering hisdefense.” Jartan paused. "Horat then murdered and devoured our brother.”

"Devoured?' gasped Kochanski.



"Not the flesh, but the Essence. He sent Bore back to the Great Void an empty husk.”
"Of course dl of the Creators knew ingtantly, for we felt Borés agony.”
Jartan was silent for afew moments.

"The rest of us banded together and made war on our insane brother. The conflict took years, killed
untold millions, and sent most of hisregion back into the sea. The final confrontation cost my brother
Danar hislife as he saved mine. Wefinaly were able to drain away Horat's Essence and send him back
to Chaos."

"That was three thousand years ago, but the pain is still fresh, the hatreds are till just below the surface.
Sarnak the Accursed fought in that war and was instrumental in Bore's betraya. But in the settlement
treaty Sarnak's life was spared in exchange for prisoners. Sarnak isagrandson of Horat, while Tor isthe
last surviving son. Those two have not forgotten, nor have | nor my kin."

Kochanski fdlt it best to leave that topic untouched for now. "Pinatold usthat you've placed agenetic
block in humans againgt using the Essence. Why?*

"We brought humansinto thisredity eons ago for companionship and as subjects,” Jartan said, his
features relaxing with the change of topic. "At that time we thought it was heresy for mortalsto dareto
use our Essence, so we changed them. But over the years our children, and then their children, spread
and interbred, and we decided to ignoreit. My last census showed amaost onein every milion will bea
sorcerer, and that's up from just athousand years ago."

Jartan could see Kochanski running figures through his mind, and continued, "From what | can gather it
seemsyour god has|eft your redlity and took most, if not al, of his Essence with him. Do you have
sorcerersat al on your world?'

Kochanski reflected for amoment. "We have legends from our ancient times, and occasional unexplained
phenomena, but no sorcerers.”

"Precisdy. Your god obvioudy took it with him when heleft, or held al the Essenceto himsdf in
jealousy, and had no reason to change your ancestors.”

"And when we came here we could naturally use the Essence," Kochanski finished, hisauraglowing
brightly. He was happy here, with powersthat he could only have dreamed about before.

A moment later hisauradimmed to nothing. It had occurred to him thet if they ever did find their way
back to Earth, they would automaticaly lose their powers.

Jartan nodded. "The bitter with the swest," he said softly, as be watched Kochanski staring gloomily at
the floor and muttering to himsdlf. Some of Kochanski's cursing is truly imaginative, hethought.

"Y ou are depressing yourself over something that may never happen, Kochanski. Haven't you been
ligening? Y ou have dl eternity and life &fter lifeto live and enjoy.”

"Soin away the Japanese areright after al.”

"I don't know about that,” Jartan said, "but if you've been taught that you only have one go around, then
you have been mided.”

Kochanski found himsdf laughing. Thefull implications of al that he had just heard were beyond
comprehengon.



Draining off hisbeer, Kochanski held up hisglassfor another, which wasinstantly produced. Why, this
was even better than hiskid brother fetching beersfor him back home. Taking asip, he settled back in
hischair, looked up at Jartan, and smiled.

"Now it'smy turn,”" Jartan said, smiling back. "Tell me about your god and hisream.”

"Have| got astory for you," Kochanski said, trying to keep astraight face while debating whether he
should provide the Cathalic, Fundamentdigt, or Jehovah's Witness version of redlity.

Mark felt like he had been on aroller coaster for hours. Storm was the most beautiful female he had ever
seen, much less picked up! Only who had picked up whom? Back where he came from it was the guys
who were supposed to be doing that. Thisindependence of women was confusing him.

Hefdt anudge a hiselbow and turned to see Ikawas admiring grin. "Brought you another drink, Mark.
Although I never saw aman who needed oneless. Y ou look like akid getting set to unwrap a present. |
must say your behavior isamost adolescent.”

Mark glanced a Storm again. " Sheis sunning, isn't she?'
Storm turned from Allic to stare directly into Mark's eyes and smiile.

Agan Mark felt acurrent running through his body, like an dectric shock. If | don't get laid tonight, he
thought wickedly, senaing that she might be tapping into histhoughts, I'm going to need a wheelbarrow
to haul it around with tomorrow.

His musings were interrupted by Ikawa's chuckle, as he looked over towards Kochanski, who was
coming up to join them.

"Y ou Americans and your courtship rituals,” Ikawasaid.

"For the last couple of hours your captain and that young lady over there have been doing nothing but
gtaring at each other, and thinking heaven knows what. | remember attending dancesin your country
where whole roomfuls of people would be engaged thus." And dl three smiled, Mark atad ruefully.

"Weren't you supposed to have a private meeting with Jartan?' Mark asked Kochanski.

"Y up. Just got back. Y ou wouldn't believe meif | told you, so I'll just say it wasincredible.”
"Did you keep your mouth shut?'

"Hardly, Captain. | started the conversation off by telling him | couldn't believe hewasagod.”
"You'rekidding me?' Mark groaned.

“Nope”"

Mark and Ikawa darted glances at one another, not sureif they would kill him now or later.

"Not believing around here is very dangerous, Sergeant,” Ikawa said, not wanting to crosstoo far into
disciplining one of Mark's people. "Please refrain from such idiocy in my presence, as| will be sorry to
Seeyou go. But | would be even more upset if | was blasted because | was merely standing near you.”

Kochanski smiled at him asif hewas part of some wonderful private joke.



He's definitely cracked, Mark thought, but thisisn't the place to kick his buit.

"How about we find a John," Mark temporized, as he put his empty glass on apassing servant'stray and
grabbed afull one. Asthey moved away he smiled at Storm and got a glance that sent another shiver
down hisspine.

Kochanski rolled his eyes at Ikawa as they walked toward the door. "I think you're right. Reminds me of
when | wasin the eighth grade.”

Asthe three offworlders walked back into the room ten minuteslater, they paused once again at the
magnificence of the vast domed chamber which soared half athousand feet into the air. Mark looked for
Storm but she was gone.

"Canyou redly believe that were part of this?* Kochanski muttered. "My old man worksin the Trenton
gashouse. To him ahigh class night was knocking down beers at the Democratic Club, or when he got to
dress up for the Knights of Columbus polka dance. And here his son hangs around with gods and has
powers that would seem near godlike back on Earth.”

"Consdering al we've learned about the various power blocks, guilds, black sorcerers, and demons,”
Ikawareplied cautioudy, "we're like innocent children in a Byzantine court, too ignorant to know our

danger.”

"Quiteright, Captain Ikawa," Kochanski replied, fill smiling, "but three months back any insurance agent
would have said my life would be up after twenty missons. | bet the odds for your peoplefighting in
Chinaweren't much better. | can handle the odds here after that, and I'll be damn sureto be afast
learner.”

"Anyway, Mark," Kochanski whispered, leaning closer, "tell me about Storm. Looks like you two have
got something going!”

Mark shook his head. "God, | hope so. I've never been so horny in my life.”

As hefinished speaking, be noticed that one of the pillars of light around the walls of the chamber had
suddenly shifted in intensity and was now coming straight towards them.

"Jesus Chrigt, it's Jartan,” Kochanski said, hisvoice edged with fear.
Mark tried to stay calm as the column came rushing at them.
"He must have overheard us," Kochanski said, drawing back.

Mark could see afigureinthelight asit drew closer, much too close for comfort. Jartan extended his
arms and the pillar spread to include not only Mark but also Ikawa and K ochanski in the light, shutting
out the rest of the room. By squinting, Mark could see abrightly glowing figure with luminous eyes, fluid
and graceful asthewind.

A voice gppeared in their minds. *1 seek him who speaks with the intent to defile ademigoddess!*

It took al of Mark's salf-control to keep from pointing at Kochanski and saying, Him, him, he'sthe one
who made me say it.

A quick glance at Kochanski showed a person seemingly in shock, incapable of response. Mark
mustered his courage and replied, " Great god Jartan, we are new to your world and have not adapted
totally yet. Please understand.”



Thelight grew immeasurably brighter, forcing their eyes shut, as aworld-consuming voice shouted with
laughter. Suddenly the light was gone, and they were in acomfortable drawing room with Allic and
another being who was still in the column of light. Chuckling, Jartan let hisform codesce, so that Mark
saw abrilliant humanlike pattern of light. Jartan settled into achair next to ablazing fireplace.

"Very good, Kochanski," Jartan rumbled. "Y our little prank went very well."
Mark and Ikawalooked a Kochanski, whose smirk vanished instantly.

"Come on, Captain. He said he wanted to talk to you guys. We both knew you were alittleinterested in
Storm, and, well..."

"Y ou're dead meat, Kochanski." And Ikawa snarled in agreement.
Jartan and Allic garted laughing again.

"Come over and drink some of Kochanski's beer," Jartan said good-naturedly, pleased at the way his
joke had turned out. "'l want to get more information about your world, Mark. Kochanski tells me that
you are the one to ask about why your sexua customs have evolved asthey have."

Mark closed his eyes and vowed to get even with Kochanski if it killed him.

An hour and ahdf later Mark was watching in amazement as K ochanski downed his drink and launched
averbd attack on Jartan's last statement regarding government'srole in society. How could anyone be
thet reslient?

One of Jartan's pet demons deftly refilled their glasses, then stirred and replenished thefire. The perfect
butler, Mark thought, except he's the size of truck. Then, as Jartan smiled and prepared a crushing
counter to Kochanski's latest sally, Mark sensed something on the fringe of hismind. He haf raised his
hand before remembering where he was. Jartan, ever-perceptive, nodded and snapped hisfingers.

Storm appeared through a side door. With a cheerful nod she acknowledged Mark and then dipped
over to acouch and reclined gracefully while accepting aglass of brandy from abowing demon.

"How goesthe party?' Jartan inquired.

"Frightfully boring,” camethereply. "And ten daysto go of this. | know it'simportant, but there aretimes
when the petty arguments drive me near to distraction.”" She paused and looked a Mark.

"Wdll, Father," she said softly, "how well do you think the two of us are matched?'
Father and daughter turned to study Mark, their eyes glowing.

Damn it. Mark tried to control histhoughts. Thiswas worse than any damned date where the father
would give him that I-know-what-you-want-to-do-with-my-daughter 1ook.

Hefdt anger growing. They werelooking at him as though he was only the latest amusement to be
examined.

For amoment Mark wrestled to control his mounting rage. The hell with it, he decided, and if she
doesn't like it, the hell with her too.

Jartan nodded in acknowledgment and lowered his gaze.

"My agpologies, Captain Phillips. Again you have shown me that you are aman of courage and pride. So



often the men who gpproach my daughter conced their true intent, which isonly political advancement.
Y ou strike me as aman with too much pride for that type of concern.”

Storm gave him aglowing amile, senaing hisanger. "Will you wak with methisevening?' she asked,
amog shyly.

Mark forced his gaze to the floor. He wanted to go with her, but he'd be damned if he was going to be
mesmerized, or probed again, or anything el se that had to do with powers and magic.

"Youtwo mind if | leave you guysfor awhile?' Mark asked, looking at Ikawa and K ochanski.
"Chrigt, | should be so lucky," Kochanski mumbled, nodding.
Mark stood and held his hand out to Storm. Turning, they left the room.

Jartan was quietly studying the reaction of the two friendsleft behind and noted that where K ochanski
merely shook his head with afeding of friendly envy, Ikawawasin a profound depression. Perhaps he
should aso have someone of his own. He could see that honor was the driving force within Ikawa, but a
tie to Haven would make him stronger and happier. An instant later, Jartan knew.

Mark could fed the desire burning in them both as they walked through the gardens to her rooms. He
amost fet asthough there were an actud current running through the air, ready to strike off sparks.

His mind was a magl strom of emotions. At the same time he was receiving adirect flow from Storm
through their clasped hands, and it was amatch for his.

The moment the door closed shewasin hisarms, her breasts againgt him, his hardness againgt her loins.
He did his hands up the smoothness of her back and caressed the back of her head as he kissed her. She
pressed againgt him as he undid the clasp of her gown.

*| want you to be as degp in my body asyou arein my mind.* Her thoughts came to him as she gestured
and his clothes seemed to liquify and flow to the floor.

"Now that's a handy parlor trick," he responded as he lowered her to the thick carpet.

Time seemed to freeze as the combined waves of their passion flowed over them, and their minds began
to mesh as completely astheir bodies.

Ikawawasfindly drunk enough to really enter into the give-and-take with Jartan, Allic, and Kochanski,
and had just finished destroying the logic of one of Kochanski's truisms with awicked little parable that
left them all laughing hel plesdy, when atremendous flash of lightning snapped acrossthe sky. Therewas
arolling boom of thunder and both Allic and Jartan looked at each other for amoment and broke into
fresh gdes of laughter.

Ikawa rose and walked to the window. Leaning out, he saw a pulsing light from atower at the opposite
end of the courtyard. There was another flash of lightning, followed seconds later by athird and then a
tremendous fourth.

"Four sofar," Allic roared. "'l say, he must be quite good."
"l just wish | could have seen his expression when that first flash hit," Jartan boomed.
"Isthiswhat | think it is?" Ikawaasked.

"Couldn't be anything ese," Allic replied, wiping the tearsfrom his eyes.



"And each of those flashes means... ?' He was embarrassed to ask.

"But of course," and asif in reply there was another flash and boom of thunder, and they looked at each
other and sarted to laugh again.

Jartan findly fell quiet and looked back to Ikawa, who wasn't sure how to react.

"Don't worry," Jartan said softly. "There isapower in you which will soon be matched, asthe sunisby
the darkness of night."

Allic dirred at that. He glanced at Ikawa, and nodded to Jartan.

Another flash of lightning crossed the sky, causing father and son to look at each other, and then to
Ikawa, and smile.

Lieutenant Y ounger knew the gross pig opposite him was perhaps the wealthiest man he had met on
Haven so far. Allic and his party had barely |eft Landrabefore the invitation to dine at this man's manor
house had arrived. The overgtated richness of the manor showed Y ounger that there was a socid class
other than the gods and sorcerers with money and position, and he wanted to learn more about the great
merchant guilds.

When he had met Redfa at a castle reception for Allic just before the departure for Asmara, Y ounger
had surmised that the fawning good will and curiosity were aploy to get potentialy vauable informeation
and knowledge. Hell, he didn't mind. He was always|ooking to get ahead himself, and thiswasthe first
tycoon he had met on Haven. So he had |et hisinterest show, and wasn't too surprised at the invitation
which arrived for a"private mea where we can discuss concerns of mutua interest.”

Redfalooked shrewdly at Y ounger. "Would you care to take awalk in the gardens? | would be
interested in hearing more about your home world."

Y ounger smiled lazily and nodded. "I've afew questions of my own. Aredl the sorcerersin thisland tied
to feuda lords, or can aman have afew enterprises of hisown?'

The sharp eyestightened for an instant, then Redfa smiled and rose, taking asnifter from a servant ashe
led the way to the door.

"Lessthan half of al sorcererswith your power arein serviceto any lord at agiven time. Oh, to be sure,
if thereisan emergency most of them can be impressed into service, but many of them belong to their
own guilds or work in the service of various merchant guilds.”

"Toaman such asyou,” Redfa continued, "there arelimitless potentias. All you need isa contact with
someone who can help to show you theway."

"And benefit by my powers," Y ounger countered, not wanting to be negotiated down at the very start.

"But of course," Redfareplied smoothly. "1 am amerchant of rare fabrics, artifacts, gemsand, ah,
collections of unusud qudity.”

Meaning he probably was a fence for stolen goods, Y ounger thought.

"I could always use your services, asyou could use mine. | believe that we can make an arrangement to
our mutual benefit.”



"What's the percentage, and what do | do?" Y ounger said evenly.

"Ah, my friend, forma percentages are difficult to discussas Allic'stax collectorswill eventudly finditin
my contracts and books. My own thought isto make this more of a profitable friendship--both you and |
can gain much from knowing each other. Do remember, my friend, that you are new here, and thereisan
old saying amongst usthat he who runswith the gods might one day find himsdlf under their feet, crushed
and forgotten.”

Y ounger looked at Redfa, his features expressionless, but Redfa could see that he had hit anerve.

"Of course, servicereceived will not only build in the bank of my good will, but can produce more
tangible and immediate returns.”

Redfa continued to walk beside Y ounger, waiting for some kind of response. When none was
forthcoming, he mentally gave the outlander credit for being ahard bargainer and tried adifferent tactic.

"Before we get down to details 1'd like to share with you one of my specid little collections.”

Reaching the far sde of the garden Redfa guided his companion into adarkened corridor. Therewasa
faint scent on the breeze that Y ounger recognized as norna, an opiate forbidden to thosein service to
Allic, asan intoxicant and aphrodisiac too powerful for most to handle. He had smelled it before, while
wandering Landras back dleys, but had never dared to try it.

"Ah, yes, my little collection knew you were coming, and they wanted to be ready to entertain us.”

Y ounger looked at his companion and smiled.

Chapter 13

Tor, theonly surviving child of the Creator Horat, stood with his nephew Sarnak before the entry of the
tunndl. Tor had brought hisarmy of sorcererswith him from hisrealmin the north, reedy at last to spring
thetrap on Allic and Jartan.

"Thetime of our destiny and vengeance hasfinadly come" Tor said coldly. "For three thousand yearsI've
dreamed and planned for this day. Soon we will avenge the desths of our divine ancestor Horat and my
brother Ordta, your father.”

"All has been prepared, uncle," responded Sarnak. "Ranath will be stationed at the tunndl fork to pass
information between us."

Both stood in thought. Sarnak's respongibilitieswere fairly straightforward: attack Landrawith most of his
army and sorcerers while Allic's attention was diverted to the war with the Torms. Treachery had
neutralized the neighboring province's armies, and there were more trgps to spring should help arrive. In
spite of al thewedth in crystasthat stood to be gained, Sarnak redlized his primary goa wasto act asa
screen for the main effort againgt the mines of the Crystal Mountains.

For thousands of years Jartan had been carefully excavating amonstrous crystal caled the Heart. Bit by
careful bit hisengineers had freed it from the mountain. It was now in the find stages of the rough faceting
prior to itsjourney to Jartan in Asmara.

Sarnak had been ready to implement his plansfor over acentury. All he had needed was word from their
gpiesthat the Heart was ready to be moved.
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A cryga of its magnitude could surdly maim or even kill agod if properly used.

For this, Sarnak's reelm might be sacrificed--it would never stand up to the wars that were coming. He

was even prepared to sacrifice his son, if that particular trap could be set. He had not expected the loss
of hisland to bother him, or what he had planned for his child, but it did in his deepest sdif. Toolsareto
be used, Sarnak thought, and with the Heart in their hands he would be more powerful than even Horat.
At last hisfamily would have one of the great weapons, and their revenge.

When we have won thiswar | will reclaim my land, he vowed.
Sarnak glanced over a Tor to whom he owed familial alegiance and felt asurge of pride.
"Soon wewill have our vengeance," he whispered.

Tor met hisgaze and nodded. "I won't attack until | know that dl attention is fixed on you. Y ou know the
sacrifice. If youwin againg Allic, so much the better, but primarily you must divert them. With your
assault Jartan's attention will be turned aside from the Heart. Once we take that, your sacrificeswill be
repaid athousandfold.”

Sarnak merely nodded. He had accepted this plan as part of the greater goa, but perhaps more than the
Heart, he wanted to strike down Jartan's son with his own hands. Only then would he have atoned for
the whispers about his cowardice in thelast war between the gods.

Allic and his party were watching the games from Jartan's private ba cony, relaxing and arguing about the
last contest. In the brilliant sun the clothes of the multitude in the arenawere bright against the shimmering
white sand.

Thewinners of the last game were being crowned, and the losers were hel ped from the arena, dusty in
defest.

"It was obvious even before they crossed swords that red would win,” Allic said as be leaned over to
callect hiswinningsfrom Mark.

"But green looked so much stronger, quicker,” Mark replied sadly, counting out hislosses.
"It wasintheeyes" Ikawasad, and Allic nodded.
"l didn't see anything," Mark replied.

"But to aswordsman,” 1kawa continued, clearly enjoying himsdlf, it was obviousfrom the start. You
could seethe way his eyes kept flickering from red's face to his feet, and then to the point of the weapon.
The man knew he was outclassed, and fear breeds desperation. Desperation can make aman dangerous,
but usudly it makes him foolish. It'sawonder green didnt kill himself out there.”

"Red was chivalrous," Storm said quietly. "If he hadn't pulled his blade back, green would have impaed
himsalf. Remember that Lord Wester--in the red--had been insulted more than once by green, and this
was achdlenged duel match. I just hope the humiliation keeps the fool quiet from now on.”

It had al happened so quickly, Mark thought. It looked like the green swordsman was moving in for the
kill with aquick diving lunge, and the next instant red was stepping back, the alarm echoing throughout
the arena, indicating that green had been hit for the second time.

This had been Mark's first morning at the games, and the pageantry and ritual of death-striker had



fascinated him, even asits darker Sde made him uneasy. The object of death-striker was to twice cut the
embroidered heart on your opponent's uniform. A cut anywhere else, even if it drew blood, was aforfeit.
Ninety-nine out of a hundred matches ended with what was called awhite win: so good were most of the
dudlersthat aforfeit wasrare. But the red win was entirely different. If an opponent wasfataly stabbed
through the embroidered heart, which was placed over aman's unprotected heart, it was declared awin,
and no criminal chargeswould be leveled. Most dudls were between professona swordsmen, who
performed for the entertainment of the crowd, the same as sorcerers who dueled until one shield went
down and the match was over. It was adisplay of skill--not for blood.

It was aso the chief form of gambling in the realm, complete with complex andysisforms, professona
bet advisors, and sporting syndicates that trained and fielded the professiona swordsmen.

But once ayear, during the festiva, any long-standing feuds that had not been settled by arbitration could
be settled in the arena. In the parlance of the street it was referred to as " stepping onto the sand.” Most
of these dudsfinished with aforfeit or white win, honor was met, and that was that.

But this helped to breed asmall underclass of petty nobility that thrived on the challenge and danger
offered by "stepping onto the sand." They weretolerated in court, Snceit wasfelt that every individua
was responsiblefor hisown actions. If they wanted to die on the sand, no one would stop them.

With such combats there was a high enough incidence of red wins, either by accident or design, to fill
each match with tenson.

"It makes methink of ancient Rome," Kochanski stated, making adramatic show of eating abunch of
grapes while reclining on acouch. "Y ou know, basebal and football never got to measakid. | used to
fantasi ze about going to the ancient colosseum to watch the gladiators, but | hated their masters. But the
guys down there want to be there, and | must confess that sometimesit's the smplest way to settle an
agument.”

"My father told me of your conversation regarding the Roman games the other night,” Allic replied,
looking appraisingly at his new sorcerers. "'l knew the history of your world had its dark moments, but
some of the things your ancestors did would amost equal the actions of the Accursed.”

"I could tell you about this one fellow kicking around right now,” Mark began, then looked at Ikawaand
redlized the difficulty he had placed himsdlf in by aluding to an dly of Japan, but Ikawa smiled and shook
his heed.

"Don't worry about it,”" he said quietly. "Even some of our peoplefind him repulsve.”

There was amoment of embarrassment as the three tried to find away around adifficult turnin the
conversdion.

But it was something totally unexpected that broke the tension as Ikawa suddenly turned in his seet and
stared intently at adender dark-haired woman who stepped into the booth next to theirs.

"By my ancestors," he whispered, "who isthat?'

Allic turned to see. "My half siger, Leti," he said, trying to sound casud. Ikawa's eyes had not moved
from her graceful form as she settled into achair.

"Sheisso very beautiful,” camethe quiet reply.

"Hersisatragic story." Allic drew closer. "Each festival isatime of humiliation, but her honor demands
that she bear the pain without comment.”



Ikawa turned and Allic knew what would come next.

"Tel meof thishonor,” he whispered intently, as Mark and K ochanski excused themsalves so that they
could go and meet with some of the fighters from the previous match.

Severd turningslater Mark and Storm found Ikawa sitting moodily on abench in the corridor.

"What's up, pd?' Mark said good-naturedly. "I figured a man with your interest would be enjoying the
games"

Ikawa dowly shook his head, then gave Mark alook of determination. " Captain Phillips, | am far from
any of my own. Would you do me the honor of being my second in adud?"

"What the...?" Mark glanced at Storm, but she looked as perplexed as he was.

He turned back to Ikawa. Christ, what now? "I don't understand, Ikawa, but I'll stand by you through
hdl or highwater."

Ikawa's eyes were shining. "We go to right awrong.”

"Let'sseeif | understand this" Mark said somewhat later. "Thisguy killed Leti's brother in adud and
won hiscrystd. And he kegpstrying to get hersaswel|?*

"It's degper than that," Storm replied. "L eti's mother, 1lea, was one of my father's wives before | was
born. She was a descendant of the Creator Danar, who sacrificed himsdlf to save my father'slifein the
find confrontation with Horat, three thousand years ago. When she married my father, Leti's mother
received two crystals, shaped by her father as her wedding present. To one who had learned true
mastery, the crystals could be used as apair: thefirst to create light and heat; the other, darkness and
cold. When llealeft this existence to enter the Great Void, she gave one crysta to her daughter Leti and
the other to her son, Vihnar."

"Y ou mean that even as ademigoddess she ill died?!

"Even ademigoddess can weary of thisredmintime" Storm said sadly, asif reveding apart of existence
she wished not to think about. "lleadid not die, but voluntarily entered the Seaof Chaos. Sheleft a
portion of her strength at her temple, at the Oracle of Derr in the south, and so Leti hopes that through
the power of the two crystas lleamight someday return. It is hopeless, especialy because Cinta took
one of the crystals some centuries ago.”

"And Cintais... 7' Mark asked.

"Cintaisone of my distant cousins," Storm said distastefully. "He's dways coveted both crystds, and Leti
besides. He provoked adud with Vilmar, with the crystal asawager, and won it fairly.”

"So why doesn't Vilmar try towin it back?' Mark aready haf knew what the answer would be.

"It wasared win," Ikawareplied. "Cintaknew Vilmar was no match, and the win was an act of
barbarity."

"Vilmar knew his chances," Storm said. "He knew Cintawas asword master who hated him. Hetook his
risk; that was his own fault.”

"But thereisno excuse for Cintas taunting of Leti, or the way that he openly moves to possess her,"



|kawa argued.

"No," Storm replied, "everyone findsthat ill-bred. He won the crystd fairly, but no one approves of how
he puts his crystd up as a prize to humiliate her in the arenayear after year, taunting her to match hersto
his"

"Why hasn't she appointed a champion?' Mark asked.

Turning to Ikawa she responded to him, aswell. "Leti has never appointed a champion becauseif helogt,
shewould be lost aswell. Many have entered the contest on their own, hoping to win the crystal on her
behdf, but dl havefailed. Cintaisthe master of the desthstrike, and most of hiswinsarered wins. Asthe
years pass, fewer arewilling to try. Cintabelievesthat if he waitslong enough, Leti will eventudly come
to hisbed, hoping to regain her brother'scrystd.”

"It'srepulsve" Mark said angrily, but with awave of fear for Ikawa
"Jesus, what makes you think you're evenin hisleague?’ he asked.

"| studied under two magters of kendo: One in my youth and one during the long months of garrison duty
inChina"

"You'rekidding me"
"No. Private Y asumais a master of both kendo and karate."

Mark thought for amoment. Y asumawas the quiet one. Hardly ever said aword, but when be did it cut
right to the heart of the matter. God, there's so much I don't know about the Japanese. He shook his
head and continued, "What can you put up asaprize againg hiscrystd?'

"The sword of my ancestor,” Ikawareplied proudly.

Allicwasirritated. Thiswhole thing was foolishness. He and hisfather had thought that Ikawawould be
drawn to Leti, and perhaps draw her out of her shell. But never had he thought that Ikawawould get
embroiled in this damned foolishness with Cinta. Not only would thisembarrass him in front of the whole
court, but he could lose the services of one of hisbest sorcerers should Cinta decide to go for thekill.

"What makes you think you can defeat a master swordsman?’ he shouted.
"Have you ever fought against aleft-handed sorcerer?' came the quiet response.

Allic was puzzled, but Mark grinned. "I get it. It'slike boxing alefty. His styleis so different that it'shard
to adjust to."

"Just 50," Ikawasaid, smiling. "Kendo will be ashard for him ashisstyleisfor me." He shrugged and
continued, "My lord, when did you ever worry about the odds when you wanted to do something?’

A frown crossed Allic'sface; then he began to laugh. "I know when I'm being manipulated, |kawa.
Sometimes you're too clever for your own good. Do you honestly think you can match him?'

"I hopeto give him ahdl of afight, my lord. I have fought in the desthstrike with severd of your own
garrison back in Landra and--"

"Did you ever fight Stede, my master of the sword?”
"l beat him, my lord."



Allic mused for amoment. " Stede is damned good. He's fat, but no oneis quicker and more deceivingin
the death-strike ..."

"All right, let'sdoiit. | could never stand Cintaanyway," Allic growled. "Thiswill beeasy. I'll just pick a
fight with him, and by thetime I finishtdling him how great a swordsman you are, helll be chalenging you
to get back at me."

"Now, let'shave adrink before we go," he continued, pulling the cork from abottle. "I'm awaysalot
nastier when I'm drunk.”

Mark stood nervoudly beside Ikawa down on the arena floor. He couldn't understand why it was so
damned hot all of asudden. The heat seemed to come off the sunbaked sand in waves.

The crowd in the stands was cheering them lutily, like people everywhere who will dwaysidentify with
an underdog, dthough very few were willing to bet their money on the outlander.

Word of the challenge had swept through the city the night before--how Cinta had howled with rage at
Allic'swords and had actually pressed to fight Ikawaright in Jartan's courtyard during the reception.
Mark could only hope that rage was so blinding that it would help Ikawa now, for in watching Cintaup
close he had seen aman with incredible strength and wiry agility.

Mark glanced at Ikawa, and could not refrain from grimacing at the Rising Sun headband Ikawa had
made. Old memories die hard.

Ikawawas staring into the stands trying to find Leti. Hislook of determination hardened as hefinaly saw
her, stting by Allic and Storm. Seeing that she had caught his attention, she stood up and gavehim a
formal bow, which set the tens of thousandsin the arenato their feet, shouting their gpprovd. Indl the
years of her trids, thiswasthefirst time that she had even acknowledged a chdlenger, and the crowd
took notice.

"Who would have thought we would be lucky enough to meet women like those two?' Mark said, his
voice bardly audible above theroar. "l seem to recal aremark about adolescent infatuation from you less
than aweek ago. How the mighty havefdlen." They exchanged asmile.

The cheering started to die off; then Storm stood and bowed towards Mark, setting off another round.
"Thunder and lightning, thunder and lightning!"

For amoment Mark thought they were acknowledging her power, then redlized what they were actualy
referring to. His embarrassment showed, and the crowd roared with delight, while Storm shook her fist
jokingly at the spectators.

Thefar door of the arenadid open to reveal Cintaand his second, and the laughter died away. Cintawas
by no means unpopular, having the respect of many an &ficionado. An ovation went up as the nobleman
and his second who was his brother-in-law, strode into the arena.

He moved with grace and speed, making his overweight in-law seem clumsy by comparison. They made
their way to the far side of the battle circle drawn in the sand.

A gong rang and the crowd fell silent. Sumar, the ranking master of ceremony, stepped from beside the
tower of shifting light that was Jartan, and using his crystal, addressed the crowd.

"We haveachdlenge!"



A roar went up again from the crowd.
"Ikawaof Landra, what do you offer astrophy to this event?"

Unsheathing his sword with amovement amost too quick to see, Ikawaheld it high. "I offer the sword of
my ancestors, who have been samurai for uncounted generations. It was made by the master craftsman
Miyoshi-Go, and iswithout blemish."

A hushed slence fell over the crowd. The standard weapon for desthstrike was anarrow, dmost foil-like
sword. The blade of asamural was shining for the first time in Jartan's redlm, and the spectators were
trading guesses as to how this new sword would match against the lighter wegpon standard for the game.

"Cintaof Dartbe, what do you offer astrophy to this event?’
Cinta stepped forward and held up acrysta as big ashisfist, which seemed divein the sunlight.

"| offer the Crystal of the Sun, made by the Creator Danar. And | spit on the ancestry of his people and
the worthless piece of metd that he presumesto offer asatrophy!"

Ikawals face grew white with anger, and his hands flexed and unflexed around the hilt of hisblade. He
took adeep breath and held it, and Mark could see calmness come over him as he went into the light,
focused trance of asamural.

Jartan's voice rolled across the arena. "Both offerings are accepted. Let the contest begin.” And the
crowd's roar was desfening.

Mark looked Ikawa straight in the eyes. "Go cut his bdls off."
Ikawa nodded and walked into thering.

Ikawals entire being centered upon his enemy asthey did acrossthe ring at one another. Cintas right
shoulder wasfacing him, hisleft arm back for balance, and the target over the heart away from Ikawa's
advance. Almost like aWestern fencer, Ikawa thought, except that Cinta's sword was longer than a
rapier. Good dashing ability and a superb stabbing weapon, but maybe alittle too thin for repeated
shocks? And if he could get insde that long blade...

Unlikethe traditional duding of the samurai, he knew he would haveto use hisblade to block his
opponent'slunges. That would give an advantage to Cinta. Stopping near the center of thering, he held
his blade up, vertical and drawn back behind hisleft shoulder, both hands on the hilt. It wasastyle
unknown to Haven. Cinta hesitated for but a moment and then closed.

They met, and the swordplay was amost too quick to follow as each probed the other's defenses. Cinta
was much more aggressive, and obvioudy held his opponent's square stance and two-handed sword
gylein contempt.

They wovetheir bladesin deadly earnest, perspiration faling upon the sand in showers. Finaly, when he
judged that he had exhausted |kawa, he set up an elaborate double feint and confidently dashed for
Ikawa's heart.

Only Ikawawasn' there. Hisleft hand met the flat of Cinta's blade and best it aside just enough for his
body to twist away. Hisright hand swung his sword in aglittering arc that met the heart on Cinta's chest
in ashower of sparks.

The entire arenaburst into wild applause that almost drowned out the whistles of the referees asthey



stepped into the ring. The contestants lowered their blades and glared at one another.

Cintas second came sputtering into the ring and addressed the referees. "I call afoul. The damned
outlander deliberately dlowed himsdlf to be cut upon the hand to distract Lord Cinta, and cause aforfeit.
Thisisrank cowardice.”

"Why don't you get your head out of your ass, fatboy, and look at Ikawas hand?' Mark sneered.
"Thereésno cut!" he shouted, holding up Ikawas hand.

A moment later the head referees announced, "Thefirst round is awarded to |kawaof Landra” And the
crowd went wild.

Mark handed atowel to Ikawa. "1 thought he had you for a second. Nice sucker punch!™

"Heisincredibly quick. I can't handle histhrustsaswell as| should. That bladeistoo long for an effective
stop-thrust on my part.”

The comments came out between gasps, as Ilkawatried to dry hishands and arms. Mark handed him
another towel and he continued, "1 was hoping to break his blade by landing a solid shock, but he'stoo
fedt."

The gong sounded and both fighters reentered the ring.

Cinta's blade was everywhere. Ikawaretreated dowly from his ondaught, breaking the rhythm with feints
and ripostes, but still forced to the defensive. Suddenly he sstumbled and Cinta's sword struck towards his
heart.

Turning desperately, and falling backwards, |kawa dodged the blade. It struck the red heart but at such
an anglethat it continued up the shoulder, dashing histunic open.

Once again the referees whistles were heard as soon as the flash was seen, and they awarded the round
to Cintaamid the applause of the crowd.

"Jesus, how did you avoid that thrust?' Mark wiped Ikawa's wound with atowsl.

Ikawa gasped, "1 wanted him to go for the opening | gave him, but | never dreamed he would be so
quick."

A referee came over and examined Ikawastunic. It was obvious that the cut had started dead middlein
the heart zone and then had skidded across Ikawasribs, out of the red area, and up to his shoulder. By
therules, aslong asthe strikefirgt hit in thered, it waslegal, blood or no blood. By the drawing of blood,
however, Ikawa could concede the match.

The crowd grew quiet in anticipation.
The referee looked from the wound up to Ikawa, who grimaced and shook his head.
The crowd roared approva. The game would continue.

Mark glanced at Cinta, who was pacing restlessy, waiting for the gong, and then he looked back to
Ikawa, who was bent over double, gasping for breath.

"Let meguess. Y ou want him to think you're aready beet, right?"

| kawa continued to gasp, but paused long enough to give Mark aquick wink as he staggered back to the



edge of thecircle. Only by leaning on the sword which he thrust into the sand was he able to stay erect,
and the whole arena believed that the next strike would be ared win.

The gong sounded and Ikawa moved two paces forward and waited, his sword swung back, exposing
hischest asif chalenging Cintato strike and finish it. Cintawas not afool and gpproached dowly, but
confidently.

Ikawa called upon the spirits of hisancestors, and by use of koan, attempted to achieve the state of
mushin, where his spirit would be free of dl feding and hisbody and sword become aunity, asingle
insrument of the unconscious.

Cinta hesitated momentarily, seeing a change in his opponent, then launched his attack.

Theingant Ikawas sword met his, Cintawas fighting for hislife. Blades sang in afury asthe berserker
who was Ikawa forced him back acrossthe circle, parrying desperately. The crowd was standing
cheering.

Within minutes | kawa began to regain norma consciousness and realized that he till could not get
through Cintas defenses. But those efforts were designed to guard the heart!

He dashed for Cinta's chest, instantly changing his cut to evade the parry, and sending his sword flashing
sraight towards Cinta's eyes. In a contest where an accidental wound other than the heart meant
forfeiture this was shocking, and Cintajumped back with acry.

Ikawa ddiberately burst out laughing, followed immediately by Mark, and gradudly by the crowd.

Cintascreamed and legped at |kawa, who had half turned his body away while laughing. Cinta's thrust
was aflash that sopped dl laughter.

Only Ikawawasn't there. His spin and parry were as quick asthought, and hisdash at Cintas
unprotected heart ended in aflash. In an ingtant the whistles of the referees were drowned by the crowd,
which was dready onitsfeet, thundering its approval.

Cinta, however, wastoo far gonein hatred. Ignoring the whistles he turned the full fury of hisblade on
Ikawa, determined to kill him no matter what. A moment later he was blasted off hisfeet by the head
referegs crystal. Lying there stunned, he heard Ikawa proclaimed the winner on points and awarded the
Crystd of the Sun.

Mark was supremely happy. Grinning from ear to ear, he baited Cinta's kinaman asthe grotesquely fat
man shrieked his protest at the referees.

"Damnit," the nobleman roared, "hetried to hit Cintain theface. That's abreech of therules."
"Lord Heberlin, control yoursdlf. Itisonly illega when he cuts him, not when he gartleshim.”

Mark chimed in cheerfully, ™Y ou've got no case, porkie. In fact, you ought to be thankful that Ikawa
didn't finish him off when he overextended on that last lunge.”

Hcberlin turned on Mark and snarled, "Keep your mouth shut when your betters are speaking, you--"
Mark'sfist stopped his comments and stretched him out on the sand.
"I'll kill you for that," Heberlin promised as he struggled to pick himsdf up.

They were in the shadow of the arena entrance; the crowd was watching |kawa accept the crystal. No



one had even noticed the little altercation that had just taken place, although Mark was surprised to note
how near one of the pillars of light in the arenahad drifted.

"I'm till new here, and | don't want awholelot of fuss," Mark said to Heberlin, loud enough for the
referee to hear. "Why don't we just go outside and take a pisstogether?"

Heberlin hesitated, so Mark turned to the referee. "He's got his offensive crystals and 1've got mine.
Maybe you'd even like to come dong, in an unofficid capacity, and take alesk yoursaf?'

Thereferee was obvioudy ddighted at the challenge. He glanced at the pillar of light, then nodded. "Asa
matter of fact | would thoroughly relish such atrip. Lord Heberlin, surely one of your girth would aso
appreciate atrip to the jakes?'

The portly nobleman tried to assume an air of dignity. "Let's go, then. | suppose | ought to be grateful for
the chancetokill himin private.

And the three turned and walked side by side out the tunnel, angling towards the vast gardens beyond.

Ikawa held the Crygtd of the Sunin hishand, glorying initsfed. Already he seemed to have an afinity
for it. It seemed to surround him with brilliance far outshining hisforce shied.

He made hisway acrossthe arena, heading for Leti, and the crowd parted before him: the day's
entertainment had been the best of the festival, and it looked like the dramawas continuing.

Ikawa went to the private balcony and came over to stand in front of Leti. Again he was struck by her
beauity--hazel-green eyes and short black hair, with ivory skin. Her white gown was trimmed in black
and she wore the biggest, darkest crystal he had ever seen in the sash around her trim waist.

"Y ou fought magnificently, sir," she said admiringly. “"Never have | seen such swordplay.”
He held up the Crysta of the Sun, and itslight washed over them.
"I have been told that this should belong to you.”

"It isthe mateto my crystd of night,” Leti replied softly, pointing to the crystal on her belt, "and is part of
my family's heritage. What price do you demand for it, my lord?"

Ikawa paused and smiled. "I demand nothing. It isrightfully yours™ and he placed the crysta in her hand.

Such was the power and intensity of his gaze that she ill stared into his eyes, not even looking &t the
crystd in her pam.

"I demand nothing," be repeated, "but | ask for the right to court you, Leti."

Conversation rumbled around the court.

"Y ou have earned that right, and | grant it, my lord.” She extended her hand to him.

Hefroze. Was he supposed to kissit, or bow over it, or... Her voice came into his mind.

"Custom callsfor you to take the ring off my first finger," the voice whispered, "and weer it asatoken.”

Ashewas carefully diding the ring onto his smalest finger, she gracefully wrapped her arm through his
and sad, "My lord, you must be thirsty. Will you join mefor refreshments?' Armin arm they walked



back into the palace.
Cheers echoed after them asthey | €ft.

Chapter 14

The light from the setting sun came through the stained glass doors, illuminating alow center teble
covered with theremains of afeast. Relaxing on seatsin various stages of repose, the group flowed along
with the inner currents created by the mind singer who was building his symphonic piece to a crescendo.

In counterpoint the mind weaver was leading the group through asoaring journey seen only with the inner
eye. Together the group floated through distant star fields, racing at impossible speeds past pulsing red
giants, skimming over blue-green planets, and swirling clouds of auroralight.

Asthe song of the mind singer reached even higher, filling their universe with itsjoyful wordless
symphony, the mind weaver formed the image of apulsing core of light--and together the group fell into
its core. With ablinding flash, woven into the final crescendo of the mind singer, the core burst.

Theimage faded as a billion suns were born while the wordless song drifted away into night. The group
dirred fromits collective dream.

The mind snger and weaver quietly withdrew. Their audience was still somewhat dazed by the symphony
and visua extravaganzathat the two master sorcerers had projected into their minds.

"Even better than Scriabin's Poem of Ecstasy,” Kochanski said admiringly to Mark, who could only
shrug noncomittally, white wondering if he could teach the mind singer alittle bit about the Big Band
sound.

"Thisisthelife," Mark drawled, looking over to Storm, who lay on the couch dongside. "I can't recall
ever being thisrelaxed and happy."

"It's one of the most satisfying festivals I've ever known," Leti said quietly, looking over at Ikawa, whose
hand shewas holding. "My one regret, isthat you didn't cut his heart out,” she said in amatter-of-fact
voice.

"Jesus, Leti," Mark said, trying not to sound startled, "remind me never to get you mad a me."

"She'sright,” Storm said. "Cintais not to be treated lightly. HEll want hisrevenge, and helll plot it out,
evenif it takesahundred years. Y ou should have killed him and been done with it."

"l wasonly interested inthe crystd,” Ikawareplied truthfully.
"And spesaking of enemies," Allic interjected. "Mark, better look out for Heberlin.”

"He's not to betrifled with either,” Leti replied. "Histype doesn't have the courage to kill outright. They
doit with poison.”

"But anyhow," Allic continued, "they knew therisk, soit'stheir own responsbility.”
A grinlit hisfeatures as he looked at Mark, then, unable to contain himsdlf, he burst out laughing.

"Therefereetold severd of hisfriends,” Allic roared gleefully. "The whole city's buzzing with it. 'Let'sgo
take apisstogether!" By the gods, I'll not be surprised if that's how the dleyway toughswill challenge
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each other from now on! Everyone knows how you smply flew circles around him, shooting him again
and again on hisfat assuntil hefindly smacked into the ground and gave up. He probably won't sit for a
week!"

"Aw, | couldnt kill him," Mark said, dmost defensively. "He was so clumsy it was adaughter. Anyhow,
I'd like to know how someone like him gets to be a nobelman. Or do you just get to be one because
you'rebornintoit?'

All three of Jartan's children stiffened.

Allic responded first. "Heberlin was just a sorcerer until he married into money, and used that to buy a
titlefrom Cinta's family. Granted, it'svend, but are you telling methat in your old world such things never

happened?’

Storm was next and did an admirable job of holding her temper. "Where ever did you get theideathat
Jartan would dlow usto grow fat and lazy? If you want to be part of his court, you owe him service.
That scum Heberlin only getsin here because he's part of Cinta'sclique.”

Mark could see he was treading on dangerous ground, but the whole subject of nobility bothered his
grassroots senshilities, and hefet like hefinally had to get it out in the open.

"But I've seen some nobility here that are nothing more than drones, living off their subjects.”

"Y ou don't have nobility in your country,” Ikawatold him, "but when | wasliving in Boston and going to
MIT, | saw hundreds of spoiled brats of the richer class, who had never done aday'swork in their life,
living off the wealth crested by their ancestors. Granted, many of them would become productive, but |
met many who were obnoxious bores, who didn't care one bit for anything other than their own pleasure,
asif itwasthar right."

Mark had to concede that point.

"I've served my father for over 600 years," Storm replied, "and have done everything from diplomacy to
assigting in the minesto spending thirty very dangerous years on aresearch team trying to control the
focd points by the Seaof Qiaos. | believe I've earned my titles.”

Mark wished he had thought allittle before opening his mouth. He nodded at Storm and turned to Leti.
"I meant no offense,” he stated quietly, "but it'syour turn, o let me haveit.”

Leti stared and dowly shook her head. "Mark, | won't be nasty, but theré'salot you don't know. |
fought by Jartan's side in the war against that monster Horat, three thousand years ago, and lost my
mother and grandfather beforeit wasdl over.”

She again shook her head asif trying to shake off adark mood.

"| served then and | serve now,” Leti continued. "1 leave tomorrow for atour asingpector genera of the
northern coasta defenses.”

Leti looked over a Storm. "Y ou did this severd years ago, didn't you?"
Storm nodded. "Pirates getting out of hand again?”'

Leti stretched and yawned while answering in the affirmative. "Still, | won't be gone more than two or
three months,” and she turned to smile at Ikawa. "Allic, may | pay you avisit once I'm done?’



Allic got amischievous gleam in hiseye and replied, "Of course, Léti. I'll even attempt to keep Ikawa off
garrison duty or patrol during your vist."

He paused, trying to keep asmile off hisface. "Still, there could be conflictsin the schedules...”
He got the reaction he hoped for: Leti threw aroll a him and they all broke into laughter.

"l was planning to go back to Landrawith you and Mark for ashort vist," announced Storm. "I suppose
Mark has atour of duty coming up too?'

Mark saw the quick grin before Allic lowered his head and tarted pantomiming sorrow. "I don't know.
These damned schedules...”

"How about abarrel of winefrom my estates to change the schedule?!

"Two barrels”

"Robber! Done."

At that moment the door burst open and one of Jartan's officers came into the room.

"My lord, welve received amessage from Landra," he said, trying to control hisvoice. "A sStuation has
developed..." Helooked nervoudy at Allic,

Themood in the room was still somewnheat lighthearted as Allic set aside his goblet and looked at the
messenger.

"What situation?" be asked.
"My lord..." He seemed to be grasping for the right words.
Suddenly the room was sllent with tenson. Allic was on hisfeet looking at the messenger.

"My lord, there's been areport that your province has been invaded by the Torms. My lord, your
country isnow in astate of war."

Mark looked over at Ikawa, who returned hisworried gaze.

"Soagainit hasfound us™ Mark said quietly.

Trembling with exhaustion, Mark cleared the ridgeline and bresthed asigh of rdlief. The city of Landra
wasfindly inview.

Mark looked over towards |kawa, who was struggling to stay in formation. He swung alongside the
Japanese captain.

"Only ameatter of minutes now," Mark said, trying to encourage him.
Ikawagrunted in reply.

The duration and fatigue of the flight reminded Mark of more than one occasion when he had coaxed an
alling plane back to base with little more than fumesin the tank by the time he landed.

Storm was up ahead with her brother. Mark knew that when it cameto flying she had nearly limitless
strength, and that knowledge made him push even harder to keep up the grueling pace.



A patrol of sorcerers, dropping out of the cloud cover, swung into an escort position above Allic's party
and approached cautioudy.

Killing off their dtitude, the party followed Allic'slead and turned onto find approach, heading straight
towards the main battle gate. Now that war was on, flying parties had to enter the city down thisone
narrow corridor. Any other approach would be viewed as hostile, drawing immediate fire from the wall
defenses.

Mark could see the heavy crystals mounted on the main towers tracking them. It was unnerving--and
what a perfect setup this could be for an assassin. But a group of sorcerers with sufficient power could
disguise themselves, so even Allic's approach had to be treated with caution.

The aerid security team came close enough to touch them. There was a perfunctory salute from the head
of the security team, and pushing forward to the main battle tower, he gave the signd to allow Allicto

pass.

Clearing thewall, they soared over the city to land in the main courtyard of the paace, while the security
team pulled up and headed back into the clouds.

The courtyard bustled at the approach of the lord. Servants rushed forward bearing refreshments, and
were shouldered aside by staff members and court attendants, each one pressing to be heard. Allic and
Storm pushed through the crowd, signding for the staff to follow into the throne room.

From thefar sde of the courtyard Mark saw Y ounger and Giorgini and severd of the Japanese rushing
forward to greet their leaders.

"How wasit?' Younger cdled. "And where's Kochanski ?'
"More important right now is—-what happened here?' Mark replied.

Ikawa cameto Mark's Sde, and the question that had been burning in him ever since Allic mentioned it
during theflight back findly came out:

"Imadaand Y oshida," Nobuaki answered. "They've been reported overdue for nearly atenday. Vadez
said they were most likely cut off due to theinvasion and that it wasthe least of hisworries at the

Ikawa grunted. It was war again and he had to harden himsdlf. Always he struggled to harden himsdlf, to
not get attached in any way to his subordinates. But till it hurt, especidly with Imada

"Where arethe rest of the men?' he asked.
"They were sent to join the southern army,” Nobuaki replied.
"Who sent them?'

"Vadez. He dso ordered Y ounger and Giorgini and the three of usto stay behind." Nobuaki's voice
trailed off asif it was an admission of guilt that they had not been sent into the fight.

Ikawa could see why. Vadez probably realized that it was best to keep Y ounger and Nobuaki away
from the hest of combat while their immediate superiors were not present. Fire at Machas warriors could
just aseasily be directed against aformer foe. And asfor Shigeru and Denzo, they just were not
experienced enough with flight. Again Vadez had shown his superior judgment of men under ams.



"What reports are there on the fighting?' Mark demanded.

"Theres no sensein my going over thistwice," came a sharp voice from the back of the crowd. The men
parted as Vadez pushed through.

He gazed a Mark and Ikawa, judging their exhaustion after what must have been aharrowing
high-gpeed flight in Allicswake. Thefaintest flicker of asmile crossed hislips. These men weretough if
they had kept up with Allic when he was angered.

"Come on. I'm making my report to Allic right now. Y ou might aswell get it sraight from me, rather than
acollection of haf-witted rumorsfrom thisrabble.”

Vadez scanned the crowd for amoment and could sensethe bristling at hisinsult. Good, they were
toughening. They'd haveto be tough if they expected to survive what was coming.

"How bad?' Allic asked quietly, looking acrossthe tableto Vadez.

Vadez pointed at the map on the table and Ikawawas struck immediately by its smilarity to combat
Stuation maps back home.

"They hit acrossthe border six daysago,” Vadez began, "and are estimated to be in excess of thirty-five
thousand. The southern army was overwhelmed by the end of the second day, losing hdf itstota force,
and was forced to completely abandon our holdings below the escarpment.”

Vadez |ooked towards Allic, but the ruler said nothing.

"They hit us hard, full surprise, and managed to put out ajamming screen so messages could not get
through. A number of their demons and sorcerers were posted as a curtain behind our army so that no
information could get in or out."

"Without your presence here, my lord, there just wasn't the power to detect what was happening. They
had already broken our forces before | learned of the attack."

Allic nodded. "What have you donein response?”

"l sent them any reinforcements we could spare. Eight thousand foot, which cut our city garrisonin half.
Fortunately they were on maneuvers two days march north of the pass. They should aready be there.”

"Sorcerers?'

"All of the offworlders except five, and the two who are missing. | dso sent dong al the sorcerers whom
| could hire from the guild, though the price was high. Our primary battle team stayed here. The others, |
hope, will be ableto buy timefor us." Valdez looked across the table to Mark and I kawa, expecting a

response.
"Why our people?’ Ikawa asked coldly, not caring at al for the comment about "buying time."

"They're servantsto Lord Allic,” Vadez said sharply. ™Y our men were available and | used them. | will
not commit my dite reserve in abattle which might only be the opening stage of awider war."

"You did correctly,” Allic replied smoothly, and he gave histwo lieutenants a gaze of warning not to
chdlenge Vadez's decison.

"Has the enemy crested the escarpment?" he asked, pointing to where the blue lines representing his



forcesweretracedin.

"Our last report came in yesterday, saying that our force was being flanked on both sides at the base of
the escarpment, and was starting to pull back. We were lucky to even get that information before their
jamming stopped us again. We haven't had word since. | gave the ordersfor the reinforcementsto start
digging in at the top of the pass and prepare fortifications for our retreating forces. Weve been in the
blind snce then, my lord."

"Let'sassumethewors," Allic said.

"It could be quite bad, my lord," Vadez said softly. " Assuming the worgt, the position has aready been
overrun. They could dready be through Wolf Pass and coming into the realm. I've aready taken the
liberty, my lord, of recalling our armies stationed on the eastern and western frontiers. But neither army
can get back herefor nearly atenday.”

"I'm afraid to say, my lord, that if the southern group isfinished, Macha could very well sweep right up to
the city, burning and looting the entire province. We could lose everything there, thousands of lives, dong
with the entire wealth of the region. Macha knows that he doesn't have enough sorcerersto best our
defenses from above, but he certainly could makeit hell out in the countryside.”

"Damn them to thefired" Allic roared. "Why thisknifein the back? I've lived to our agreements.”

"It could be an dliance between the Torms and Sarnak,” Storm suggested. "Macha aone we can handle,
but the two of them together... Y ou know the figures--we've looked at them often enough. If Macha
goes over to Sarnak, they'll have superior numbersintheair.”

"Macha? Never. I've always thought him a bit too coldblooded, but he's nobody'sfoal.”
"But you must face the question of Sarnak in dl of this, and plan for that possibility,” Storm replied.
Allic looked at VVadez who nodded.

"Weve dways known that we don't have the people to match the combined strength of Patrice and
Sarnak, while aso keeping awatch on Machaaswell. We thought our diplomacy could keep him out of
afight or even swing himinonour sde. Damnit al, | can't imagine what pushed him into this; he hates
Sarnak nearly as much aswe do. We now have to assume Patriceisin thistoo, and waiting like avulture
to help pick over the corpse.” He grimaced.

"We do have thetactical advantage of the offworlders" Allic replied.

"Wait aminute," Mark interrupted. "There's something here | sill don't get. What about Jartan? He's your
fether."

"True. And hed trigger afull conflagration in the process,” Storm replied. "'If he comesin, Minar, whois
Machasfather, will comein. Or if Jartan should move againgt Sarnak--and we al know that he wishes
he could--that would bring Tor into thefight."

"Sowhat? ThisTor isntagod,” Mark said.

"But heisthe only surviving child of Horat," Vadez told him. "Tor came from the marriage of agodto a
demigod, and his power is nearly as great. Jartan must not move against any other god's descendant, not
even Horat's. It isadelicate balance that has managed to keep a semblance of the peace.”

"The baance," Storm continued, "has managed to keep for thirty centuries. So my father will stand out of



this one aslong as the other gods do. Besides, we're not children. It's up to usto fight this out.”

"Damnit," Mark replied, "thisisn't some game. Real people are dying out there. If the gods have dl this
power, a least they could stop it."

"You sl haven't grasped it,”" Ikawa said softly. "In the end it is nothing more than agame, anilluson.
That iswhy we Japanese can diein battle without fear, for what we believed back on Earth has been
proved to us here. All that countsis honor, Bushido, which we carry with usinto the next world."

"Easy for you," Mark said. "Remember I'm still an American at heart."

"I know," Ikawareplied, looking straight into Mark's eyes.

"Enough of this" Vadez growled. "There's a battle to be fought.”

"Theanswer isobvious," Allic said evenly. "We leave before the middle of the night.”
"What do you plan to commit?' Vadez asked.

"Everything here, every sorcerer, except for you and the oldest men of the reserve. Ander will be coming
back in from patrol and when he does | want him to handle air cover over the city while you prepare the
town for theworst. | plan to put the rest of my sorcerersthere.” Allic pointed to the position at the edge

of escarpment.

"But my lord, the forces there might aready be annihilated. Logic demands that we keep our main
complement of sorcerers herein reserve until the rest of our ground armies move up. Then we can drive
Macha back. The southern army at this point can only dow them down, not defeat them."”

Ikawa felt hisanger risng but kept it in check. Thisman had sent nearly dl of his people out there, and it
seemed asif he had smply written them off as adelaying force. The coldblooded logic of it was correct:
to put out enough to dow the enemy down while your dispersed forces were pulled back in. But thiswas
not an exercise, and hismen, nearly al that were left from his old world, were out there.

Asif Allic wasreading Ikawas mind, he said, "Vadez, go tell the men out there that logic has written
themoff."

"Never reinforce defeat, my lord.”
"Y ou did by sending up the contingent of offworlders.”
Vadez wasslent.

For thefirgt time Ikawa felt a vague sense of disquiet about this man. Could it be that he wanted the
outsders pared down alittle bit? Was there afear that the new group was growing too powerful? Or
was there another reason?

"All right, I'm taking hdf thewall crystalsand I'll leave twenty sorcerers of the reserveto hold the city.”
"That leaves Landraal but naked," Vadez warned.

"Thefirgt contingent from the western army will be in the city in eight days. WEll keep Machas peoplein
front of us, and fight our way back through the pass. With the additiona sorcerers, we might even push
Macha back."

"But what about Sarnak or Patrice?' Vadez argued.



"Look, damnit. | know who the enemy to my front is: Macha." Allic'svoicerose so that al could fed his
anger.

"I goto theenemy. I'll not hide back here waiting for a possible threet to materidize while thereisathreat
for dl to seeto my south. | want Macha's head for this; Landrawill have to take care of itself. Prepareto
leave a once. Thisdiscussion has ended.”

Without waiting for a response he turned and stalked out of the room.
Vadez shot aquick glance at Mark and Ikawa, asif expecting achallenge.

Mark was tempted to say something, but in his heart he knew that Vadez had only followed the correct
logic. It might mean the lives of his men--but command could not be swayed by the question of lives. He
nodded towards Vadez, signaling that there was no chalenge. The battle chieftain turned and left the
room.

"Not to hurt your masculine pride,” Storm said, approaching Mark, "but will you be able to keep up?1
mean, | can take you two in tow if need be."

"Asamatter of fact, it would hurt my masculine pride," Mark said, trying to smile.
Storm turned away and looked at the map.

"I hope he knowswhat hesdoing," she said softly. "Allic tends to charge ahead the moment he seeswhat
hethinksis hisfoe. Someday itll be hisundoing.”

Mark would remember that comment in the daysto come.

Chapter 15
"Chrigt dmighty, here they come!" Walker shouted.

Goldberg looked over his shoulder. He wanted to rise for a better vantage point, but the Torms had air
superiority now and anything that moved even afoot off the ground this close to the battle line was hit by
concentrated blasts. After they had lost severd sorcerers, word had come down from Pinathat men
could only go airborne to protect the ground troopsiif they were attacked from above.

He could hear the chanting growing ever louder, "Torm, Torm, Torm," as the crescent-shaped battle line
garted its advance, the two flanks encompassing afront nearly half amile across, gradudly closingin as
they tunneled into the pass.

Thesolidwall of humanity advanced at an inexorable pace, never fatering.

"Hold steady," Goldberg ordered. They were deployed atop alow risein the middle of the pass.
Anything that advanced would have to come over them first. He looked to hisleft where the thin line of
Japanese were deployed in open battle formation, their Nambu machine gun concealed in ahurriedly dug
bunker, while to hisright were the rest of the Americans with two Thompson submachine guns anchoring
theflank.

Goldberg looked back over his shoulder to the low ridgdine in the middle of the pass, ahundred yards
away. Thelast of the siragglers had pulled back, and from the flurry of activity he could see the flash of
axes astreeswere felled for protective barricades, while men dug, sometimes with their bare hands, to
throw up afortified position, started earlier in the day by the desperately needed reinforcements.
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"Buy time," Pinahad said to the offworlders. "Just aturning of the glass, that's al. We need to keep them
back while srengthening theline."

Buy time, goddamn them. They'd been buying time now for three days. A bloody trail of buying time that
gretched back across thirty leagues of running.

Thirty leagues and five thousand dead. For Goldberg it was like something out of a history book, or
perhaps some British movielike The Four Feathers, where the regiment formed a square and the native
armieswould swarm in, an ocean of men as endless asthe sea.

But this morning the Torms had come up against something new: the power of a Japanese machine gun.
The retreat had findly been dowed when the weapons, which Pinahad held in reserve, wererdeased in
adesperate bid to buy timefor the fortification work. Thiswasthe fina step back: if they were pushed
out of the pass the Tormswould be able to pour onto the high plateau and overrun the province.

"Five hundred yards," Saito shouted.

The ground beneath them shook to the marching cadence of the enemy host.

Goldberg looked back over his shoulder.

"Fing, goddamn it, you better give me some fire support and keep those flying bastards off our necks."
A single shot sounded.

Goldberg looked up the line. It was Smithie. Goldberg wished he had waited a bit longer, but the man
was an expert with arifle, and besides, it wasimpossible to miss, so tightly packed was the advancing

amy.

An officer in the enemy'sfront line crumpled. There was amomentary pause at the shock of this new
weapon, and then al hell broke loose. Forty thousand voicesrose in one long scream of anger, and the
Torm host broke into atrotting charge. Behind the enemy line a score of sorcerersrosg, firing at thethin
defensveline

One of the sorcerersweaved forward, daring Allic's men to meet him. Walker stood up from hisdlit
trench, aimed his Thompson, and squeezed the trigger. The sorcerer's shielding dowed severa rounds,
but one got through and the impact sent him staggering. He barely made it back to the protection of his
lines

The Japanese Nambu opened with a staccato burst. The team worked like experts: aburst, tap the gun
on the Sdeto moveit afraction, and then another burst--al of which were hitting home.

"Hold your fire," Goldberg screamed to his men. The Japanese were combat infantry, they knew their
business. But he wanted them close, redl close, for his own people.

Thewall moved closer. Damn, damn they're getting too close!

White flame shot over his head, fired from half adozen sorcerers at the same time. Goldberg ducked
inginctively into the trench. The ground adozen yards away exploded.

Another burst of flame, and then another. It seemed the ground would melt around him.

Hefdt aflicker of pressure. A flame bolt had nicked againgt his shielding, causing it to glow asthe energy
was absorbed.



Angry now, he flicked the safety off hisM-1 carbine, sghted on the |eaders of the charge, and ydlled,
"Hre"

It was impossible to miss. He squeezed off round after round. Even when he missed hisintended target, a
man to ether side would crumple and go down. So tightly packed was the charge that one round would
cut down two, even three men before its power was spent.

The Nambu crew was redly hammering it now, holding down for long sustained burdts.

Fire flashed overhead, rifles and now even pistols cracked, the world was engulfed, overwhelmed by the
roar of battle, astwenty held againgt arush of thousands. Findly they got support from Allic's
longbowmen. Sheets of arrows rose heavenward, the shadow of athousand bolts racing acrossthe
ground. The arrows would seem to hover for amoment and then come hurtling down, dashing into the
enemy linewith devastating impact.

The Torm line fatered, dowed, then stopped, and from out of the host atriple line of skirmishers
advanced, their shorter bows, which did not have the range of Allic'sweapons, a the ready. If the
archers got close enough, Goldberg redlized, they'd have to cut out the defensive shielding, Sinceit was
always possible that the Tormswould hazard ared crysta or two.

The archersrushed forward fearlesdy. As one fel, another rushed to take his place, while al thetimethe
Nambu cut its bloody path.

To ether flank Torm skirmishers hugged the high ground, working their way towards the flanks of Pinas
main force. Goldberg was tempted to call for fire to pin them down, but thought better. Firing straight
ahead, every shot counted and delayed the main advance.

For long minutes the battle was stalemated. The Torms could not advance any further, but were
increasing their pressure on the flanks. Goldberg looked back over his shoulder, hoping for asigna to
pull back, but no sgnd came. They were out there on their own.

The Nambu fell silent. Dodging enemy fire bolts, Goldberg rushed over to the Japanese position.

Saito looked up to him, hiseyesfull of despair.

"Weve got one box |eft, and that'sit,” the Japanese sergeant cried. "1 need to hold something in reserve.”
Goldberg looked back to where the enemy hue had faltered.

They were starting to pull back!

A hoarse cheer went up from Pina's men, who were till feverishly digging in.

God let it end, Goldberg sllently prayed.

But it was no rout. The center of the Torm line pulled back grimly, but the pressure on the flanks was il
building as unit after unit of singers, light infantry, and archersfiltered dong the difflike walls of the pass.
They did not stop to engage the delaying force but pushed on, intent on cutting off the main defenses at
the top of the pass.

The pullback in the center dowed and finaly stopped. So close were the Torms that Goldberg could
clearly hear the shouted commands as the enemy'srage grew.

"Y our men," Saito asked, looking a Goldberg. "How much ammunition?"



"Jose, whatya got left?"
"Twenty rounds.”

"Wdsh?'

"I'mout.”

Damn him. What good is an empty Thompson?
"Smithie?"

"Twenty rounds.”

"Waker?'

"Thirty rounds."

"Kraut?'

"Maybe ten rounds.”

Goldberg looked back to Saito.

Even before the question started to form aroaring shout came up from the Torms. It crashed against
them like thunder, washing away al other sound.

"Torm, Torm, Torm! A tu Madia"
"Chrig, they're charging!"

Goldberg turned to look. It was an irresistible tide, acrashing wall of armed men rushing forward at the
run. They were only severa ranks deep, while behind them, moving at a steady trot, came the rest of the

any.

They could use therest of their anmunition and knock out the charging line, but then the rest of them,
shielded by flesh and blood, would push on over.

Thered be no stopping them thistime.
"Let's get the hell outahere!” Goldberg roared.

Straightening, he pointed to the rear. The men needed no prompting. Grabbing their wegpons, they
scrambled out of the trenches and burst for the rear. A triumphant cry came up from the Torms. The
ground beneath Goldberg's feet trembled with the weight of their advance.

Goldberg turned and leveled his carbineto fire another burst. There was ablinding flash.

Hefdt asif every nervein hisbody had been touched with fire. He tried to scream, but no sound would
form. And then his thoughts dipped away and hefdl into darkness.

"Captain, | don't know if | can keep thisup."

Mark glanced a Y ounger, who was struggling to maintain formation. For that matter, Mark wondered
how he was managing to hold on. After lessthan four hours of exhausted deep in acorner of Allic's
conference room, Storm had roused him. Allic and the others were ready to leave.



For amoment Mark had been tempted to say the hell with it and ask her for help with the flying, but
pride had stopped him. He knew that she could undoubtedly sense the exhaustion, but she had wisdly
refrained from offering any help.

"Not much longer, Y ounger. Y ou can see the glow, there on the horizon."

They wereflying now by thelight of the twin moons, which bathed theworld in an eerie
double-shadowed light. For the last half hour they'd been able to see the shimmer on the horizon. It put
him in mind of the time he had gone as aliaison with a British night bomber team and had been ableto
see the flames of Hamburg from two hundred miles out. All hell must be breaking loose on the edge of
the escarpment.

"Not much longer.” It was Storm, swinging up on hisside.

Heamiled grimly &t her.

"Perfect time for an ambush,” Storm called. "Allic wants cover up above. Wereit."
"Y ou hear that?" he shouted. " Open formation, we're going up.”

In aprocessthat still amazed him, hewilled the direction, arched his back, and started up, climbing a a
forty-five degree angle, the Americans and severd of Allic's sorcerersfollowing Storm'slead inline
abreast.

Within minutes they were severd thousand feet above the main formation. The Ventilian Hillswere now
bel ow them, and asthey pierced a scattered bank of clouds, Wolf Passfinaly cameinto view.

"It looks like abloody nightmare down there," Giorgini yelled, gpproaching Mark.

To Mark it looked more like the gates of hell: The pass was ablaze with light, bolts of magic fire snapping
across the landscape and reflecting on the clouds about them so that it seemed they were flying through a
seaof flame.

Asthe party drew closer they could see by the moonlight and reflected glow where advanced raiding
parties of Torms had aready skirted the edge of the defensive fortifications and were sweeping into the
open plains beyond. Here and there freshly kindled fires marked where yet another farmstead was being
torched.

"Three o'clock, fifty plusbogeys,” Y ounger shouted, pointing. "Below us, dropping out of the clouds.”
Mark could see two formations of twenty-five demons, and the first was dready diving toward Allic.
"Bandits, definitely bandits," Mark cried. "Coming in three o'clock high on Allic.”

Storm was dready warning her brother viaher communications crysta. Allic's party broke formation and
whedled straight into the attack.

"Let'sget intoit!" Storm shouted.
"Not yet," Mark cried. "There might be a second wave from another direction. Hold formation.”

Mark had snapped the orders asif till back on the Dragon Fire. Now, belooked to see how this
demigod would react to such a perfunctory command. He relaxed when be saw the look of
acknowledgment in her eyes.



Good. Mark was getting sick of arguing with these people about the power of fighting in large formations
ingtead of breaking up into smal groups or individua contests once abattle wasjoined. If in the minutes
to come Storm would stick with him, the others might start to listen when they saw the power of a
coordinated strike.

Helooked over towards his crew. They were holding tight formation as he expected them to.
"Twenty plus bogeyscomingin,” Giorgini yeled, "nine o'clock low. They're bandits, ook like sorcerers.”
"That'sthe onefor us," Mark cried.

All wearinesswas forgotten. He timed the moment, watching as aloosdly scattered formation of
sorcerers swooped down on Allic's party from behind.

They must have been waiting for this, knowing that reinforcements were bound to comein. It was agood
plan: send in thefirst wave of demonsto break up the formation and divert it, then drop the sorcerersin
to pick off theloneflyers one after another from behind, while the second wave of demonsisheldin
reserve.

"Kegp it tight. Stay on my wing," Mark ordered. ""Going down now!"
He pulled up, winged over, and dove. In formation, the othersfollowed.

They would have one good pass. Mark would pull thislike a standard fighter sweep: no fancy
maneuvers--just comein high, drop through the formation, and dam them with everything as you shot
through, hitting them with enough speed that it'd be difficult for them to follow.

Theformation wasright below him, and Mark picked the last sorcerer in the unit. He could dmost
imagine aring Sght silhouetting histarget. Theimagery seemed to help him concentrate, and he waited
until histarget filled the entire circle.

Now!

A blast of fire cracked from Mark'swrit, striking his opponent between the shoulder blades. There
wasn't any doubt on thishit. The flyer crumpled, hisback shattered. Trailing fire, hefell.

Instantly Mark found another target and fired as he dove past the startled enemy.

The strike was nearly perfect. The others got off their shots, each striking afoe, and severd enemies
amply disintegrated in midair. Mark dammed out athird bolt, winging an enemy who wasralling into an
evadve. Theinjured sorcerer tumbled end over end, disgppearing into low lying clouds.

Following Mark'slead, his battle group continued to dive, weaving and turning to throw off thefeeble
returnfire.

Mark pulled up into an Immemann turn, ready to pounce on anything that was following. But the enemy
formation had been broken by the ondaught. Their surprise thwarted, the surviving sorcerersfled back
towards the southwest.

"They'rein retreat," Storm shouted. "In after them!™

"Straight into their own air defenses?' Mark protested. "We don't know what they've got on the ground
over there, and our surprise has been blown. Let'stighten up and keep our eyes open.”

Helooked towards Allic'sformation, several hundred yards below, still fighting demons. He was tempted



to order adiveinto the battle, but felt it best to keep formation in case the Torms had more surprises
waiting.

Anyhow, Allic was more than holding his own againgt the demons.

Thunderclaps echoed and rolled against the Sides of the pass, counterpointing the shouts of the thousands
bel ow, who paused in their own game of daughter to watch the carnage above.

Thefirst formation of demons, shattered by the concentrated blasts of Allic and his companions, broketo
ether flank, their phosphorescent wings shimmering green. The second group swooped downward.
While holding formation above the main fight, Mark's team fired into the advancing line. With an dmost
fataitic determination the demons pushed their attack home, breaking through the line of fire. Within
seconds they seemed to swvarm over Allic.

A white-hot fire exploded in the middle of thefight, lighting the countryside bright as noonday.
"What the hell wasthat!" Mark threw an arm across his eyes.

Even above the roar of the explosion he could hear Storm's cry. For long, frightening seconds he flew
blind.

Blinking, he looked down. Everything was reversed, like a photographic negative. The flare was Hill
burning with blinding intensity, but through his squint he could see that the flaming object was dropping,
tumbling away from thefight. Mark looked at Storm, and saw the terror in her eyes.

"What wasit?" he screamed.
"Probably ared crystd hitting the defensive screen of someone powerful,” she cried.

Allic! Theflame wasright where Allic had been. Christ, he wanted to go down, but not now. He had to
hold position up here. If it was Allic, if Allic was dead, there was nothing they could do to help him now.
Hetried not to think of it.

Mark watched astheflare, once aliving body, fell away.
"Thereheis" Storm'svoice nearly broke with relief.

Mark followed to where she pointed and could see Allic il flying, hiscompanions pulling in closer, a
protectivewall.

Mark, gtill blinking, scanned the sky above and to either Sde, wondering what the enemy might throw at
them next.

But Madiasforces only pulled back to the protection of their own lines.

Storm, Mark, and therest of his crew swung into air-support formation above Allic and followed himin
asthey made alow approach towards the embattled line holding the edge of the pass.

Half adozen bolts of fire snapped out from the Torms asthey came in acrossthefield, but the shots,
tossed out at extreme range, were wide. The enemy fire dackened and at last stopped as ground forces
followed the lead of their superiorsin theair, and grudgingly pulled back for arespite before the next
battle.

Still scanning the sky above them, Mark weaved back and forth, waiting for Allic to land.



"He'son the ground,” Storm called. "Let'sget in."

Thiswasthe vulnerable time, Mark redlized, asthey went down. If anyone lurked in the cloud cover,
they would hit now.

But dl was quiet asthey dighted near the center of the camp.

Exhaustion washed over Mark. The adrendine rush of combat was past, and he trembled. All around
him was chaos, shouting men, the cries of the wounded; and over it dl the stench of fire, fear, and death.

Allic was off to one side, being led towards the tattered remains of atent, and leaning on one of his
sorcerersfor support.

Together Storm and Mark pushed through the mob towards Allic, who smiled wanly at them.

"Sheenasdead,” Allic said weakly. "I sensed thered crysta in hishand even ashetried to hit my
shieding. There must have been apowerful warding spell on him--1 should have noticed him much, much
sooner." He paused.

"| thought it would hit me, and | tried to drain off my defense shield. Then Sheena pushed me aside and
threw hersdlf on the demon. She's gone, goneto save me.”

Allic looked straight at Mark, and for a second he thought Allic was wondering if he would have made
the same sacrifice for hislord. He hoped he wouldn't be asked.

Chapter 16
"Didyou get him?'
The demon was gtill bent over, gasping for breath. Machawaited patiently.
"My brother did as you commanded,” the demon gasped. "One of Allic's guards blocked him."
Macha gave a characteristic shrug and turned away.

"The pledge to my family to reease the bond of punishment on our sire, will you still honor it?' the demon
asked.

There was agrumble of anger from Machas aides. Theword of their lord had been questioned.

"Y our brother failed," alieutenant barked. "Y our srewill burn forever inliving torment asfar asI'm
concerned.”

Without aword Macha walked away from the group and looked towards the encampment, strengthened
now by Allic's presence.

Machaknew enough of battle to know that a plan, any plan, was fine when drawn up on parchment, or
discussed around atable--but it wasfar different when placed in action.

These offworlders had been the most difficult part to judge so far. First, with their weapons that shot
bolts of metal. He had hoped that the retreat would become arout when Pinas forces hit the top of the
defile. But the offworlders had dowed his advance long enough to dlow themto digiin.

The fools--they should have fortified this passlong ago. That done had given him cause for amoment of
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doubt. Vadez was nobody's fool--a man who plans an attack must aso plan for defense--and he could
not understand why Vadez had not seen to fortifying in preparation for war.

Macha shook hishead. Allic was far too easy to read, and he had almost regretted the plan, knowing he
was playing on Allic'sfamous impetuousness and foolhardy bravery. A commander, Machathought,
should lead with hismind, not with hisheart. It had been agood plan, but plans unfortunately didn't
guarantee success.

Macha shrugged. They'd wait for dawn.
He looked back at the demon, who glowered at him defiantly.

"Y our family pledgeisfulfilled. Y our brother passed into the shadowswith hisattempt. | shdl givethe
order to have your sire released from the mines.”

The demon'slook of hatred turned instantly to shocked surprise. Bowing low, it withdrew into the night.

Machalooked at the formation drawn up in the shadows behind his command tent, and to the unit
commander who had come with reinforcements less than aturning ago.

"Zambara, your unit isready?"
"They are eager to feed,” Zambaraanswered.

"Good." Machaturned and looked back up the dope. "Pass the word to the handlers. With first light
your regiment will advance."

He had been thwarted by things unplanned for--the skills of the offworlders. Now they would fed his
wrath... and it would destroy them.

"Do you wish you had gone with your friends?' Kochanski turned from the window. How quickly he had
adjusted to dll of this, he suddenly redlized. He was facing agod, a pulsing tower of light, but be barely
gaveit athought anymore, as he bowed in acknowledgment. In the Old Testament men usudly groveled,
whined, or at least took off their sandals and crawled around on dl fours. Instead he found himsalf
looking towards the side table where he knew Jartan's usual offering would appear.

Sure enough, achilled pitcher of Schaefer's materialized on the counter with two glasses. For morethan a
week now, that had been the signal that Jartan wanted to talk. Herealized, aswell, just how much this
being liked him. He was an anomaly, afascinating diversion. But Kochanski knew that Jartan had aso
come to treasure the conversation that was devoid of worshipfulness and wheedling.

The shimmering glow codesced into abrilliant, luminous figure shining with an internd radiance. Jartan
then strode to the table, poured a couple of beers, and downed hisin asingle gulp.

"Good suff, that. | can seewhy you likeit."

"l wish | had a clearer memory of some of the German dark beers, but it's been quite afew years."
"Why'sthat?"

"Remember the war back home? German beer is politically suspect these days.”

"Foalish. I'd liketo try it sometime. But you gtill haven't answered my origina question about wishing you
hed |eft with your friends”



Kochanski settled into the chair by Jartan's side.

"They'remy friends”

"Even the onesyou cal Japanese?"

"Of course. It'skind of hard to blindly hate an enemy once you get to know him. Why do you ask?"
"I have my reasons. But you think they'rein trouble?’

"I've felt that from the moment they |eft and you ordered meto stay here. If they're going into danger, it's
my duty to share that danger.”

"Sometimes the hardest duty is not to share the danger, while those you love bear the brunt. Remember,
Kochanski, | have two children going down thereto fight."

"So why don't you intervene?"
"When you were achild and got into afight, did your father come and thrash your opponent for you?”'
"That's not the point. A street corner brawl between kidsisonething. Thisiswar.”

"No, it'snot different. In many waysthis is asireet corner brawl. And if | wereto intervene directly, then
Minar must comein. Y ou know the power of my son; that is but a shadow of my own power inwar, and
Minar'saswell. It would be asif we brought the sun from the heavens and let it burn the land till it
became nothing but cinder and glass.”

"No, we must not intervene, though at times | do wonder if there is something beyond thisfight,
something darker.”

"Cantyoutdl?'

"Kochanski, Kochanski, my friend. Y ou give too much power, even to gods. Besides, the knowing can
at times be blocked, cancelled by the power of others, if they set their mind to it. But sometimeswhat a
god cannot see, amortal can. Because your looking is unanticipated. It can dso at times reach closer into
the hearts of your foes."

"I can't help but fed that you want to show me something to put my mind at ease.”
"Maybe not at ease, but at |east to make you redlize that even here, you can serve your friends.”

Kochanski stood at therailing of Jartan's private bal cony overlooking the sea and listened to the sounds
of the surf hundreds of feet below. The gentle midnight wind swept through his hair, caressing him lightly
with itstouch. In the heavens, the Twins had set, and the sky wasfilled with the mgjesty of the Cloud
shimmering from horizon to horizon. The Runner was a zenith, tracing its eternd race across the heavens,
whileforever beyond its reach floated the Maiden and the five stars of the Crown.

"I'veyet to ask you," Jartan said, coming up to Kochanski's Side, "are the heavens as beautiful on your
ownworld?'

His own world, he thought. He could remember as akid when held get out of Trenton for aweek at
scout camp up on the Delaware, held go doneinto thefields at night, lie down, and soar into the
heavens, hisimagination riding the tails of meteorites and coagting the firmament of the Milky Way. Was
that the Milky Way, the cluster of stars overhead that was smply called the Cloud? If so, where was
Earth, the blue-green speck of home? Was his old girlfriend now looking across the endless sea,



dreaming of aheaven, and thinking that he was somehow floating there above her? Thewind chilled him
and with awistful sigh helooked back to Jartan.

"Not as beautiful, but just as distant,” Kochanski replied.

"Come over here and sit down for amoment,” Jartan said, beckoning towards an ornate, oversized chair
that looked like athrone.

Kochanski settled uncomfortably onto the throne, his dangling feet barely touching the ground. He placed
his hands on the armrests, grabbing hold of the griffins heads mounted to either side. A tremor went
through the chair, and it sarted to rise.

"What the hell’?* Kochanski yel ped. If he was going to fly, damnit, held prefer to do so like everybody
elsedid, arms outstretched.

The absurdity of hisfear caught him. The way anybody e se did--yeah, just like Superman. He settled
back, and through gentle experiment he redlized that pressure on the griffins heads raised and lowered
the chair. But movement was dow. He concentrated his power on the chair, but il it drifted
heavenward at aleisurdy rate.

Helooked over to Jartan, who was floating in the air by hisside.

"All right, my lord, it's obvioudy not for flying. Wheat'sthe real purpose of thisthing?'
Jartan laughed. "1 cdll it the god chair, and its purposeisto explore. Lean your head back.”
Kochanski settled back.

"Closeyour eyes."

Again he did what Jartan requested. But he could still see!

With agtart he nearly jerked out of the chair, which was now floating several hundred feet above the
paace.

"Ah, gartled you." Jartan laughed. "Now close your eyesand relax.”

Warily Kochanski leaned back and closed his eyes. Again he opened them in anear panic, but trying not
to show hisanxiety, he closed them again. His gaze lifted upwards. The stars! The sky from horizon to
horizon was ablaze with light, as though the night heavens had crackled into white-hot blaze.

"Just rdlax," Jartan said, "and turn to the southward."

Kochanski did as he was directed. It seemed as though the world beneath him had grown pale, likea
photo too long exposed. He dmost wished that he could close his eyes against the light, and chuckled at
the absurdity. Hisvision shifted to the world beneath him, where he could see a courtyard, and two
young girlswalking in the shadows. Curious, he watched them, wishing he were closer to see who they
were.

The chair seemed to fall away benesth him, rushing him in ablinding instant so that he now hovered
directly before the two. Not only could he see them, but he could see through them, sensing in one apure
flaming light, while in the other there was a darker thought, afedling of jealousy for her companion who
wastaking of her lover.

Embarrassed, Kochanski started to speak, to explain his sudden intrusion into their privacy, but a deep



rumbling laugh made him open hiseyes

"How?' Kochanski cried. "I didn't move aninch! Yet | was down there," and he pointed to the
courtyard. But where wasit? Leaning out of the chair, helooked al about him, but the courtyard, and its
two lovely inhabitants, were nowhere to be seen.

"Wherewas|?'

"I'm not sure. | didn't havetimeto track you. In the chair one can travel leagues without moving aninch.
Y ou looked off towards the horizon for severad seconds and then you started to voice an apology.
Whomever you were trying to spesk to could have been right below us, or could have been five hundred
leagues away. At firgt the chair gives only one confusing moment after another. But with practice you can
control whereit takesyou, to get a brief glimpse of amoment far away."

"l could see my friends, then."
"That iswhy | brought you here."
"Doyou usethis?'

"Not often,” Jartan confessed. "| created it, gaveit part of my own Essence. But it does not work well for
me: my power overwhelmsthe chair's magic. But for someone like you, it can haveitsuses. First you
must learn to control it--and no one has yet learned to do that completely. Without total mastery, the
chair isonly an amusing toy, sinceitsvisions can rarely be directed to a specific locus and held there."

"But you seem to have a strange gift, arare turning of the Essence. | have heard how you can sense
thingsfrom &far. Y ou offworlders have brought abilities from your world which here combine with the
Essenceto give you rare and powerful talents. Jose, | am told, hasit to alesser extent. | understand that
Giorgini hasasmilar power, but..." Jartan seemed unwilling to comment further.

Could it be? Kochanski wondered. Giorgini was radar fire control, Jose was radio, while he wasthe
radar man. Could it be?

"Try it again,” Jartan said. "Thistimeturn your thoughtsto one of your friends."
Kochanski did as he wastold. Closing his eyes he settled back. The world shimmered softly about him.

Goldberg. Since late this afternoon his thoughts had turned to Goldberg, and the feding persisted that
something waswrong.

Hefét the chair shifting again; theilluson of the land rushing benesth him.
"Goldberg!" he shouted, but it could not be heard.

Kochanski wanted to scream, to reach out and care for hisfriend who lay haf buried in ablown-out
bunker, surrounded by enemies. Was he dead?

Kochanski struggled for control, Goldberg was hundreds of miles away. If he was dead, nothing could
be done. Kochanski was amost ready to curse Jartan for allowing him to see this. What good was seeing
if there could be no helping?

For long minutes he fought to stay cam while gazing at hisfriend's body. Findly he pulled away.

Hisvision swept over the battlefield, the enemy hogt, Allic's beleaguered forces bracing for the threst.



The threat? Hismind dwelled on that, and even asit did, hefelt himsdf starting to drift away. What the
hell was going on?

He wanted to stay, to find Mark and Walker, and yes, even Ikawa and Saito, to reassure himself. Then
he would return to Jartan.

But it rankled that he should be here, safe, while hisfriends waited out the night. He belonged with them,
facing the enemy who at thismoment threatened Allic'srealm.

Again, asif somehow prompted, his mind turned away, drifting.
Where was he going?

His mind scanned around him and he felt something that disturbed and darmed his subconscious.
Abruptly, the chair whisked him away, and the ground seemed to rush up towards him. He screamed,
thinking he was about to crash, and held out hishands asif to ward off the impact--but the chair just
continued into the ground asthough it didn't exist.

Hefound that he could still see, dmogt like he could when swimming in clear water. Riding beneath the
world he headed for the disturbance.

Therewasaburg of light that momentarily blinded him, and he found himsalf gazing down atunnd that
cut deep into the heart of theworld. And it was swarming with life: sorcerers, demons, and the grest
meachines of war.

He could fed the hatred and malevolence of their minds. And in an instant Kochanski knew.
Thisisthereal threat!

Hefelt something sense his presense and he turned to flee. Back through the ground, rising heavenward
to get away, even asadark form probed and grasped at him, trying to pull him from the chair.

Struggling, he clung with both body and spirit, and as he rose the ground seemed to burst asunder.

Before him in the distance was Allic's city of Landra, stripped naked so that the supposed menace from
the south could be contained. But that was not the real danger!

Beneath hisfeet an army was marshaing, and at last dl the bits and rumors--Macha's strange attack, the
reports of Sarnak’s kingdom stripped of troops--at last it was clear.

Even as he hovered, wondering, there was atugging from below. He looked down and his heart froze:
Hewas gazing into the eyes of Sarnak, who regarded him with cold hatred.

"Y ou know too late," Sarnak whispered.
Kochanski tried to form words of defiance, but Sarnak's power held him speechless, immobile.

"I might be tempted to let you leave and tell,” Sarnak said. He hesitated, then shook hishead. "But | think
it better if your soul comeswith me. | have a place prepared for ones such asyou.”

He reached towards K ochanski.

Therewas ablinding flash. With astrangled cry Kochanski tried to pull back. He felt hands gripping his
shoulders and he shrieked. The hands shook him.



He opened hiseyes. It was Jartan. Dazed, Kochanski looked around and saw that the two of them were
gtill floating above Jartan's paace.

"Sarnak!" Kochanski cried. "Hetried to..."

"I know," Jartan said soothingly. "With the chair you stay here, yet you trave far. But what you see can
be sensed by one standing by you. | could see the shadow of torment closing over you, so | pulled you
back."

"It's Sarnak!" Kochanski announced. "I could seeit dl. Thewar with Machais nothing but alure for
Allic. Sarnak's dug atunnel to within Sight of Landra, and is sneaking an entire army through it. Evenif
Allic sops Macha, Sarnak will ill win."

"Jartan," and he hesitated for asecond, "al of them, Allic, Mark, Storm--everyone haswalked into a
trgp!™

Chapter 17

Patrice stood by alarge poal in her courtyard, watching flickers of light in the reflections. Her aura
glowed as she strove to see how the war between Allic and Machawas progressing. Findly, she
lowered her arms and the darkness of the night came back to surround her.

"What did you see, Midtress?’

"Nothing more than we aready know," Patrice answered the witch. "I don't understand any of this. Why
areMachaand Allicfighting? Thereisnologictoit.”

She shook her head. "Mobilize the army. No matter who wins, | want to be prepared to intervene as an
aly with thewinner. And increase the watch on Sarnak's border. Heis much too quiet.”

The witch nodded and touched her communications crysta, sending the orders.

Patrice had turned her attention back to the waters of the pool. "By the way, how are my new toys?'
"The two outlanders are responding well to the drugs, mistress. Soon they will be as pliable as babies.”
"Keep meinformed. | can use them, no matter how thiswar turns out.”

Patrice turned her mind back to the conflict. Her spy in Landra had informed her that the city was
dangeroudy undermanned, but there were too many dangersfor her to move before her own planswere
ready. She glanced at the sky. Dawn was coming.

"| think you better get your men up,” Ikawasaid, leaning over to wake Mark.

Stretching, Mark cameto hisfeet. A light mist hed risen, cloaking thefield like aburia shroud. Mark
rubbed the deep from his eyes and looked to the men who lay on the ground around him. They wereal
here now, except for Kochanski and Goldberg. Where was Goldberg?

"Thinking of Goldberg?' Ikawasaid, more as a statement than a question. Again there seemed to be that
ability to amost read what the other was fedling, and he looked at the Japanese captain.

"He could till bedive" Ikavasad gently.
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"Who? Oh, Goldberg you mean. Perhaps.” Mark turned away.

"All right,” Mark commanded, going to the men who were hisonly link to the other world, "time to stand
to. Dawn soon.”

The men started to stir, cursing.
Ikawawalked back towards his own command and Mark fell in by hisside.

The mist around them was dowly dissipating, the sky behind them shifting from deep indigo to scarlet and
orange.

"You know, Mark, at times| amost fear what | am becoming here. There aretimeswhen | can
somehow see... seewhat isaround a corner, waiting and lurking. And then | wonder if by seeing | am
drawn to that path, or can still changeit, and the seeing is nothing more than awarning.”

"Go on, pill it. What's bothering you?"

Ikawa turned away from Mark and walked over to the barricade, Mark following in hisfootsteps.
Through the mist they could hear Machas troops tirring, the noises for aday of daughter.

"They have something over there." |kawas eyeswerefull of fear.

"| dread thisday," he whispered. "Thereis something over there, something | can dmost smell.”

"And you think that desth will take you today," Mark said evenly. God, how often he had climbed into a
plane with that certainty of deeth hovering over him. Convinced that when he again touched earth, he
would be trapped in flaming wreckage. And yet at the end of the day he would climb out of the plane, his
legstrembling, only to lie awake that night thinking that tomorrow would be The Day.

He knew what Ikawawas fearing, and no words could drive it awvay.
Mark lay hishand on Ikawa's shoulder.
Ikawa looked back at him--then his gaze shifted past Mark and his eyes grew wide.

Mark spun around. Nothing was there except the mist, now bunting avay. A breeze came drifting across
thefield to blow away the last of the mantle of grayness.

"l saw something,” Ikawasaid.
"What?'
"| thought | saw something riseinto the air and come back down.”

Ikawa pointed to the sentries posted along thewall. Severd of them were peering intently towards the
enemy encampment, visible at last now that the mist was nearly gone.

"Whatever it was, it's back down now,” Mark replied. "Most likely a sorcerer or demonrising for a
quick scan.”

Ikawawas dlent.

All around them warriors were forming into ranks. Pennants swirled and stretched with the coming of the
breeze. Morning was upon them, and with it the promise of battle.



"Wed best seeto our people” Mark said. "I'll meet you at Allic'stent,”

"Our jobisto hold," Allic said to his unit commanders. "Aslong aswe hold the top of this pass, Macha
cannot break out onto the high plateau.”

"But anumber of raiders have aready worked their way around us," came avoice from the back of the
tent. "My homestead is only a half-day's ride from here.”

"Damn it, we can't stop al of them,” Allic snapped. " Some raiders are bound to work their way around.
But the main force isblocked. They don't dare to leave an organized foein ther rear.”

"I've detailed half athousand Tal ridersto hold the raidersin check and to keep our communications
open. But here iswhere we have to stop their main force, until the other frontier amiescanjoin us. I've
sripped Landrato hold Macha here. Damn it dl, it's here that we hold him, or your farmstead and every
other farm in the province will be goneinsde aweek."

"Pina, what do you estimate their forces at?'
"Forty thousand, my lord.”

From the slencein the tent Mark redlized that Pinawas only now admitting in the presence of his
subcommanders just how bad he felt the odds really were.

Allic amiled, asthough relishing the chance to prove his skill againgt an extraenemy or two.

"Weve got thewal crystas here; that will cut them down," Allic said. "Have the ranks form the standard
shield wall when the attack comes.”

"Ikawa, are there any projectiles|eft for your weapons?”

The othersin the tent murmured among themsalves. The miracle of the guns had brought them the
precious time needed to strengthen their position.

"Not enough to make a difference now," Ikawareplied. "We should hold what we have |eft asafina
reserve.

"All right then, place your weaponsin thistent. If need be I'll give the command to use them.”

"Mark, | like the way your peoplefight when they fly," Allic continued. "When the battle isjoined, can
you lead the whole group of offworlderslikethat again?'

Mark looked over a Ikawa. His people had no training or ingtinct for the close formation fighting, but
they'd haveto try.

IIYSII
"Then I'll lead my sorcerers up. Mark, you command the offworlders. Fight them as you seefit.”
Allic smiled at Storm. "Machahas no ideayou'e here yet, so when you..."

A digtant thunder filled the air and rolled away. It pulsated again, louder than before, and then yet louder
agan.

"The drum roll of the Subata," Pinasaid quietly.



Mark saw the hesitation cross Allic's features.

"Full ground defense!™ he snapped at the frightened trumpeter who had burst into the command tent.
"Form squares with shield walls, sorcerers stay in squares.”

The sgnder rushed from the tent, and within seconds half a score of trumpeters were sounding the
commands. The camp outside broke into pandemonium as the ground troops rushed to take position.

"Ping, al sorcerersare to man heavy wall crysas,” Allic shouted, and then he turned his gaze on the
offworld commanders. "Mark, raly your people here and hold the center square; don't go up or you're
lost. Ikawa, stay with me but send your Saito to the next square with several men. Well need them to
help fire one of thewall crystas.”

AsMark and Ikawa emerged from the tent, an ominous pulsing washed over them. In counterpoint to it
cameadigant rolling chant: "Torm, Torm, Torm."

"Whét the bell isgoing on?' Mark shouted as Storm dashed out of the tent after him.

"The drums mean that Macha has brought up his regiment of Subata.”

"What the hell isa Subata?' Mark cried.

"L ook, here they come!™ Storm pointed off to the south.

Ikawawas dready staring in that direction, alook of primal terror in hiseyes.

Mark turned southward, and his cry of fear echoed the anguished shouts of those around him.

"My lord, there should be no stopping them now. It has been long since their last feeding.”
Machalooked to the commander of the Subata, and the sorcerer grinned a him with wolfish ddlight.

Machafelt awave of revulsion. The Subata were needed, but they were aweapon of desperation, not a
worthy one. A man should be met by another man, with spear, or bolt and shield. Thisbestial daughter
was not to hisliking at al. But he had lost too many aready; he wanted this fight concluded before Allic's
other forces could unite.

"Just seethat they don't turn back on us. If they do, I'll have you staked out for your lovediesto finish off."

The sorcerer tried to show defiance by refusing to turn away from Macha's gaze, but at last he broke. He
feared not that the Subata would turn, but that somehow Machawould be able to read the other
thoughts, the hidden work, the secret plan in service to another lord.

A shadow passed over them--a shadow that blotted out the sky. A foul wind blew across them from the
beating of thousands of leathery wings. Macha gazed upward as the Subata host moved forward to the
attack.

For amoment Machaamost fdlt pity for Allic. Hisarmy could never withstand the Subata. With luck,
before the day was out the foolswould be relieved of thisrenegade Allic, who could so brutaly stab his
neighborsin the back.

The plainsand hills surrounding Landrawere filled with Sarnak’'s army. His sorcerers and demons
aready had full command of the air since they far outnumbered the skeleton force Allic had left behind.



His engineers were dready completing the pontoon bridge that would alow him to crosstheriver and
attack the west side of the city, further dividing its defense.

Sarnak stood on the crest of the dope, his bannersfluttering in the breeze, his cape swirling out in the
wind behind him. The sun shone upon him and he was content.

| have never felt so alive, so complete, as| do at this moment, hethought to himsdf. If only it could
last forever...

Hisfidd commanders were doing well, maneuvering the men with practiced ease, sending out skirmishers
to test the walls, drawing the fire of Allic's heavy crystals so their positions could be marked.

Already he could see that Allic had played into the trap, for his spies had reported nearly two dozen of
the heavy weapons but amonth ago, but only twelve could now be spotted. So the fool had I€eft his city
naked for the taking. Perhaps this plan could work completely after al.

"Soon you shall bethe prince of Landra," Mokaoto said evenly. "L et me be the first to congratulate you.”
Sarnak turned and gazed at the Japanese officer.

"Tdl me" hesaid smoothly, "wasit usualy the custom in your army for officersto congratulate each other
before the battle had even started?"

Mokaoto was slent at the reprimand.

"Perhaps following your logic | should congratulate you on what you plan to give your former commander
oncethisfight iscompleted.”

At the thought of hisrevenge Mokaoto smiled grimly.

"To achieve your dreams, you must first risk," Sarnak said evenly, "as| now risk. Y ou may therefore
have the honor of |leading the first wave of sorcerers againgt their wal, sgnaing the generd attack.”

Mokaoto did not flinch or look away.

Whatever thisman is, Sarnak redlized, he does have courage. Useful, but dso aliability. He had sensed
that this man's power was gtill growing. Courage, combined with cunning, could be a benefit, but it could
present problems, too.

"Now go," Sarnak said coldly.

Mokaoto lifted into the air, shouting the signal for the attack.

A tumultuous shout came up from the throats of tens of thousands.
Thefirst wave sarted in.

Within seconds the wals of Landrawere wreathed in fire and smoke aswall crystasfired, and heavy
battering crystass, dragged dl the way through the tunnel by gangs of laborers, fired in reply.

Even as the thousands rushed forward, more men poured from the opening of the tunnel which had been
blasted out of the hills, aleague beyond the city wall. The reinforcements emerged in joyful anticipation of
the pillage about to begin.

Sarnak dso laughed. Thetwo armieswhich should be dlied against him were tearing the life out of each



other, far to the south.

"Chrigt in heaven," Waker screamed. "What the hell are they?”

Mark stood riveted in terror, as his men and the Japanese formed up beside Allic. All around them
sword- and spearmen prepared to receive the attack.

At firg it had seemed like ablack cloud rising from the Torm camp, but it was a cloud made up of
thousands of individua shapes.

"They'refucking snaked" Giorgini cried. "Fucking snekesthat fly!"

"Holy merciful god," Mark whispered. There were thousands of them, and the smallest were at |east
twenty feet long. Larger ones were two, even three timesthat size. Their bodies seemed to be shaped
likeairfails, and they flew by means of an undulation combined with the flgpping of thin, batlike wings that
gpanned adistance nearly aswide asthey werelong.

Now he understood I kawas foreboding. He turned to the Japanese captain, but Ikawawasrigid, amost
catatonic.

Jesus, he was terrified of snakes, Mark remembered, and now this!
"Ikawa," Mark ydled, "you've got to hang on; you've got to defend yoursdf!™
There was no response, only ablank look of despair.

All up and down the line Allic's men braced for the ondaught, forming into a dozen squares, oneto each
wall crystd, the formations checkerboarding the confines of the earthen-walled fortress. If there had been
ahopefor escape, panic would have broken the position then and there. But after the initid terror, all
seemed to redlize that in running there was no escape, for the Subata would hunt them one by one. Only
through squared shield walls and a hedgehog of spears pointed upward could they hopeto survive.
Grimly thewarriorsfdl into their postions.

In the center of each squareawall crystal was deployed, a sorcerer and several assistants behind it to
am the heavy wegpon. The sorcerers, defensive shields could be seen turning up to maximum al aong
the front.

Mark brought his own shield up and looked over & Ikawa, who gtill was slent, without shielding of any
kind.

"Private Takeo," Mark cried.
"Here, Captain.”

Mark beckoned towards Ikawa and the young private went over to Ikawas side. Standing next to his
commander, Takeo brought up his own shielding to protect both of them. He would not be able to fight,
but at least his commander would have some protection.

A lightning flash cut through the air from the first wal crysta; one of the snakestumbled from the sky. In
seconds dl thewdl crystaswerein play. To Mark they looked like searchlight beams cutting through the
morning air. Wherever a beam touched there was an explosion of flesh and another snakefdl, hissing.
Thered be amomentary pause as the sorcerers working the crystal focused their strength, and then
another flash of light.



But it was not enough. The leading edge of the darkness swept over the embattled camp. The Subata
were upon them.

Never had Mark heard such a mind-numbing cacophony--the screams of thousands of terrified men, the
explosive sngp of crystasfiring, the steady thunder of the drums, and ashrieking hiss, amogt like naillson
ablackboard, that came from the Subata as they swooped in.

All around him his men aimed and fired, gathered their strength, and fired again. But so powerful were the
snakes that many could absorb severa blasts from an individua sorcerer before they finally went down.

The men comprising the square around Allic's command tent held to their positions. At first the Subata
would drop singly, looking for an opening in the hedgehog of spears. Sharpened blades would lash up at
them. More than one man would hook into awing and then be borne aoft as the snake soared to
escape. Mark watched in horror as aman refused to release his embedded spears.

Thewarrior was lifted up out of the formation. In an instant several snakesclosed in, their joyful shrieks
filling the air, the largest of them snatching the man whole with its gaping jaws. The two haves of the
spearman's body fell back to the ground, spraying blood.

A score of Subata swooped in low, heading straight at Allic's square. Severd of the beasts dammed into
the shield wall, cracking it like aegg. Allic charged forward to meet them, Storm and Mark by hisside,
sending blast after blast into the press of beasts, some of which now folded in their wings and dithered
across the ground.

A snakereared in front of Mark, its head aslarge asahorsg, its basilisk eyes gazing at him with the look
of death. Mark fired; the snake recoiled.

Suddenly its mouth opened and out sprayed amilky foam. Horrified, Mark watched as a spearman next
to him caught the spray full in the face. Shrieking, the spearman fell clutching at his eyes—-whileadark
cloud that stank of burning flesh coiled up around him.

Mark aimed another blagt, dicing off the snake's head. Still soraying its poison foam, the Subata fell
backwards, headless body twisting.

All about him was madness. More snakes pushed in, trying to break the square, while overhead others
hovered, pounced, withdrew, sprayed poison on their foes, and then positioned to pounce again. More
men were dragged aoft, to be torn gpart in an insane frenzy of feeding, their blood and shattered bodies
raining down on those below.

"Saito's square!" someone screamed.

Through the wild press of battle Mark could see the square to hisleft going down, crushed by a hundred
or more snakes. Thewall crystd fired and fired, but it was not enough. Suddenly in mid shot the crystal
spun around, the flame dicing straight into the ranks, cutting down ascore of men. The square
disgppeared beneath awrithing wall of movement as hundreds of Subatamoved infor thekill.

"Banza!"

Startled, Mark turned to see lkawarising into the air, his defensive shield off.
The Japanese's eyes were wide with awild frenzy.

"Jesus, lkawal" Mark screamed. "Grab him, grab him.”



Several Subataimmediately svung toward the sorcerer.

A flash snapped from Ikawas hand, smashing hisfirst attacker in the forehead. The snake crumpled,
impaling itself on upraised spears.

Another snake came up behind Ikawa, who rolled in mid flight and struck it down with another single
blast.

But the third closed in for thekill.
"No!" Mark soared upward, firing blast after blast. Behind him there was awild shout: "Banzai! Banza!"
Transfixed, Mark saw the battle frenzy take hold of the Japanese warriors.

Asonethey rose, rushing to the aid of their commander. Half adozen bolts dashed the serpent even as
his jaws closed around Ikawa. The beest fell away, hissing.

"Banzai!" The Japanese followed their leader, who cut through the serpents, driving forward to the next
sguare which was disgppearing under the attack. The Japanese cut through the press, daying any that
dared to oppose them.

All rational thought gone, Mark followed in their wake, desperate to cover their advance, firebolts al
around him. His men werefollowing, flying by inginct in tight formation.

For abrief flash Mark saw Storm in the middle of the melee. But thiswas another Storm, awoman more
like the elemental fury he had first met in the sky. Darkness was gathering about her, aswirling cloud of
power, flashing fire, and driving wind.

They were over Saito's square. Most of the footmen were down, the snakes giving themsalves over to a
frenzy of feasting. But in the center there was till aknot of defenders.

The Japanese swept in, firing repeatedly. So tight was the press that men and snakes died together in the
fire from above, asthe attackers cut through to their beleaguered friends.

"Banza!"

From out of the few survivors, four Japanese, led by Saito, lifted into the sky as the square beneath them
disappeared and was consumed.

Now the warriors pressed upwards, the Japanese in the center, the Americansflying atight circular
formation around them. Now they were more than a score, each protecting the other, screaming their
defiance. The snakes gave back from this challenge and swarmed to other lessrisky targets.

With theingtinct of aflyer, Mark pushed upward, knowing that safety could only be found by being
above your opponents. The sky beneath them was covered in an undulating darkness of beating wings.

Levding off at athousand feet, they swung into awide arching turn, firing continuoudy on the combatants
below. Mark realized they might be hitting their own men aswell, but it was the only hope they had for
breaking the attack.

"We got some bandits coming up at nine o'clock,” Walker shouted. "Fifty plugl”

Mark looked off to hisleft and saw sorcerers and demons sailing out of the enemy camp. Beneath them
the Torm infantry was dowly advancing, hestating to come near the Subata



Mark saw one of Pinas assistantsin the formation with them, and he swung to Mark's side.

"Thisiswhy Allic wanted us on the ground,” the assistant shouted accusingly. " There we can help defend!
Up here we have to fight the snakes and Machas sorcerers!”

"Can anyone control those bastards down there?' Mark shouted.

"Oncetheir first blood lust is sated, the drumroll will stop. They've been trained to snatch whatever dead
they want and withdraw."

"Asthey retrest, Machasarmy will close and hit what's | eft.”

Two of the formations below had been swarmed under; the others were just barely holding on. If the
Subata could break another couple of squaresthered be aholein the line so big that Macha's men could
march through before Allic would be able to redeploy his men.

"Those Torm sorcerersare closing in fast,” Walker warned.

Even as he shouted, the first bolts sngpped through their formation.

"Shit!"

They could fight up here and perhaps hold their own, but they were needed at the battle below.

A shadow passed over the group, and with astrangled cry of fear they |ooked up, wondering how yet
another formation of snakes could have gotten above them.

But thiswas no formation. It was aswirling cloud of night that flashed with light.

A bone-chilling wind lashed them. Bolts of lightning shot from the cloud into the snakes below.
"Goddamn!" Mark shouted. "It's Storm!"

Hismen looked a him in confusion.

Thewind dashed past them and hit the Subata. Hissing and shrieking they were driven back from their
feadt.

The Subata could soar on rising drafts and float on the gentle morning wind but they did not have the
power to battle a storm-driven gale. Within seconds the attack started to break apart. A wild shout came
up from the beleaguered troops bel ow.

Mark looked heavenward but his heart was full of fear. He knew the strength of hislover. She could take
the power of nature and play with it as she willed. It was another thing atogether to conjure a storm out
of dillness. She was pressing hersdlf to thelimit.

"Ikawa"
Mark whirled around. "Damn him!*

Mark felt totaly useless. His command control was disintegrating under the pressure of trying to decide
whereto engage in the battle. Now Ikawa had broken out of the formation, sill wild with battle frenzy,
and was diving straight at the Torm sorcerers, therest of the Jgpanesefollowing in aragged line.

"Follow them!" Mark screamed.



His men winged up and over, one after the other dropping, pulling a perfect formation dive. Within
seconds they were alongside the Japanese. Mark tried to signa them to close, but Ikawaand most of his
command were beyond caring or comprehension. They werefey, convinced of defeat, and asif touched
by thefataistic spirit of their samurai forebears, they now sought deeth with the hope of taking as many
of their foeswith them aspossible,

The charge bore down on Macha's sorcerers. Bolts of fire dashed the air. The Torm sorcerers broke
with the onset of the attack, again following their old ingtinct to pair off against opponents and fight
one-to-one. But the offworlders were presenting them with warfare of adifferent sort, asthe Japanesein
their madness till retained some memory of what Ikawaand Mark had taught them. Within seconds
three of Macha's sorcerers wereinjured and out of the fight. And then apower stronger than any of them
overwhemed thefied.

The sky grew black as night, flickering with fire. Wind borne, I|kawa drove forward, wreathed with
incandescent flame, Mark and the othersfollowing in hiswake.

Their formation diced through the enemy sorcerers who scattered in every direction, both sdes now
firing ineffectively asdl were buffeted by the wind. Within seconds the attacking force was over the Torm
lines, which had stopped in their advance.

A blast of flame, the combined power of several wall crystas, came up from the center of the Torm lines.
The flame seemed to merge directly on one of the Japanese privates flying a dozen feet ahead of Mark.

There was aflash. Horrified, Mark flew through an inky bal of smoke that stank of burning flesh. Private
Matsumoto was gone.

"Evasvel" Mark screamed. "Bresk right!”

Another flame shot up, cutting where the formation would have been in another second if it had flown
draight.

"Evasive, break left!" Mark screamed.

They cut another tight turn, firing back now, hoping to disrupt the enemy below. Damn, they could just
stay up here drawing shot after shot, Mark realized, but every time they tried to cut in towards the center
of the enemy position, the heavy fire drove them back.

They'd have to do something damn fast. The Subata attack had been broken, the winged snakes were
retresting, some of them aready beyond the rear of the Torm lines. But the ground forces were ill
intact. Even as the desperate struggle was waged overhead, the enemy surged into the attack. The
changein fortunes had only been temporary. Within minutes Allic's forces would be overwhelmed asthe
enemy brokeinto its charge.

"Keep them busy," Macha shouted, pointing to where the offworlders weaved back and forth, dodging
the powerful counterblasts of his heavy wal crysals.

It was gill dmost going to plan--except for that damned storm.
Then heredized: Allic'ssster Storm had come into the fight.
Shouting with rage, Macha strode over to aheavy crystd, pushing the lesser sorcerers aside.

"My lord," Ormahis battle advisor said, coming to stand by him, "we can handle them. Y ou're needed to



concentrate on command, to project the aura of strength which heartens our men againgt Allic'swill.”
"ItsAllicssgter up there." He pointed at the rolling darkness that was now directly overhead.
"Another demigod,” Orma cried, hisvoice edged with fear.

"Soam I!" Macharoared. "A match for any of Jartan's damnable spawn.”

A blast of fire arced from the heavens, striking an advancing company of spearmen, hitting their sandard
with an explogve roar. Dozens of men fell, the column regling from the impact.

A blast, and then another blast snapped out, cutting the center of the advancing line.

The sorcerers around Macha drew back in fear. Their lord seemed wrapped in darkness as he called to
the very source of his Essence, drawing in his power, forcing it to do his bidding.

Hisarmies hestated, sensing that they had lost the protection of their lord's guiding will.
A bolt of fire asbrilliant as the sun shot from the crystal in Machas hands.

At the sameingtant aflame of equd brilliance cut down from the heavens. The two met, blinding al who
had looked. For amoment it seemed as though the two fires had merged into one, and then they shot
past, each to its separate god . The battle wavered, stopped, as tens of thousands stood transfixed.

Stunned, Ikawadtill continued with his dive, the men behind him scattered by the shock wave from the
twin blasts. He pulled up, skimming low over the Torm bettle lines. Off to hisleft he saw acolumn of fire
risng where the bolt from above had struck.

Out of the flame emerged afigure, his cloak smoldering. The man staggered, fell to hisknees, then
attempted to rise.

That must be Macha, |kawaredized, the fatdistic fury that had seized him reasserted its hold, and he
doveto the ground, skimming over hundreds who stood transfixed by the impact of the strike. Macha
saw him coming and raised awavering arm. The blast that snapped out was weak by former standards,
but till powerful enough to nearly overwhelm Ikawas defensive shield and knock him sideway's through
thear.

He knew hewould never survive the next shot, but turned to charge anyway.

Machas arm was poised for thefinal blast when he was struck from behind, his weekened shidld flaring
and fading as he dmost lost consciousness.

Mark hit the ground hard, rolling away from Macha. Standing, he let loose with atremendous kick,
catching hisfoe square in the groin. Reaching down he ripped the offensve and defensive crystas from
Machaswrigts.

The rest of the offworlder battle group camein around Ikawa and together they landed, forming a
protective circle around Mark and Macha

For the moment there was nothing to protect them against. The ground still smoldered benesth dozens of
scorched and torn bodies. The entire command team, except for itsleader, had been blasted to oblivion.

Mark looked over at Macha. "Y ou bastard, | should kill you now,” Mark roared. "But Allic probably
needsyou dive." Machadidn't reply as helay on the ground, doubled up in agony.



"Captain, we better get moving," Kraut shouted. "They're reorganizing." Mark looked up and could seea
number of enemy sorcerers and demons swinging in to protect their fallen leader.

Mark motioned to Ikawa and together they picked up Macha. Straining under the burden, they lifted,
and flew just above the enemy hogt, racing to the protection of their own lines.

Screamsrose from the Torms at the sight of their leader being borne away. The Torm sorcererstried to
cut them off, but dared not fire.

From out of the Landrian line, Allic and his entourage came, soaring above the offworldersto provide
protection. The Torm sorcerers drew back asthe Landriansjeered their contempt.

They crossed into the beleaguered fortress to the shouts of the embattled defenders. Alighting next to the
command tent, Ikawaand Mark dropped their burden as Allic landed beside them.

"Mad heroics," Allic said grimly. A sad, dmogt bitter smile creased hisface and he clapped Mark and
Ikawaon their shoulders.

"Mad heroics, and damn admirable, aswell."

"It was Storm,” Mark said. "She broke his defense. We merely did the mop-up operation.”
"Yes-Storm," Allic replied.

Where was she? Mark looked up and for the first time realized that the sky was clear, the air fresh.
"Sorm?"

"She'sinthere" Allic said, and pointed to the tent.

Without asking leave Mark rushed into the tent.

Hewas amogt afraid to gpproach. She looked smdll, fragile, asif somehow she had drawn in upon
hersalf. Ashe drew closer be couldn't contain alow cry of fear.

Her face was badly burned, the injury streaking down her |eft shoulder to her flame-charred hand. He
redized that Macha's blast must have overwhelmed her, bursting her defensive crystd.

"Storm?" he whispered, drawing closer. But shewas Slent.

A panic swept over him. She was dead!

He cameto her side, hishand dipping under her tunic, trying to find a heartbest.

"l am alittletoo tired for that kind of attention right now," she whispered, opening her eyes.

Shetried to chuckle but it was obvious that every movement was an agony. She grimaced, trying to
suppress just how badly shefelt at the moment, but Mark could see the charade.

"Thefight?' she whispered.
"We have Macha," Mark replied. And I'll cut his heart out for this.
"Good, very good. Y ou must understand, Mark, that it was afair fight between us."

"Y ou makethisadl seem like agame. Sometimesal of you make me sick with this damned honor."



Her eyes sarted to flutter closed.
"Sorm!"
Was helosing her? He reached out and shook her unburnt hand.

"Damn you, that hurts" she whispered. "I'm only resting. The Essenceis gone fromme; | must draw it
back into mysdif. 1t'll take time--be almost pushed me beyond the edge. I'll come back, love, but it'll take
time"

Her words dipped away. A deathly stiliness came over her. Mark could barely detect the flutter of her
heart, the gentle swelling of her breasts, as she drew in the shallowest of bregths.

He watched, still fearful that somehow he would lose her. In the background he could hear words of
anger. Coldly herose and strode back into the sunlight.

"Y ou treacherous bastard,” Allic roared. "I'll cut out your heart and stake it to the ground for thigl"
Stll on hisknees Machaglowered up at Allic.

Haf adozen of Allic's sorcerers surrounded their captive, each focusing on a separate ring of
containment, concentrating with al of their energy to hold the demigod in place, now that he was starting
to recover from the shock of Storm's blow and the coup de grace delivered by Mark. Nearby, two of
the remaining wal crystals were positioned to give support.

"Go ahead. | don't give adamn," Machagasped, "but I'll still have the satisfaction of knowing that al of
your carcasses will be heaped upon my pyre before the day ends. Maybe you'll live, though, Allic. It'd be
like you to desert your retainers and fly off once you lose thisfight, drunken scum that you are. Y ou, the
son of agod? Y ou aren't worthy to wipe my ass."

"Damnyou tofireforever!" Allic roared. "Bring me asword!"
Helooked to Pina. "Y ou heard me. Bring me asword!"

"My lord Allic,” Pinasaid softly, drawing closer so that the others would not hear. "Y ou can't just execute
Macha, especidly not like this™

"Can't 1?1'velost more than athousand here this morning. Are you telling me they should go unavenged?
My ster lies near death in that tent because of him.”

"All of it wasafair and openfight,” Pinareplied softly. "Regtitutions and levies can be demanded from
Torm as Machas ransom. Our men fought with honor againgt his. Killing Machawill not bring them
back."

"l don't care,” Allic cried. "l want his head on a stake, with his damned black heart jammed into his
mouth.”

"My lord," Pinasaid, anote of pleading in hisvoice. "Aslong aswe hold Machaalive, his people will not
attack. The moment they know he's deed, they'll keep on coming till they al are dead, or we perish.”

"Better that than to let this back-stabbing oath bresker live another minute.”

"Me, an oath breaker?' Macharoared, struggling againgt Allic's sorcerersto cometo hisfeet. "Y ou're the
back stabber. Y our people crossed theriver, raided my villages, and killed members of my family. If |
had not struck back you'd probably have destroyed another dozen of my townswhile still whining about



your innocence.”

"Youlie!" Allic screamed. "A sword, are you dl deaf? Bring measword! I'll not honor hisbody with
flame™

Pinawas motionless, the others around him frozen at the uncontrollable fury of their lord.

Allic looked around the circle. With a shout of rage he strode up to Sergeant Saito and snatched the
pistol out of Saito's belt.

"Isthisloaded?" Allic asked.

Saito nodded, looking to Ikawafor guidance.

Allic took the pistol, cocked it, and put the weapon to Macha's forehead.

"My lord, not like this"

Allic swung around. It was Ikawa.

"And who are you to chalenge me?* Allic shouted, hisface contorted. ™Y ou are my vassd!"

"Precisely why | speak, my lord,” Ikawareplied. "A samura serves and protects hislord, not only on the
field of battle, but dsoin counsd. If you wish to kill me for speaking, then do so. But | must speak, my
lord. Do not kill an honorable foein such amanner.”

A hush fell over the assembly. Ikawadared a glance to Mark, but he could seethe ragein Mark, aswell.
It must be over Storm, he redlized. He braced himsdlf.

"Y ou are brave but foolish," Macha shouted. "Y our lord is an oath bregker. He betrayed histreaty to
me--why should helisten to you?'

"That'salie" Allic cried, his gaze il riveted on Ikawa, who drew closer so that only Allic could hear his
words.

"| respect you too much to see you thus dishonor yourself in amoment of rage,” Ikawvawhispered. "If |
had known that thiswould be the result, | would not have helped bring this prisoner to you. I've spared
prisoners who were my hated foe. Do the same now. Please, my lord."

Allic was silent, his gaze cutting into the vassal . Ikawa closed his eyes, bracing for the impact of the
bullet, either into his skull or into the man who knedled on the ground before them. Ashe waited hewas
amazed at the sudden clarity of it al: only minutes before he had risen into the air, driven by aterror
beyond hisimagining, praying for deeth to snatch him.

Thefear of death still had clung to his heart when he dove to his confrontation with Macha, hoping only
to take afoe with himinto the void. But now..

Now he wanted to live. He felt death even closer here, but at last there was no fear.

The gentlewind felt unnaturdly hot. Asthough from agreat distance, Ikawa could hear cries of darm.
The breeze grew, hot and strong, buffeting him.

He opened hiseyes. A pillar of firewas hovering before him, pulsing with flame.

Allicwaslooking to thelight, and Ikawafollowed his gaze.



The light pulsed, coaesced, and took the shape of abeing Ikawa could recognize. Judging by the
hawklike eyes, sharp brow, and narrow face, this must be Minar, the father of Madia.

Ikawalooked again to Allic. His commander, still torn with rage, sood before Minar's pulsing image.

"Cometo save your son?" Allic taunted. He spun away from Ikawa and pointed the revolver at Machas
head.

"Both of you arefools,” Minar said quietly. "If | even sart to fed your intervention,” Allic said coldly, "this
offworld wegpon will smash your son.”

"I'll not stop you," Minar replied, "for if | did my son would livein shame. Better that he diethan live as
half aman, believing that he needs my power asashied.”

Machalooked straight ahead, and as the assembly looked to him they could sensethetruth in Minar's
words.

"Kill meor let melive, Allic," Machasad, "but doit of your ownwill. I don't want him here or need him."

A slence came over the group. Allic stared at his enemy. With ashout he swung the gun skyward and
squeezed the trigger. The explosion echoed in thewalls of the pass, then all was ill.

Allic turned to Minar. "In the past | never had cause to doubt your words. If you have not cometo save
your son, then why are you here?'

"Inthe past,” Minar said, "did you ever have cause to doubt the words and honor of my son?"

Alliclooked back at hisfoe who was now standing, though Allic's sorcerers still kept their containment
ring about him.

"Though we had our differences," Allic'svoice grew cautious, "no, | never had cause.”

"And you, Macha? Did you ever know Allic to deceive you?"

"No, damn him, though | thought him too driven by hispassions, gtill | believed him to be honorable.”
"Then why thiswar?' Minar asked, hisvoice now showing aflicker of anger.

Neither demigod spoke.

"You are both fools" Minar's rage showed as hisform grew larger.

"But my border watches, my family, my friends--daughtered,” Macha protested.

"And Allic'stoo!" Minar barked. "Both of you lost much in the weeks before this conflict boiled over. But
| ask you both to swear in my presence: did either of you ever attack the other, or know of attack
launched by your underlings?’

The two stood silent, exchanging alook. The truth was becoming clear.
"Therewas athird, who brought down this shame upon your houses.”
"The Accursed,”" Machawhispered.

"Do not run off for blood yet," Minar roared. "Both of you are guilty of that: you, Macha, for attacking.
And you too, Allic, for not redlizing that Machawould only attack with ajudtifiable reason, and that there



would gtill have been room to parley.”
"Isit the Accursed?’ Allic asked.
"That iswhy | am here," Minar replied, hisrage passing as quickly asit had come.

"Y our father, my brother, reached out to me and told me how an offworlder had discovered that even
now Sarnak is attacking Landra."

"What?" Shouts of rage exploded around Allic.

"Jartan knew that Machawould never knowingly serve the Accursed. But he surmised that my son could
have been deceived into thiswar to decoy Sarnak'sthrust. Jartan knew aso that if he delivered this
news, Allic might believe, but you, my son, would doubt. And thus | came as soon as| heard, to stop
you hotheaded idiots from destroying each other, while the true culprit goes unpunished.”

Allic looked at Macha, who stood trembling with fury. The sorcerers containing him withdrew at Allic's
nod.

"We have both been taken for fools," Macha snapped.
"Landra?' Allic asked.

"Under attack at this moment.”

"Will you help me?' be asked, looking a Minar.

"Il hep," Machasaid quietly.

Allicturned to face him.

"Not out of lovefor you," Madiasaid coldly. "I started thiswar to avenge my kinsmen and my people. |
attacked the wrong foe, and for that | will answer. But my enemy isyet unpunished, and | will have

vengeance!"

Allic nodded silently. Hisrage was directed towards another target. Machawas, in hismind, now a
comradein arms.

"My army marcheswithin the hour." Macha continued. "Hatred might still be strong between our men, so
| suggest that your ground commanders meet with mineto plan our separate routes. | intend to stay with
my army; you may do as you please. When the army reaches Landra, welll plan our attack.”

"Until we mest, then, after Sarnak's defeet,” Machasaid icily. He nodded to Allic, and then to hisfather.
He started to turn, then looked back towards Ikawa.

"If ever you wish to serve another prince," be said evenly, "know that a place for aman of courage can
awaysbefound in my camp.”

He hesitated, then continued, ™Y our actions make me glad that | spared one particular prisoner. I'll see
that heis sent over to you as soon asheisable"”

Mark looked up, hope etched in hisfeatures.

"The offworider was stunned in yesterday's fight and unconscious when my people captured him. He's
not ableto fly yet, but should be ready to fight again by tomorrow."



Without another word Macha strode from the camp. As he emerged from Landrian lines, atriumphant
shout rose from the Torm army, and some men surged forward.

Looking to the pistal in his hands, Allic snapped the safety into place and tossed the gun to the ground.

"I do not say thisoften,” he said coolly to Minar, "but I'll say now that | was wrong about your son, and
you."

"Enough of this," Minar said as hisform dissolved into aglittering whirlpool of sparks. "Y our city is
threatened, your relm might sill be lost. The others can be discussed later," and then he was gone.

"Break camp at once," Allic commanded. "We force march to Landra.”

"Communications officerd"

Three sorcerers and their assi stants stepped forward.

"Has there been any word from Landra?"

"Since we | ft there has been ajamming, as you dready knew,"

Damn! He should have known... except he had assumed that it was the work of Machas men.
"Keep trying to break through it. Send messages to the Frontier armies, and another to my father.”
Allic glanced at the troops around him. "Trela, you'll take command here.”

A tall, slver-haired female sorcerer stepped forward. Her face was lined with fatigue, but there was an
energy and deadliness about her.

"Y ou'reto force march the army back to Landra. Send advance ridersto raly the militias throughout the
province and have them fal in your line of march. Pass the word that supplies are to be provided to
Machasarmy asit passes.”

"I'll leave you half of my sorcerersand half of thewall crystalsto protect the army on the march. Pick the
onesyou want. Pinawill come with me as second in command.”

Again his gaze flickered over the crowd. "Stede, | want you to take the remaining sorcerers and fly
escort to thewall crystals. Sarnak's people will be just waiting to pounce on you carrying such a heavy
burden, so be careful "

The bulky sorcerer nodded.

"Mark, lkawa."

The two captains stepped forward.

"Gather your people. Wefly straight to Landraand hold till the reinforcements come up.”

Thetwo inwardly groaned. Both were trembling with exhaustion. But there was nothing else they could
dp. Allic would continue to drive them and use them up until either the true enemy was dead, or they
were dead from trying.

Both saluted and started to cdl for their men.



"Ikawa, come back here," Allic ordered.

Ikawa turned to face hislord.

Allic drew closer, and therewas again asilence. "Y ou were afool,” he said coldly.
"No, my lord, again | am forced to disagree. | wasloyal."

Allic'slips compressed as he studied the offworlder. He had sensed more than once the doubt and fear
ingde this man, but that was gone.

"I'll say it twiceinthe sameday.” He hesitated. "1 waswrong, and your actions were correct.”
Turning, he srodeinto histent.

The others gathered around I kawa, eager to compliment him on his courage both in the charge and in the
confrontation. He silenced them with alook.

"l was frightened beyond caring,” Ikawasaid quietly. "Now let'smove. Thered war isjust beginning.”

Chapter 18

The city of Landrawas no longer the realm of beauty that Allic had |eft. Clouds of smoke and flame
amost blotted out the sight of the mined wall on the east Sde of the city which Sarnak's forces had taken
half adozen turnings ago. Vadez strained to seeif any of the defensve towers along the wdll, long since
cut off, were dill holding.

"High, swinging infromtheleft! First crysta stand clear!”
Vadez and those around him turned, protecting their eyes.

Thewadl crystd in front of the observation tower crackled, releasing aflash of light. Thetarget, alone
demon, dived in an evasive move.

"Second crystd, clear!”

Another flash burst from the tower, catching the demon full in the chest. There was a puff of smoke and
an explosion asflesh boiled and detonated from the hest.

A feeble cheer came up from the keep as the lone demon, trailing smoke, tumbled into the ruins of the
city below.

"Down!"

Vadez and hisfdlow officers ducked for cover asarain of fiery bolts snapped into the wall, shot from
the enemy-controlled outer battlements. The protective shielding that encased the upper towers of the
keep glowed red, pushed near overload by the concentrated blast.

"So the bagtards have findly brought their own equipment up,” Vadez growled, dusting himsdf off.
Hewalked over to the sorcerers commanding their main defensive battery.

"Balcha, be sure to keep those damned demons back. If one of themis carrying ared crystal and hits our
shidding, well dl befrying in the nether regions”
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"I'll try, my lord, but without aeria support | can't promise anything.”

"Dont try," Vadez snagpped, "doit! Or I'll heave your worthless carcass over the wall and find someone
who can."

"Y ou've got adozen sorcerersin reserve who aren't manning the heavy crystals,” Balchareplied defiantly.
"Just give me some air cover with them, and | can use these crystals as they were intended--for ground
support and counter-strikes.”

Valdez sared at the exhausted sorcerer, not sure whether aword of encouragement or of raging
reprimand would bein order. Damn it, the old man wasright. Without air cover thewall crystalswere
being wasted knocking down an occasiona demon. The weapons should be employed to support the
ground fighting or for an aerid counterstrike. But there Smply weren't enough. Stripping the outer walls of
crystal's had been madness, he had tried to tell Allic that, and now they were paying the price.

Infact, a thismoment he had to assume that they would lose.
"Just doit," Valdez said quietly, and turned to rgjoin the unit commanders who stood waiting for orders.
"Down!"

He ducked again. There was another flash, stronger than before. The shield started to overload, crackling
with the distinctive sound of cracking glass. The sorcerers working the defensive crystals were bent over
with the gtrain, their eyes bulging, sweat standing out on their foreheads, trying to counter the blast. Some
of the energy leaked through, smashing a part of the main turret.

Therock glowed hot, ripping apart with athundering roar. Steaming fragments, some asbig asaman's
head, dashed across the battlement, catching Bachawith afull blast of red hot fragments. His persona

shield could not block theimpact. Before Vadez's horrified eyes, the old sorcerer was decapitated and
fdl, showering those around him with blood.

"Threemorecircling inlow to theright!"

One of the reserve sorcerers rushed forward to replace hisfalen comrade, while the defenses fired
another reply.

"Sgnde!”

An gpprentice cameto Vadez's sde. The boy was trembling with terror, both of Vadez and the
daughter. He could not help but stare saucer-eyed as the decapitated body was dragged out of the
rubble.

"Any word from Allic?' Vadez snapped.
"Nothing, my lord," the boy said, hisvoice breaking.
"From any of the other armies?’

"Every levd isjammed; we can't get anything out. We've sent severa messengers but the demonswere
upon them before they even cleared the city."

Vadez snorted and turned to ook out over Landra.

The citadd wasanidand in asea of fire. The entire eastern half of the town, except for the keep, was
now in Sarnak's control. Fierce fighting continued in the western half acrosstheriver, and the defense



was holding for the moment. Most of the refugees from the east had crossed theriver for protection. He
could only hope the western town would hold, for if it started to fal there would be amad stampedeto
the citaddl--a citadel he would have to keep locked. He pushed the thought aside, not wishing to face

that horrifying possibility.

"Now, back to the rest of you." Vadez glowered, dismissing the sgnder, trying to focus histhoughts on
thetask a hand. "Thisisto inform you only..."

He hesitated before continuing.

"Ander isdown," hesaid quietly. "I'm now in command.”

The various unit commanders looked at each other in consternation.
"It can't be," one gasped.

"Damnit, it'strue. Asfar aswe know, he'sdead.”

Hedidn't have timeto spend on this, but he knew an explanation had to be given. "The sortie just before
sunrise was led by Ander. They were hoping to hit the entry to Sarnak's tunnel and blast it shut. We lost
eight of the ten sorcerers who went in. Sarnak second-guessed us.”

Vadez stopped and sared a them. Damn it dl, he had tried to talk Ander out of committing the precious
few sorcerersthey had left for an offensive action, but like his master, Ander was driven by the spirit of
attack.

"Do you think thereisa security leak?' Varmaasked, sitting precarioudy on shattered rubble.

"Why in Jartan's name do you think I've caled you here? We must assume that Sarnak has someone
ingde. If we havetime, | want atruth-testing run on dl your gaffs."

"Bad for morale, Vadez. Especidly now," Halnath, commander of the western town defense, said
quigtly.

Vadez stared at him. "'l want it done, once we dow this next attack.”

Asif confirming his statement, a rumbling boom echoed from the north. The group rushed to seethe
destruction.

The two northern bridges connecting the eastern and western halves of the city were going down. They
had been constructed with cunning, with just this possibility in mind. When certain key stoneswere
smultaneoudy moved, aseries of bolts shifted, collgpsing the bridges. The team assigned to the bridges
had done itstask, and in the process plunged severa hundred of Sarnak's dlite troopsto their deaths.
The two southern bridges had been destroyed earlier in just the same manner.

"That just leaves the viaduct between the citaddl and the western town,” Vadez said quietly. "By dl the
gods, man, you must hold it open.”

"With what?' Halnath snapped. "Wherethe hdll isour illustriouslord? Where is the western army--or
even the damn southern army, for that matter? Allic's been outmaneuvered--thisis disaster, Vadez, plain
unmitigated disaster!”

"If I didn't know you far better,” Vadez replied quietly, "I'd have you arrested right here for treason.”

"What can be caled treason by one, istruth to another,” Varmainterjected. "But truth isawaystruth to a



man of wisdom."

Vadez looked at the dwarf. The man was right, but truth so openly stated could only hurt them at the
moment. He had to keep them fighting until Allic came up: that was his respongbility. What came &fter,
he preferred not to think about.

"Do you propose that we surrender to the Accursed, instead?!

The others were silent. Sarnak had given the traditional demand of surrender; with therefusa, terms
could no longer be asked for. Only complete submission would be considered, and he could imagine
what would happen if an army with its blood up was set |0ose upon a surrendering populace.

"Wedtill fight, then?' Helooked to the others. Each in turn, including Halnath, nodded his agreement.

"Thereisno way that we can evacuate al the refugeesinto the citaddl," Vadez said quietly. "Therefore
the western haf must hold, but you'll haveto do it without fire support from thisside or any
reinforcements. The citadel must use what it hasto defend itself. Barricade every house, Hal nath--fight
them street by street, house by house.™

"Can't | expect any sorcerers as reinforcements?”

Vadez looked a him coldly. "No. I'm down to just ahandful; | must keep them herein reserve. | drafted
everyone out of the guilds, but in battle most of them are usdless.”

Halnath was furioudy silent, although he knew that VVadez wasright. But he, not VVadez, would haveto
go back and break the news to those on the other side of the river--news that might very well doom
them.

"| undergand.”

"I'll try and divert two wall crystal's on the south tower to pin down any attack acrossthe water,” Vadez
said, knowing that he might not be able to keep the promise. "That'sdl | can offer.”

"Down!"

Another blast rocked the tower. The stone swayed beneath them.

"Any questions?'

"Just one," Halnath said coldly. "Do you have any plan at dl to get usout of this?"

"Yes," Vadez sngpped. "To hold this city until relieved, or diein the attempt.”

"My lord, I've just received confirmation. Twenty or more sorcerers are approaching from the south.

Sarnak gtirred from where he had been sitting in quiet meditation, while the distant rumble of battle
echoed through the scorched dtar room.

He gazed about the remains of the temple. No wall was now more than shoulder high, the roof had
collapsed, and rubble lay everywhere. It had once been known as the Temple of the First Sighting, a
ghrine to Jartan located on the southward road, half aleague beyond the city wall, wheretravelers
crested the last ridgeline and first beheld the wonders of Landra. Sarnak had taken great pleasurein
watching the templée's destruction. He made the ruins his command post.



Now the pure white atar vestments had been stripped away, and the dtar dedicated to the memory of
Horat. Congedled blood clung to the dtar stone, where severd of Jartan's priests had been dedicated as
messengersto the god.

"O Horat, do you now know?" Sarnak whispered.

"Do you now know that <till there are some who revere your memory, and plan to avenge your desth?
Perhaps till we can bring you back, if the offerings are rich enough. Soon | shdl giveto you aworthy
sacrifice”

Sarnak's festures turned almost wistful. There was il time to change the plan that he had formed years
ago. The body of Ander had been brought in and he could see it was perfect for what he was about to
do. Ander's death made the plan far easier, for it would be the perfect bait. His features hardened again.
Soon the dtar would greet yet more. With luck even Jartan's son would lie here.

"Who are they?' Sarnak asked his communications commande.
"We bdieve Alliciswith them. The presence weve detected could only be ademigod in hiswrath.”
"Therest of the two armies?’

"A dgnd camein an hour ago from our spiesin the Ventilian Hills. The armies are force marching; a
number of stragglersare dready faling behind.”

"And the Subata?'
"Just now reorganizing.”

"It could have gone better, but | have no need for complaint,” Sarnak said softly. "True, we could have
hoped that the Tormswould have destroyed Allic and his men. But the fact that Allic left his city dmost
defensdlessis enough. Y ou have done well with placing your spies, Kaa Y our reward will reflect it.”

The young sorcerer bowed low, keeping his features set so that his pleasure would not show you. "All to
serveyou, my lord."

"Nonsense," Sarnak said coldly. "We dl serve to advance our persond desires. Itismerely in my best
interest to reward success, as| would punish you if you failed. So don't flatter me with your pious
mumblings. Do we understand each other?"

"Yes, my lord,” Kalareplied coolly, looking up to face his master. He breathed an inner sgh when he
saw that Sarnak was not angry. With Ralnath detached to a secret command, Kaa had found himself
elevated to the post of controller of Sarnak's battle command center, with the offworlder as an advisor.
He knew that this might be his chance to gain favor with hislord, aslong as Mokaoto did not claim the
credit when victory was won.

"Just amoment, my lord, something dseiscomingin,” Kaasad quietly.

Hewalked to the far corner of the room, responding to the quiet urging of atiny paging crysta that rested
inhisear. Curious, Sarnak followed him. The room's northern a cove was now taken over by the
communicationsteam. A table was covered with maps, sheaves of reports, and a series of
communications crystals. Each crystal was worked by an gpprentice who sat hunched over the glowing
gems, receiving reports and forwarding orders back to the various commanders, sorcerers, and
observation positions covering the various gpproaches to the city.



Sarnak gazed at this organizational masterpiece with pride. None of hisrivas had such an organization.
Mokaoto had suggested some of the changes, citing the system used back in the wars on hisworld.
Now, there iswhere they truly understand how to organize fighting, Sarnak thought wistfully.

Inthefar corner of the acove were haf adozen of hisbest sorcerers. Touching hands, they sat inacircle
around aglowing blue crystd. Through their effortsthey had so far been successful in blocking al
communicationsinto and out of the beleaguered city.

If only Jartan or Minar had not directly intervened, Allic would till bein the south. Still, Sarnak could use
thisto his advantage...

"My lord."
Sarnak looked up at Kaa, who had returned from a hurried conference with his aff. "Go on."

"Therésno migaking it. Allicislessthan haf aturning away. Even now he'strying to break through to
tak toVadez."

"Very good," Sarnak said, athin smile creasing hisface. "Inform Verg and hisdemonsthat | want afull
air assault on the southern approaches to the western town launched in aquarter turning. | want every
one of them up. Verg will know what to do from there, he's been briefed.”

"As soon asthe attack islaunched, lower the jamming so Allic can talk with his people. Once you've
donethat, everyone hereisto evacuate to my new headquarters. One of my guardswill show you the

way.
"My lord?"

Sarnak smiled. "'l have my reasons.”

"Yes, my lord." Bowing, Kdagtarted to turn away.

"And one morething,” Sarnak said quietly. "My son isto meet me here a once.”

Some of the communications apprentices, who had of course been listening to every word, looked up
and exchanged quizzicd glances.

"Y our son, my lord?"
"Y es, damn you, my son. Areyou deaf?'
"Asyou command.” Kaahurriedly withdrew.

Sarnak stood watching as the orders were issued. Satisfied with the progress of his plans, he walked
over to the dtar and settled down to wait.

"Once you've donethat, get out of here. | wanted this building cleared in aquarter turning!™

Their flight north from Wolf Pass had been dow, for even Allic finaly had to admit that he and his
sorcerers had been pushed past the edge of exhaustion. Halfway into their journey they had finally settled
to ground for severa hours of exhausted rest. Mark had been first to stir and had found Allic standing
aone, looking off to the north.

"Perhgpstoo late," Allic had whispered. "If Landrafdls, it will beal my fault. All those people--those
thousands of people who looked to mefor protection--al lost because | did not take the time to think



this crisisthrough, but acted from blind ingtinct. Always before, that instinct worked. Sarnak knew
precisely how to manipulateit. He bested me before the first battle was joined.”

"Y ou did what you thought wasright."

"But was that good enough? | must turn this, | must turn it back or lose my lifein the trying. Otherwise
thereisno honor, no joy |eft to me.”

Mark wanted to help, but he knew that the burden of command could only be borne by one.

"| first served you because | needed to in order to survive inthisworld,” Mark said firmly. "1 serve you
now, Prince Allic, because | want to. If you are defeated, that will be adefeat I'll share, for | believe that
you fought to the best of your ability.”

Allic laughed sadly. "1 heard your Kochanski once repeet an old Earth saying about victory having a
thousand fathers."

"And defeat isan orphan,” Mark continued.

"Not here," Allic responded. "This orphan ismine done." He turned away from Mark to rouse the others
for thelast leg of their flight.

Minutes |ater they were back intheair.

From fifty miles out they could see the columns of smoke rising thousands of feet into the air. Again Mark
found himsdlf thinking of abombing run asthey turned into afina straight-line gpproach. The only things
missing were the black puffs of flak, and the never-ending passes of the fighters winking death. Now just
twenty-five miles out, individud fires, flashesfrom wal crystds, and the detonations that followed could
be plainly seen.

But thistime hewas not lining up to bomb an enemy target. Thiswas hishome under attack. For the first
time he found he could truly understand what it must have felt like for the fighter pilots he had faced,
fighting desperately to beat back the waves of destruction.

Mark looked at Ikawa and the Japanese contingent. |kawa looked back to him and nodded. Mark knew
that his own men were thinking smilar thoughts, and he wondered if the Japanese were having their
memoriesthus kindled, aswell. He hoped not, for any memory of their former enmity could not be
afforded now.

The formation wasin close order, Allic and Pinatogether in the middie, the Japanese dightly higher to
port, the Americansto starboard. Allic's shield was glowing white hot. In spite of hisearlier commentsto
Mark, it was obvious that he was working himsdlf into atowering rage at the sght of hiscity being
destroyed.

"I'vejust made contact,” Allic roared, his voice booming across the open sky. "Their demons are
attacking the western hdlf; the east is dready taken except for the citadd.”

He surged ahead.

"My lord,” Mark cried, trying to come dongside him, while the other Americans struggled to keep us
speed.

"My lord," Mark repeated, "go to the citadd first. Talk to Vadez, find out more before we attack.”



"Theenemy isintheair!" Allic shouted. "We strike them aswe comein. I'll have the advantage of
urprise”

Mark wanted to argue. He looked over towards Pinawho flew on the other Side of Allic. Pinamerely
nodded, resigned.

"Bogeys, hundred plus,” Giorgini announced.
"That's affirmative," Jose cried. "I'm seeing hundred--make that hundred and fifty plus.”
"Bandits, bandits, look at them sweeping in dong thewall," Waker countered.

Any hope of argument was gone. Allic pushed forward, far outstripping the othersin hishaste to reach
thecity.

"Y ou provide cover for us," Pinashouted. "I'll try to keep pace.”

Mark was tempted to try to stay with Allic, but thought better of it. His team might be able to keep
formation, but the Japanese would soon be strung out behind and too vulnerable. The best that he could
hope wasthat Allic's fury would be enough to sweep al before him, giving his support team time to come
up and cover him from above.

"Damn!" Joseyeled. "I hope those hotshots with the wall cannons don't hit us thinking were with
Sarnak."

"There's nothing we can do about it," Mark responded. "Assume al fire to be enemy. Keep your eyes
open.”

They held gtraight in their flight for several more minutes. The sky was clear, S0 at least they wouldn't
have to worry about being pounced on from above.

Mark could now clearly make out individua targets as the range closed to less than aleague. The
demons were in two groups, oneto draw fire running parallel to the wal, while the second would sweep
down from above, pick up individua men, and cast them down. Rolling clouds of smoke poured up from
the walls, where shields had been overloaded, obscuring the view.

It gppeared that the demons had yet to see the threat coming in from above and to their flank. Mark
could only hope that their surprise would be complete, and his men could dash through them before
being discovered.

"Get ready to go on my command,” Mark said.

"They're breaking!" Walker shouted. "They've spotted Allic. Look at them scatter. Come on, let'sgo!™

"Areyou ready, my son?' Sarnak asked, amiling dmos wistfully at the young man before him.
Estin nodded excitedly, hisdull face aglow.

"And thenit will dl be mine, isn't that what you said, Father? 1t al be mineg!"

"Of course, my boy, of course. Now lie down."

"But it's covered in blood, Father. | don't like that."



"Never mind, my boy. Y ou'l have fresh new robes once you've defeated him, robesworthy of aking."
"A cape of gold cloth! Promise me, gold, with silver thread, just like yours?!

Sarnak nodded and placed his hand upon Estin's forehead, covering his eyes.

"Areyou changing me again, Father?'

"Y es, remember our plan? We looked together at the body of Ander and then | shared my plan with
you."

"No. Should 17"

Suddenly he felt amoment of compassion, amost of doubt. The boy was excdllent materid for a
changeling, with a power to draw on that could only have been a sacrifice from hisown flesh.

"Hush now, boy. Closeyour eyes.”

The spell took form, his strength flowing out to change, to shape, to deceive those who might approach.
The face and body benegth his hands shimmered, shifting as muscle, bone, and sinew took that which
was misshapen, acaricature of manhood, and madeit into another form. If only | had the power to
make this forever, to shape not only body but mind, as well, then it would all be different, Sarnak

thought sadlly.

Hisface bathed in sweat, Sarnak reached beneath his robes and produced a glowing crystal of deepest
red, which seemed to swallow light itself.

He dipped it beneath his son'stunic.

"Y ou now have the power," Sarnak whispered. "When he comesto you, al you must dois reach up and
embrace him. Then will the red crystal touch its opposite. It will be drawn to it like metal to lodestone.
When the two meet, Allic will be destroyed, and you done shdl beleft to rule hisredm.”

The boy smiled--but it was Ander's face that was smiling.
"Good-bye, my son," Sarnak whispered, and he started to withdraw.
"When| amaking," Estin said in Ander'svoice, "will you love methen, Father?

Sarnak gazed a him in silence, hesitating. Then he remembered what had to be won, what had to be
sacrificed, if hewasto succeed. Only by using his own blood could he bait the trap property.

"Of course," he whispered, hisvoice barely heard, and strode from the temple.

He walked down the sunlit corridor of the ruined temple. Emerging through the shattered doors, he saw
that dl wasin place, the pennants of his court shifting dowly in the gentle breeze. His staff had not
understood why he had wished to openly reved hislocation. Before the glass turned again they would
understand. Looking off towards the city, he watched for amoment as another volley of blasts struck the
main citadd--but till thewalsheld.

He turned his gaze towards the western part of the city where the demons were attacking. One, then
another broke away, and in an ingtant the entire force was flying low across the river. From out of the
smoke above them he could see two forms emerging. Only afool would not know that one of them was
ademigod, hiswrath visblefor al to see.



It wastime. Without another ook back to the temple, Sarnak flew down the hill and joined his staff and
waiting reserve of sorcerers conceaed in the opening to the tunnel.

Shouting with rage, Allic dovefor thekill. Finawasflying closein beside him, ready to block with hisleft
hand any bolts that might be fired at them by the demons--whose assault had broken long ago.

They skimmed low acrosstheriver. An angry shot fired by Allic smashed into ademon. Howling, the
creature tumbled into the water and disappeared in a cloud of steam.

Flying full out, the two crossed the river, charging through the plume of steam, and swept up the bank of
theriver, firing on the ground forces which scattered at their approach.

"My lord, | have Vddez," Pinashouted. "He's cdling for youto pull in!"
"Tel Ander to sortie on me, now!"
Pinacdled in the command; then hisface turned pae. "Ander was|ost thismorning, my lord!"

Allic paused, asif deciding. "Then Sarnak diesnow! Thetemple of First Sighting--look, his damned
pennants are there! ™

"My lord, at least bring up support.”
"I have the advantage of surprise” Allic cried. "Follow me!™

They swept up off the river. The demons scattered in every direction, but Allic's attention was now
focused on the temple.

Already Pinasensed that something was dangeroudy wrong. Sarnak's headquarters should have been
bristling with defenses, but no fire answered their approach. Hefollowed as Allic pulled up and cut into a
high banking turn directly over the burned out temple. Pinabraced for the blasts from Sarnak's heavy
crystas, but ill there was nothing.

"Sarnak, you bastard!" Allic roared. "Come up to meet me. Oneto one, Sarnak!"

Hisonly answer was the distant booms rumbling back from the city.

"My lord!" Pinapointed into the wreckage. "Ander!" Allic was aready diving.

And at that moment Pinaknew. Gathering his strength, he pulled into adive, racing Allic to the ground.
"No, my lord, it'satrap!"

The temple disappeared in afireball.

"Jesus Chrigt!"
Horrified, Mark watched as the temple ruins exploded.

For amoment the party dowed, stunned, unsure of what could be done. The fire burst rolled upwards,
flattened out, raining debris.

"Weve got to check." Mark fought back tears of rage.



"Check for what?' Y ounger snapped. "Let's just get the hell outa here--thisfight's for suckers. Screw
Allic, he got what he deserved.”

"If you break oneinch,” Mark grated, "you'll be dead before you hit the ground.”

He stared a Y ounger coldly. The lieutenant, hislips compressed with rage, findly nodded.
"lkawal"

"Here, Mark."

"Give usair cover. Were going in to take acloser look."

"Going down, now!"

The American formation dropped while the Japanese surged ahead. They swooped on the temple, debris
raning around them.

"Look over there," Saito cried, "beyond that fold in the ground! It looks like atunnd opening. Look,
theré'sagroup of sorcerers coming out.”

"Hitit," Ikawashouted.
"That did it," Sarnak said as the concussion washed over them.
"Your son," Kdasad, looking a his master with fear and revulson. "Y our son wasin there."

"Yes My son,” Sarnak said quietly. "He could be shaped as achangeling,” he continued, asif judtifying to
himself the sacrifice. "He had the Essence in abundance, but was not fit to rule. Thus| had designated him
amogt from birth to fulfill this sacrifice. With his power, and that of a shard of acrysta of Horat, | forged
the weapon. But to use it | needed sacrifice of my blood.”

Sarnak turned and looked at Kala.

"Why do you object?" he asked.

Kadawassglent.

"Therere sorcererscoming in," an assstant next to Kalasaid. "L ooks like the offworlders.”
Sarnak looked back at his reserve sorcerers.

"Kill them. I wish then to go up and examine the ruins.”

The sorcerers rushed forward to attack.

"They'recoming in low," Kdashouted. "Get down!™

Firebolts snapped from Ikawa's formation, damming the hillside, so that the lip of the tunnel glowed with
energy. There should have been wall crystals here to defend this point, he redized, but perhaps Sarnak
did not have enough of those wegpons to go around and was using everything he had for the offensive.

The hillside suddenly dipped away, blocking the tunnel entrance. He had cut them off, at least for a
couple of minutes. The demons were ralying amile or so to the north. There were far too many of them,
and even as he thought about the threst, the host wheeled in position and started to close. Mark and the
otherswere low, searching the smoldering rubble. There wouldn't be much timeto find the remainsand



get out.

Ikawa camein just above Mark and hismen. "The demons are moving in," he shouted.

"Another minute!”

"Captain, over herel" Waker was on the ground pulling back asmoldering timber, digging furioudy.
Anam was gticking out, covered with alight blue tunic trimmed with gold: Allic.

"It'shim, weve got him!" Walker called.

"Mark, we've got to get out of herel" Ikawa shouted.

"Pindsunder him," Jose said. Mark grabbed Allic'sarm and pulled him out.

Mark had seen wounded men before, both on Earth and here on Haven, but still he wasn't prepared. The
right side of Allic'sface was crushed, teeth and bone showing through.

Hiseye, oh Jesus, Allic'seye. Mark turned away and retched.

"I've got Pinaout,” Mark heard Jose call, asif from agreat distance.
"Mark, now! With him or not!" barked Ikawa.

A series of bolts flashed overhead.

Mark turned back, struggling for control. "Jose, Welsh, take Pina. Walker, help me. Therest of you up
for support.”

Mark looked again at Allic. He snatched a piece of charred black cloth that lay on the ground, and
wrapped it around Allic's face, then grabbed him around the shoulders, while Walker took hisfest.
Struggling under their burden, with effort they lifted and flew back for the city, skimming the ground.

Allic dangled beneath Mark, while Waker flew directly below, supporting the lower haf of Allic's body.
Mark could fed thewarm blood trickling over his hands and soaking through his shirt, where Allic's head
rested againgt his chest.

Mark fdt adight gir. "Hesdive!"

"Youll bedead if they cut us off while you're carrying him," Y ounger rejoined, pointing towards the
svarming demons.

"I'm not letting go," Mark snarled. "Just keep them off."
The demons, seeing the burden that the party was carrying, roared their chalenge and charged.

The Japanese pulled ahead, forming atight wedge. A single volley dashed out. Seconds passed, another
volley wasfired, and then another, asif they were again infantrymen, lined up and firing on command.

The center of the demon pack broke under the blasts. On ether side, and directly above, the remaining
Americans positioned themselves, acting astop and sde gunners, striking anything that started to close
on theflanks.

Thefight boiled over, dashing into the formation. Mark felt something dam into his back. Smithie pointed
amost graight at Mark and fired ablast, the weight above him let go, and he heard the terrible shriek as



the demon fell away.

It was dtill aquarter of amileto the outer wall, and another half amileto the citadd.
Bolts shot through the melee.

Oh Chrigt, Mark cursed slently. Their sorcerersare coming in.

The demons on the left flank broke off, turning back to the rear.

"A sortie," Ikawa shouted.

A dozen sorcerersled by Vadez were coming in low over the water, dodging blasts from the crystasin
the outer walls, held by the enemy.

"Tothem," Ikawacried.

The formation turned and cut out over the river. Vadez and his companions bypassed the formation to
ether sde, disrupting the demonswho were il trying to close.

Mark and Waker pushed straight ahead.
"Takethelead," Ikawa shouted. "Well cover theretreat.”

The Japanese pulled up in arough attempt at an Immelmann turn. Even through his fear and exhaustion
Mark felt that at last they had findly started to learn how to fight and fly like airmen.

Thewall loomed closer.

Mark had amoment of panic when he saw two heavy crystals come to bear on him--and fire.
The bolts swept to either sde. One of the sorcerers with Vadez disappeared in ablinding flash.
Thewall was closer, closer, findly dropping away.

They werein the city, cutting over towards the western haf of the town, away from the enemy. Flying
low over the rooftops, they ran pardle to theriver.

The extent of damage was stunning. Riverside warehouses crackled and roared. Villas had become
armed fortresses under Sege from a battery of Sarnak’'s heavy crystal's on the opposite waterfront.

They passed directly over a blazing palace whose waterfront side was aswvarm with Sarnak’'s soldiers.
Companies of militiawere rushing down narrow Side streets, vaiantly attempting to contain the rupturein
their defensiveline.

Mark heard aripple of explosons and looked over his shoulder to see his escort firing avolley into the
attackers as they passed over.

Findly they reached the one bridge gl intact that linked the two haves of the city. Turning, they
skimmed down the length of the structure, using its high side walls as protection from enemy shotsfired
from the eastern bank.

Straining with the last of their energy, Mark and Walker pulled up, cleared the outer wall of the citadd,
and landed roughly in Allic's private courtyard.

Within seconds Jose and Wel sh landed beside them. Mark looked over at them and for thefirst time



realized that Pina's left arm was gone, his | eft side scorched to the bone.
"He'saivetoo," Welsh gasped, and collapsed next to the wounded sorcerer.

A shadow passed over them and they looked up to see the covering formation wing over. Most of the
sorcerers flew back to the beleaguered citadel tower, but Vadez and Ikawalanded by Allic'sside.

"Ishedive?' Vadez asked fearfully.
Mark nodded. Bracing himself, he pulled back the bandage that had covered Allic'sface.

"Without his strength we can't hold,” Vadez said numbly. "I had hoped that through his power we could
yet turn thetide."

"What are you saying?' Ikawa barked.
"That itsover." Vadez wasgrim.
"Likehdl itis" Ikawareplied. "It's not in my code to surrender.”

Ikawawas taring straight at Mark, and for a second he thought that this was somehow a reprimand for
the surrender back in China. But then he redlized that Ikawawas merely looking to him for support.

"With what do you plan to hold?' Vadez asked. "l tell you, it's sensdlessto continue. | was holding out
solely on the hope that Allic would be able to get us out of this. But not now. Once we can move Allic |
will have him sent to Asmara. Then | plan to surrender this city. Perhapswe can Hill find quarter from
Sarnak."

Chapter 19
"My lady Storm.”

Storm came dowly out of her dazed dumber. Her bed swayed benegth her and she felt asif shewere on
aboat at sea, until sheredlized that she wasriding inside asupply wagon. A murmur came from the
outside, the all-too-familiar sound of an army on the march. Machawas leaning over her.

"Then wevelogt, and I'm your prisoner,” she whispered, sitting up. Shefelt her wrisisand waist. Her
crysasweredill there.

"No, you're not a prisoner,” Macha said ruefully. "In fact, at the moment werein dliance.”
"In aliance? Not before the sun freezesto ice.”

Machaquickly explained al that had transpired since the moment the two had struck each other down,
and Allic had returned to Landra.

"| till have ademon of aheadache from you," hefinished. "I thought for amoment that you had in fact
defeated me."

"Next time | will," Storm grumbled. "And now were supposed to be allies?’
"Storm, if you don't believe me, | have one of Allic's aides waiting outside thiswagon.”

She gtared at him. Therewasno liein hisheart, she quickly redized.
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"Very well," she said. With agroan she stretched, probing within hersdlf to sense how much of the
damage had been hedled, how strong the Essence was within her. She redlized there was il not enough
to fly and to fight, et alone create another full thunderstorm.

Now that had been amasterful creation, area sky smasher, and she smiled with pride. Rarely had she
conjured astorm of such power out of till air. Given another few minutes, why, she might even have
whipped up asmall tornado to heighten the effect.

"Had you worried, didn't [?"
"Let'sjust say that | was somewhat impressed.”

They fell dlent. It had not been their first confrontation, but there waslittle animosity, for among their
dassaladting grudge usudly resulted in mutua destruction. They had been enemies before, and might be
again, but politica concerns had shifted, and with the polish of master diplomats, they could move with
thetide.

"So it was Sarnak after dl," Storm reflected.

Machanodded, his expression set. She could sense his embarrassment over being made to look the foal.
All politics aside, thiswas one grudge that would not beignored, for Macha, like Allic, loved the people
of hisredm, and viewed it as hisfirst responghility to rule fairly and to protect them. Thousands had died
through Sarnak's maneuver. Machawould demand payment in full.

Machalooked away for amoment, and she could sense that he had unpleasant news.
"It'sAllic?' shesad quietly.

Hisface was amask.

"Orisit Mark?' shecried.

"It might be both,” Machareplied. "The interference on our communications cleared a short while ago.
Allic hasbeeninjured.”

"Hesdive, then?'

"l don't know. The report was garbled, and we didn't get a confirmation before the jamming started
agan. Allicisserioudy hurt, he's been badly maimed. In short, he might die.”

She absorbed this, trying to hide her emotion. She needed dl her strength concentrated on hedling if she
wasto be of any help. She could spare only amoment indulging in fear for her brother.

"Mark?'

"No word on him directly. Vadez sad that the city will fal. He's planning to evacuate once Allic can be
moved, but fearsthey will not be able to break out.”

Landiafaling to Sarnak. It wasimpossible. It had to beimpossible.
"|sthere a chance the communication could have been false?'

"Allic's assstant was with me when it camein. He spoke to Vadez, and their battle code was confirmed.
Itstrue”



"Then we mugt fly to him at once!” Storm said, struggling torise.
"And do what when you get there, wobble around in the air so Sarnak's men can pick you off?"
"Then you should go. Y ou have at least thirty sorcererswith you right now."

"Not even for my brother would | do that," Machasaid coldly. "My army fought arunning battle for the
last ten days. I've lost eighteen sorcerers dready, and haf the survivorsareinjured. | need my air cover

over my own people.”

"Againg what?' Storm cried. " Sarnak has thrown everything against my brother. He doesn't have
anything left to send againgt you. Y our army and Allic's ground forces here could force march through the
night and be athwart Sarnak'sline by late tomorrow."

"As| have dready planned. And when both our armies arrive, our sorcererswill be over them for
protection, as good battle sense dictates. | will not strip my air protection from my army.”

"Then if you're too much of acoward to go to hisaide beforeit'stoo late, I'll go north myself with the
sorcerersAllic left herel™

"l wouldn't advise that.”

"And why not?"

"The Subata have gone over to Sarnak." Macha grimaced.
What?"

"My lieutenant who commanded the Subata and his assistants had sold themselves to Sarnak before this
campaign began. One of the Subata ass stants deserted and came back last night to tell me.”

"They'd reorganized their forces after they had finished their feeding. Even now the beaststrail us not an
hour's march behind. If | pull off thear cover, they'll strike.”

"Then attack them firs."

"Useless. They would just scatter, and Zambara would know that | am aware of hisbetrayal. Besides, he
and hisassgtantsarein hiding. If | can't find them, we can't put the Subata out of action.”

"Then send out patrols at oncel™ Storm sngpped, her anger increasing with every negative response from
Macha.

He extended his hands in agesture of exasperation.

"There have been reports of Sarnak's sorcerers shadowing us, and at least one report of spiesin the hills.
If I send people out too far from the support of the main group, they could be cut off. If | send too large
aparty out, stripping our defenses here, Sarnak could hit us hard from above.”

She sat on her cot feding impotent. She wanted to scream at Macha, but knew that the burden of the
decision had been hard on him, aswell. Unlike her brother he was being coldly rationa about this. He
wanted revenge, to be sure, but he would not risk any more of his people without just cause, and the
possible loss of Landra, or even of Allic, was not his ultimate concern. She knew too that she was not yet
in any condition to lead the remaining sorcerers from Allic's forces. They were needed to protect this
army. How often had she heard Jartan speak about the obligation of rule. But he had never taught her
how to dedl with the pain of ruling.



"I'll stay with youtill wereach thecity,” shesaid in aresigned voice.
"Y ou should rest," Macha said gently, and he withdrew from the wagon.

But degp came hard, dthough she knew that to heal for tomorrow's fight she would have to deep. All
she could think of was her brother, and of Mark who was bound to him--a bond, she knew, that he
would honor, even if it meant his death.

"Thereisno sign of hisbody," Mokaoto reported.

"Then | must assumethat heisdive," Sarnak replied. "That would match your report,” and he looked at
Kda

"Remember, my lord, we only know asmall part of their code. We do know the code word for Allic,
and we bdlieve his name was linked with statements concerning injury and escape from Landra.”

"Areyou sure Vadez was spesking?'
"That's been confirmed.”

"If Allicisdiveand they flee, the shame of hisdefeat and humiliation will kill him anyhow," Sarnak mused.
"Thissoundslikethetruth. Vadez istoo loyd to Allic. Hewould put Allic's physica surviva over dl ese,
evenif it meant alife of humiliation thereafter. The plan failed, but only in part.”

But at least it had worked enough to put Allic permanently out of the fight, Sarnak thought. A berserk
demigod like Allic could have turned the tide of battle. Now he was off the board.

Still, when you got right down to it, the war over Landrawas only agame within agame. After all,
Landrawas merdly acity. What Sarnak wanted was the prize hidden in the Crystal Mountains beyond.
In amoment of insght Allic might have suspected, but now he was removed.

" Should we hold back the assault, then?" Mokaoto asked, disgppointment in hisvoice.

"What for? If we do not pressin, Vadez might think again. Besides, | want to destroy Landra. We must
draw them here--and then we can crush them. Order the main assault to continue.”

Smiling, Mokaoto bowed and withdrew.
"Damnit, that was closal"
A fine shower of dust sifted down from the celling and settled over the Americans.

Mark looked around at his men. They had been up on the citaddl wall throughout the rest of the day after
their arriva and long into the night, only to stand down for severa hours until they were called back up
for another eighteen hours of defense. But exhaustion had findly drained them completely, and Vadez
agreed to send them down for rest, and their first hot food in days.

Most had ingtantly fallen adeep in spite of the bedlam, but Mark, burdened by worry, had not been able
to doze off. Waker had sat by his side, and they now looked at each other for amoment, bracing for the
next explogon.

"Y ou know, Captain, I've been holding back on you guys..."

"How 0?7



Walker reached into his pocket and produced a small package.

"l don't believeit," Mark said, laughing, "apack of Cameld"

"Unopened, Captain. Been saving it for something specid. Care for one?"
"Shit, yesh."

Walker pulled off the wrapper. Mark absently started to reach in apocket for his Zippo lighter, then
laughed. He didn't need the Zippo nowadays; he concentrated for amoment and the cigarettes werelit.

They both leaned back, drew deeply, and sighed.
"Preferred Lucky Strikes mysdlf,” Mark said.

"Y eah, Lucky Green's goneto war, you remember?"
Another explosion rocked the shdlter.

"Here, Captain, take the pack, you look like you need it."
Mark looked at Walker.

"Goon, Mark. | dways stuck half adozen packsin my flight jacket before amission back in China
Never knew where wed land and figured they might comein handy with thelocals."

Mark hesitated but Walker pressed the pack into his hand.
"Worried about this pull-out, aren't you?' Walker asked.

Unableto contain himsdlf, Mark opened up. "It'l kill Allic, evenif he survives. The hedersare over inthe
next corridor trying to stablilize him and Pinaenough so they can be flown out and taken north to refuge
at Jartan's court. But goddamn it. Vadez is so intent on saving him that he's not even thinking about what
will happen when they wake up. Landrawill be gone.”

Hefdl slent. Landra--this beautiful city, thisfascinating place that had findly started to become his home,
was coming down around them. And the people? All these wondrous, open people, given over to the
sack.

His memory wandered, recalling the days spent strolling the city streets, talking with the merchants, Sitting
inthetaverns. All of it would be gone, the city in ashes.

"We can't let it happen,” Mark said, voice hard with conviction.

"Thereisn't anything more we can do, Cap'n. You, me, al of us, werefought to exhaustion. Even the
Japanese deeping over there, they're plain used up.”

Mark nodded werily.

"Goddamn, | dways did wonder what it was like on the ground for the bastards we were delivering the
goodsto, back in our war," Walker said. "Now | wish | didn't know."

"How'sthat?'

"Just, when we were back on the old Dragon Fire. Shit, Captain, you couldn't seeit theway | could,
bouncing around back therein thetail. Why, we'd drop them eggs, and you'd be up front, pulling us



around for dear life through the flak belts. But me, old Jmmy Walker, 1'd beriding high in the back,
looking down from thirty thousand feet, watching them babiesjust dam into the Japs."

"Boom, there goes afactory, boom, trainslooking like my kid brother's toys go flying up in the air, boom,
thered go awholerow of houses."

Hefdl slent and looked over a the Japanese.
"Now | know," he said softly.

Asif in counterpoint, another explosion rocked the room and more dust filtered down. Waker sighed
and took another pull on the cigarette.

"Buy abond and build abomb, remember that one?" Walker whispered, looking over to seeif his
cagptain had findly fallen adeep.

"Huh?'

"Oh, just buy abond and build abomb, remember the advertisementsin Life? Right theredongside a
picture of Dorothy Lamour or Rita Hayworth, bonds pasted al over their luscious big kazoomswhile
they posed next to aten ton blockbuster.”

Mark suddenly cameto hisfeet.

"Goddamn it, wake everybody up,” Mark said. "lkawa's people too.”
"What the hell, Captain?'

"Jugt doit!"

"What's going on”?'

Mark grinned at him.

"The hdl with Vadez, Mr. Waker. Were taking over thisfight right now."

"But Vadez has given no orders regarding this,”" the old sorcerer roared.

"l don't giveadamn if Jartan himself ordered you differently,” Mark shouted. " Step back from those wall
crystasright now, or so help me, my peoplewill blast your assright off thiswall.”

The sorcerer looked at the offworl ders who surrounded him. He hesitated and looked over at the small
communications crysta set in the mount next to the heavy wegpon.

"Go ahead and try it," Ikawasaid. "Though it will grieve me, I'll not hesitate to strike.”

Without wasting any more time by arguing, Mark shouldered hisway forward, pushing the sorcerer out
of his path, and went up to the stand that held the wall crystal.

"Bring those dingsover,” he orderered, wrestling the crystal from its mount and dropping it onto ading.

"Take the other two, aswell," Mark shouted, and Shigeru stepped forward. With one arm he scooped
the second crystal up, and turning, used his other arm to reach out and take the third.

"But we were ordered to keep up fire until the evacuation. How are we to stop them from bresking in?"



"Oncewe pull out, they'd break in anyhow,” Mark roared, turning to face the sorcerer. "Think abouit thet,
damnit! Look out there, just look," and he dragged the sorcerer to the edge of the wall and pointed to
the thousands of refugees who now crowded the single bridge standing between the two halves of the
town. Most of the western section of the town had falen during the night. Even as he pointed a score of
demons came low over theriver, striking troops who were struggling to cross the bridge. Asthe crowds
pushed and swayed, trying to get out of the way, dozens fell screaming into the swift currents below.

"We don't have the strength to protect them anymore,” Mark shouted. " So we evacuate, and hope that
Sarnak endsthe daughter.”

The demon squadron rose, dragging victims aoft. Coming in high over the citadel walk, they dropped the
men, who plummeted to their desths.

"Well, do you think those bastards will be interested in quarter now that their blood is up?*

The sorcerer was silently looking down at the masses who struggled to gain entrance to the last
sronghold.

"Wdl, answer me, damn you!"
The sorcerer looked at him, hisface animage of pain.
"My family isdown there, offworlder,” and he spat the last word with contempt, "but | follow my orders.”

"Well goddamn it, where | come from orders are orderstill they no longer havelogic. So either help or
get the fuck out of the way."

Therewas alow cheer from the other Americans.

Mark turned toward the three massive crystals cradled in their individual baskets of woven rope. Each
basket had three rope lines extending out from the center; the end of each rope was knotted around a
short wooden pole.

"All right, Waker, strap the clay potson.”

"Detonators,” Walker commanded, knedling. He looked over his shoulder and grinned like a child about
to light afirecracker in the school bathroom.

Jose came forward and carefully gave Walker three pots, their lids sealed shut with wax. Ropes dangled
from the two handles on each of the clay pots and Walker quickly wrapped the ropes around each of the
crystals, securing the pots to the softly glowing gems, till hot from firing. The dings were then bundled
up, so that the entire affair of pot, gem, and ding was one tightly woven mass.

"Boy, when thisthing hitsthe ground..." Waker laughed like an excited child.
"What'singde those pots?' the sorcerer asked with growing nervousness.
"Why, ared crystd, of course," Walker laughed.

"Sacrilege!" the sorcerer screamed. "It is blasphemousto use agreat crystd like this. The gods
themsdveswill surdly curse us, for the crystd isthelr gift, that we might focus the Essence.”

"They dready have, asshole." Walker's voice was edged with sarcasm.

One of the communications sorcerers came through the crowd. "Weve just got the word from Vadez,"



he announced. "Allic is till unconscious but will be evacuated in haf aturning. Oncethat's done the city
will be surrendered.”

"Y eah, well, tell him to take a couple of minutesfirst to come up and watch the fireworks," Walker
shouted back, hiswords barely audible as another series of explosions rocked the citadd.

The sorcerer was Silent.

"Just tell Vadez to come up here and watch,” Mark snapped, and signaled to his crew. They formed up
on the crydtds, three to abundle with Shigeru being the ninth man. Asonethey lifted in close formation,
wheeled out from the citaddl and climbed into the predawn sky.

The city below them was engulfed in flames and smoke. Half adozen wall crystals, mounted on the
enemy-held outer wall, fired at them, then suddenly fell silent.

"Look out for air defenses," Mark cried. "They're holding back their fire."
"Herethey come," Ikawayelled, "five o'clock low!"

Mark dmost laughed at the Japanese officer now using the terminology of the American air corps. But he
could see where adozen or more sorcerers, escorted by a score of demons, were ascending from just
outsde the outer wall.

"Theré's our target on the ground, approaching the citadel from the south.” Walker wasleading the third
drop team, which was directly behind Y ounger.

"There must be thousands of them,” Mark replied.

The enemy host was advancing down the main plaza, which ran from the southern gate to the fire-blasted
citadd wall. At itsfore were three heavy wal crystals mounted on wagons, firing into the citadel, where
the shielding would glow bright red, overload, and another section of battlementswould dide away.
Abovetheroar they could hear the thousands of infantry chanting: " Sarnak, Sarnak, Sarnak!"

Another valley--but thistime there was no defensve shield. The blasts diced through the citadel likea
white-hot poker through butter.

"Swing out over the outer wall, well turninto final, and then astraight run down the plaza,” Mark
ordered. "Y ou got that?"

The team shouted.

"Waker, drop first, by the outer gate, try to hit the crystal mounted on thewall. Y ounger, you're second,
inthemiddle; I'll drop third on their crystals.”

"Captain, that's damn close to our own people,” Y ounger said nervoudy. "We don't know just how big
an exploson thesethingswill kick."

"Youwannatakethetimefor afew testsfirs? Well just drop and find out. Ikawa, keep those bastards
off us. Turn onto downwind now."

The formation swung around running downwind and pardld to the enemy column, severa thousand feet
below.

The enemy sorcerers charged upward, while from the flank more formations came up to greet them. The
ar hummed and flashed with firebolts. The Japanese stayed close to the bombing team, keeping the



enemy & bay.

A wild flurry of shotsroared up, again wide. Mark redlized that the enemy was holding off, waiting for its
forcesto get into position before closing in. He could only hope that they would hold off long enough.

They passed the outer wall and crossed out into the open countryside. He wanted to turn immediately,
but knew that every second further out would alow them just that much longer for astraight and level
approach as they came back in on their bombing run.

Ten seconds, five.
"All right, turning left, now!"

Theformation rolled into a perfect turn. The enemy sorcerers, assuming that thiswas aparty carrying
wounded in an escape attempt, had positioned themsalves further out to meet them. But now their target
had turned aside and was flying back in towards the city.

"Onfind!"

Ahead of them severd wall crystals, mounted on one of the battle towers, were pointed straight up,
sending flaklike burgsinto the air.

It was like before, Mark realized: the enemy fighters, liketrailing sharks, looking for the week, the flak up
ahead. Below was the flaming wreckage of acity, waiting for yet more death from above.

"All right, Dragon Fire, weareonfind," Mark shouted. "Walker, you've got the lead. Concentrate!”

The city gate was before them, the heavy assault troops pouring through its blasted portals. Another
couple of seconds, Mark thought, just a couple more seconds.

"Bombs away!" Walker cried. Asthe crystd fell, Waker and histeam banked hard right to act as escort.

They were flying down the main plaza, packed with enemy troops. Straight ahead Mark could clearly see
where Sarnak's wall crystals were pouring their fire into the citade's upper works.

"Two away!" Y ounger shouted.

"Steady, steady now." Mark was looking straight down. He could imagine the bombsight, the cross hairs
tracking the target. He had to be sure. A couple of secondstoo late and it would hit the citadd wall.

"Steady, steady. Bombs away!" Mark released; a split second later Welsh and Giorgini, carrying the
other two ropes, released, aswell. The bundle dropped. They surged upward; their burden fell directly
beneath them, growing smaler asit rushed to meet the ground.

"Don't watchit," Mark screamed. "Don't watch it!" The world behind them disappeared in ablinding
incandescent.

"They're turning back," an gpprentice shouted, pointing towards the mass formation that had flown over
them savera minutes before.

Kalalooked back to where the apprentice was pointing.

"Ignore them,” Kaashouted. "It must be Allic and two othersthat they're carrying like that. Sarnak has
all ways blocked. Our job isto coordinate this break into the city. Back to your duty."



The heavy crystas next to them fired again. The enemy shieding had gone down completely; now it was
smply amatter of cutting out huge sections of the wal, making a path wide enough that ahundred men
could rush in abreast.

"Damnit, let'stakeit,” one of the infantry commanders roared. "Enough with this sorcery--it'stime for the
sword."

Kdalooked over at the commander. He could see that the man's blood was up. Allic would be a
prisoner in minutes, either in that foolish attempt to flee, or if they were turning back, he'd be captured in
the city. The battlewasfor dl practica purposes over. He wished he had the power to order the infantry
to stand down. Once the troops were released it would be amassacre. Damn these people, they were
savages.

"Listen, sorcerer,” the commander shouted, drawing closer, "raise your fire. Their shielding isdown and
I'mgoingin."

The commander raised his sword high, his herdds standing to either side lifted his pennant into the early
morning light.

"Forward," he screamed. "No prisoners™
"No prisonerd"

The host advanced, asurging ocean of armed men, their swords glinting wickedly in thelight from the
flaming citadd.

"They've dropped one of the bundles,”" the apprentice cried, grabbing Kaaby the deeve.
"What the..." He watched as the round bundle tumbled end over end.
"The second one!" the apprentice cried.

Those bundles couldn't have been Allic or anyone e se. The men carrying them had not been hit. They
wereflying sraight ahead in an dmost satdy, lumbering formation.

Thethird bundle dropped.

And then amemory came, of the offworlder, M okaoto, talking about how wars were fought back on
Earth. About how they rained desth from...

"Runt”

Even as hefled he glanced back at the plaza, now swarming with troops. He could clearly seethe first
bundle coming down by the main gate.

"Kda what isit?"
He turned to look back at the apprentice.

Theworld lit up as bright as the noonday sun. The apprentice, who had been staring straight at the blast,
screamed, covering his eyes as the world was washed in light. Kalastarted to turn and the shock wave
knocked him to his knees. Men were down, screaming; buildings on either side rocked and swayed, roof
tilesfaling off, heavy leaden panes shattering.

A second sun rose--the flash washing over them again--and this time the ground bucked benegath hisfedt,



dapping him into the air, the concussion knocking the breath out of hislungs.

In the last seconds he had |eft, Kala saw his apprentice lying on the ground, adiver of glassaslong asan
arm sticking out of the boy's chest.

Abovetheroar he heard awhistling sound, dropping in pitch, growing louder. He looked straight up and
saw his degth faling from the sky, growing larger, filling the heavens.

He never saw theflash.

Sarnak looked in stunned disbelief at the three pillars of fire. The concussion of the second explosion was
gtill washing over him when the third explosion hit. Even from haf aleague away the roar seemed to be
al-encompassing. Thetower of flame was detonating and redetonating, soaring ever higher.

"They're blowing their own crystas” he said numbly, not quite believing what he had just witnessed.

Like everyone el se he had assumed that the bundles must have contained Allic and two others. Asthey
flew out on their whedling turn towards their bomb run, he had thought again, redlizing the burden being
carried was too small and that this might be adiversion for the rea breskout in another direction.

And then the bombs had dropped.

Mokaoto had told him about this thing called bombers. But they had destroyed the crystds, and from the
sze of thelast explosion he could see that severa of hisown precious crystals must have been hit, and
detonated, adding their power to the conflagration.

"Genius," hewhispered, "'l thought only | had the daring to thus defy the wrath of the gods."

But even as he stood in admiration his hatred burned cold and hard. The battle now hung in the balance.
He might lose, he knew, but the offworlders would lose something, aswell, if they tried the same
maneuver again.

As he stood watching, acold wind swept down from the north, snapping the pennants out by hisside. He
looked up at the wind-whipped flags, snorted, and returned to his command tent.

"Jesus amighty,” Walker roared, "did you see that? That last one must'a touched off them others. It was
like the world was gonna shake apart.”

The formation, having swung wide, was circling back to land on the observation tower. Shigeru, ong
with Welsh and Jose, had aready broken off to pick up another set of dings and three more
"detonators.”

"Looksliketrouble, Captain,” Waker said, coming up by Mark'sside.
Vddez waswaiting for them, hisrage causing his battle shielding to glow brightly.

They landed even as adistant echo came rolling back from the mountains, repesting the roaring thunder
that had swept over the city only minutes before. At the moment of the flash the battle in al quarters had
dtilled, defender and attacker paused in terror, wondering if the gods themselves had intervened. Now as
the echoes washed down from the hills, the battle began anew.

AsMark and the others landed on the citadel wall, they ignored Vadez for amoment and walked across



the battlement to gaze at the plaza below.

Massive craters, each adozen yards or more across and just as deep, scarred the street. Each of the
blasts had taken out everything within ahundred yards, leveling the buildings.

The carnage was sickening. Hundreds of bodies lay scattered, ripped apart so badly that they were not
recognizable as human.

Thousands more lay upon the ground, wounded, screaming; or wandered in numbed shock. The assault
had smply disappeared.

"Y ou just destroyed in one flash what had taken dozens of sorcerers hundreds of yearsto shape," Valdez
snarled at Mark.

"Ligten, buddy, we have an old American saying,” Mark replied coldly. "Never argue with success. We
stopped their assault.” He pointed down to the wreckage.

"That istemporary, tacticd," Vadez sngpped. "But the crystds, the crystds arefinite, agift from the
gods. Destroy them and we have no more. They took hundreds of years to shape and you smashed them
likeawillful child."

"I'm going to save this city whether you likeit or not,” Mark said evenly, staring into Vadez'seyes. "l
swore an oath to serve Allic till desth. Well, damn it, were serving him. In my mind, hisream, thiscity,
the people of thiscity count more than dl the damn crystasin this mad world.”

Shigeru and the two Americans came down to land by the party, each of them carrying another ding and
aclay pot.

Mark pushed past Valdez.
"Takethosethree crystals over there," Mark ordered, pointing at the topmost battery on the wall.
"What areyou doing!"

"The enemy is il advancing on the bridge in the western haf of the town. If we don't stop them, al those
people,” and he pointed to the thousands of refugees crammed onto the bridge, "are doomed. Were
going to save them, and | plan to wipe out Sarnak’s heavy crystals on the western side, which are
supporting the attack."

"Y ou've destroyed three wall crystals dready. We need what's | eft for fire support when we bresk out,”
Vadez shouted. "If Allic knew you were doing this, hed kill you himsdif.”

"Then tell him to come up here and stop us," Mark replied. "But till he does, I'm going to stop Sarnak,
and you better get out of our way. Walker, set up those detonators."

"Anything you say, Captain.”
"S‘_Op! n
Mark spun around.

"Thereisno choicel" Mark shouted. "Either help us, or crawl away and doom your lord to alife of
humiliation. Chrigt, Allic would be thefirgt to stay and fight to the end. But if you try to stop us, it will be
offworlders versus your sorcerers. And well daughter each other while Sarnak laughs.”



"Thisismutiny!"
"No shit, Sherlock!" Mark contemptuoudy turned his back to check on the bombs.

"Shigeru, bring up more dings while were out. Saito, take his place on the team. Were going to strip this
wadll of crystals and use them. Now move!"

Mark turned around to face Vadez again, but the sorcerer was gone.

"Hewent below," Ikawa said. "He might be bringing up his men to stop us."

"Then Sarnak will truly winthis™ Mark said grimly.

"How can | hdp?'

Mark turned and saw Stede appear through the doorway .

"Youlook like hdl," Ikawasaid, coming over to his friend who had taught him the art of the deathstrike.

"We wondered what happened to you," Mark commented. "Thelast | saw of you, you were preparing to
bring back thewall crystals usad in the fight against Macha"

"Weran into an ambush,” Stede said warily. "Wewere pinned up in the hillsuntil thismorning. | lost ten
sorcerers and two crystas. | had to hide the rest of the crystasin the hills-there was no hope of bringing
them in. | probably would have lost the rest of my sorcerers, because we were trying to break into the
city and were hit hard. Then everyone was distracted by the blasts and we broke through. |
just--overheard that exchange between you and Vadez. Has that man cracked under the pressure?’

"It'sjust that we believe the city can ill be hdd.”
Stede paused. "I'll get my people together.” Turning, he disappeared back into the fortress.
"Damn, it il might work," Jose said, coming to Mark'sside.

Mark knew they had the advantage right now, but it wouldn't last long. Sarnak would soon have dl his
people up, ready to swarm upon them. He could only hope that for the moment Sarnak till was divided
in his plan, fearful that even this desperate act might be acover to bring Allic out while his own forces
were divided and stunned. With Stede's team Mark realized that they might even be ableto work a
diverson.

Minutes later Waker stood up. "Ready and armed,” he announced.

The north wind swept around them, blowing the smoke from the first three explosions off towards the
south, cloaking the distant enemy lines.

"Let'sgo,” Mark shouted.
Theteam lifted into the air. Thistime there was aragged cry of triumph from below.

Asthey headed out towards the west Stede and his sorcerersrose, carrying severd large bundles. The
bundles were nothing more than rocks, and Stede swung out to simulate another bomb drop.

Asthey crossed theriver into the west side of the city Mark and histeam struggled for atitude.

"All right,” Mark cried, "on the embankment promenade, first drop take out the troops, next two for the



wall towers covering their advance on the bridge.”
"Herethey come,” Ikawaroared.

Enemy demons and sorcerers were winging up from their positionsin the western part of the town. But
the diverson was working: nearly half of them were bresking towards Stede.

"Kegpit tight,” Mark ordered, "shields overlapping!”

The formation pulled in closer together, presenting alarger target. But at the same time the shielding of
onereinforced the other, so that ahit in one place quickly dissipated. It would take a dozen or more
bolts striking the formation Smultaneoudy, or severa dashing into just one man, to have an effect.

Mark felt asif hewasflying insde adow lumbering target asflash after flash struck them, the strain from
the impacts not quite disspated before another shot raised the strain even higher. No one aone could
have survived that ondaught, but together they had hope.

Outside the tight formation the Japanese weaved back and forth, returning fire, disrupting Sarnak's
sorcerers as they tried to concentrate.

"Turn left, now!"
"Smithie, tighten it up, tighten it up!" Mark cried.

Half adozen bolts hit Smithie in rapid succession. With astartled cry he dropped his end of the bomb
and fdl out of theformation, hisshield glowing hot.

"Smithie!" Takeo dropped from the formation and dove after the American. Half adozen of Sarnak's
sorcerers broke off attacking the main group to fal upon the two.

Smithie struggled to regain control. Takeo swung in dlongside, grabbing and providing support. Mark
watched as the two raced towards the citadel, while Sarnak's sorcerers broke off the chase and turned
back to the main target.

Y ounger and Welsh struggled to hold up their load. Mark dowed their flight, trying to keep them within
the protection of the formation.

Boltshit the two, who quickly fell astern and outside the protection of the formation. Suddenly Y ounger's
shield overloaded and snapped off. A bolt nicked the heavy crystal dangling beneath them.

"Dropit!" Mark screamed. If the bundle was hit square on and the clay pot shattered, they'd al be gone
inaningant.

The bomb dropped away. Mark averted his eyes at the last second, as the flash snapped out, raising a
column of fireathousand feet into the air.

"Fifteen seconds," Mark shouted, forcing his atention back to the flight.
Y ounger closed back with the group, seeking their protection, Welsh at hisside.

One of the enemy sorcerers was now hit square on. His shielding disappeared, and abolt from Ikawa cut
him nearly in haf. The formation flew straight through where the sorcerer had been only seconds before
and Mark choked on the stench of burned flesh.

"Five secondd™



The enemy sorcerers dashed into them again. A buffet ran through the formation from the impact, their
collective shidds glowing. Mark fdlt the formation waver, asif it was about to burst.

"Reedy!"
"Oneaway!" Walker and histeam released.
"Two away. Bresk |eft!"

The formation surged upward, their burden gone.

Cuitting through their turn, they dove back towards the protection of the citadel, Ikawaand his men
covering the retreat.

Mark led the group straight through the expanding column of fire and smoke from the first explosion. He
knew it was adesperate act, but hoped that it would throw off their pursuers.

Ashehit thewall of smoke heingtinctively closed his eyes. They were buffeted by the violent updraft and
severa seconds later emerged from the other side. He looked over his shoulder. The enemy had broken
off, cutting around the column rather than going straight through.

The second bomb hit, followed amost immediately by the third. The two towers disappeared, followed
an ingtant later with secondary explosions from both that mushroomed out a almost right angles from the
primary blast.

"No need for aphoto recon on that," Jose' cried. "One hundred percent destruction confirmed!"

Vadez, hiseyes il singing from the flash, watched from one of the casement windows asthe
explosionstore apart the twin towers holding Sarnak's heavy crystals. Hefelt a perversefascination, like
someone watching passively as a madman smashed a pricelesswork of art, yet he was unableto turn his
gaze away.

The double shock ripped acrosstheriver, kicking up awave that hit the battlements like ahurricane.
The offworl ders appeared through the smoke, returning to the citadd!.

He looked to the team of sorcerers poised and ready by one of the wall crystals which was pointed
towards the sky.

"Do wefire, Vddez?' one of them asked.

To serve my lord unto death, Vadez thought. Thishad to be death, he redlized. In the distance another
sound cameto him, louder than thefirgt faint ripplings of moments before. It was the sound of thousands
cheering. Not in hatred, nor in blood lust, but in hope.

What would Allic think when he awoke safely, but his city was gone? And Vadez knew the answer
clearly at last. It was best at timesto let oneslord diein the fighting than to et him livein shame. Better
to die screaming defiance than to crawl into the shelter of night.

"My lord, | can hit them clearly,” the sorcerer said.

"We're cursed and abandoned by the gods dready,” Vadez said coldly. "Take that crystal up and giveit
to the offworlders.”

"My lord? We only havethree crystasleft!”



"Damn it al, doesn't anyone around here understand an order when it's given? | said to take that crystal
up and giveit to the offworlders. Were staying here to fight."

Chapter 20

During the middle of the second night on the march, Macha gave up trying to beat stragglers back into
line. Men were actualy passing out from exhaustion in the middle of the road, their comrades dragging
them to the Sde, placing them in the care of civilians, and then pressing on.

But asfast asthe twin armies melted away from exhaustion, their ranks were renewed as each village's
militia, which had been braced for attack from the south, now fell into rank and joined the host sweeping
north--the Torm and Landrian armies marching on parallel roads, aleague apart.

The armies were passing through regions of prosperous farms, orchards, and vineyards. The populace
poured out to meet them: Word had raced ahead that thiswasthe relief column, rushing northina
desperate bid to raise the Siege.

At every farmyard gate women passed out pitchers of water and wine, while their children pressed
bread, mest, and bunches of grapesinto the soldiers hands. In the waning light of the twin moonsthey
had seemed like ghostly angels of comfort, hovering in the blue dark light, offering words of
encouragement and compassion as the troops pressed aong, their column a serpentine line of darkness,
cutting through moonlit fields.

Now asthe army pressed through the hest of day the women rushed up with buckets drawn from their
wells, to see them passed into the ranks and reemerge seconds later, to be refilled again.

Hollow-eyed Landrian officers and cava rymen, mounted on lathered Td's, galloped back and forth down
the line, urging the column to close up, and warning the villagers to secure themsalvesin their houses,
taking the stragglers with them. For once the army had passed, the Subatawould be overhead.

"Close up, men, close up, keep moving," the command was shouted until voices were hoarse, alitany
endlessy repested.

Over dl hung adense cloud of dugt, kicked up by the advance of thousands of soldiers, wagons carrying
supplies, the precious heavy crystas, mounted units, and the growing horde of militia

Only at the very front of the column could the way ahead be clearly seen. The soldiers moved on, their
pace heavy, grim, asthey watched the growing pal of fire and smoke on the northern horizon. Macha
rode at the front of the column to judge the distance and to try to maintain the pace.

Pausing for amoment to take adrink offered by a peasant child, he heard some excited shouts and
turned to see awoman skimming above the treetops, another woman at her sde.

Damn, hethought, here she comes to nag me, and he wished that she had been forced to stay at rest
for awhile longer. For amoment he dmost felt awave of pity for the offworlder who had succeeded
where he had failed.

Shecameinlow, landing by his Tal. Her companion, nearly breathless, alighted by her sde.
"Fredna here has found them,” Storm shouted.

Machalooked down from his mount. For amoment he was tempted to stay mounted, an obvious breach
of etiquette. But he thought better of it and did off the Td.
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"Found what?'

"Y our traitor. He's encamped not a quarter turning flight from here. She spotted him while swinging back
fromapatrol | sent out.”

"We barely have enough sorcerers to watch the agpproachesto our army, which is strung out from hereto
damn near back to the pass, and you're sending patrols out to ook for that scum? Are you mad?’

"It's better than Sitting here passively, knowing they're out there and doing nothing.”

Exasperated, Machaturned away. He had given express ordersthat all aerial patrols wereto stay within
aquick return of the army to provide cover. The Subata host was easly visible, trailing them about three
leagues off to the southeast. Asthey were drawing closer to the city there was the chance that Sarnak,
having the advantage of being able to shift hisforces oninterior lines, could send out a coordinated
assault and hit them with dl his own sorcerers while the Subatamoved in from the rear.

"Listento me, Macha. | sent out those patrols on my own. They've got results. Are you going to throw
the chance awvay?"

"This could be adecoy," Macha said cautioudly.

"It could be?Yes, it could be. Y ou were impetuous enough to attack my brother on what was only
decoys. Have you now grown too cautious? But | know for certain that if we don't take the chance, there
won't be much left up there by the end of thisday.”

A dull rumble cut through their conversation, followed seconds later by a second, and then athird. They
looked to the north, and low on the distant horizon they could see three plumes of smoke jetting up.

Machalooked at the smoke asif studying it for some hidden clue. A moment later he turned back to his
ade

"Pass the word down the line verbally--no crystds. If anyoneisligtening, | don't want it known. | want dl
sorcerersto me! Now moveit, damnyou, or I'll flame your hide. Once we've gathered and taken off,
you'reto pass back down the line and tell the troops that were going to daughter the leader of the
Subata."

Within minutes the army was behind them. Machalooked back at histroops, strung out over miles of
roadway. They were marching themsalvesinto the ground. HEd be lucky if athird of hisforces werewith
him by the time they reached Landra. From his vantage of treetop level, he could barely discern the
burning city on the northern horizon.

"Over thereisthe main host of the Subata Fredna's comment brought Machaback to the immediate
problem.

He could see them, somein flight, moving to the fore, while others had settled to rest for awhile until at
last they were at the end of the column, at which point they would rise again and moveto thefore, likean
endlesdy turning treadmiill.

"If they attack,” Macha shouted, his voice carrying on the wind, "we immediately return to thearmy. Is
that understood?’

Storm glared defiantly at him, but said nothing.

"l saw them over by that grove--there, just on the flank of that hill," Fredna called.



"You al know how thisisto be done," Macha commanded.
There was a chorus of eager shoutsin reply.
"Let'sgo!"

The formation dropped low, skimming severa feet above the ground. Thiswas Machas favorite type of
flying. Out on the savannah of hishomeand he would fly like thisfor hours, hugging every fold of the
land, skimming down dry gulches, dodging between the open stands of trees. Now he put his skillsto the
test, a one point dropping into a narrow forest path through a grove, the opening barely wide enough to
pass through without turning Sdeways.

They camein low, placing themsdves at the extreme disadvantage if anything was above, but trading that
for the hope of surprise.

The payoff came asthey skirted the edge of the hill, coming around the base. Storm's sorcerers broke to
the right, while Machaled his group to the left. The second wave of Macha's sorcerers came straight up
the dope, cresting it high and then dowing to hover above.

They hit the hidden encampment from both sides and above at once.

Before ther target knew what had even happened, Macha wasin the middle of their camp.

"Damn you dl, come here, Zambara," Machabellowed, landing to confront the terrified men.

"Why are you hiding here?' he roared.

Zambaralooked around to his companions for support, but they blanched and turned away from him.
"We could not locate you,” Zambarareplied lamely.

"Then why aren't you with your beloved Subata, rather than skulking here haf a dozen leagues behind
them?Y ou could have at least sent one of those assistants of yours out to look for me!™

Zambarafumbled for words.

"I'll tell you why," Macharoared. " ou've thrown in with Sarnak. Y ou hid here, knowing that my people
would be watching the Subata and would search for you there and you thought you'd be nice and safe
out here by yourselves. Y ou were waiting for meto leave for Landra, and then you'd turn the Sabata
loose upon your own people. You're atraitor!”

Zambara ssammered, but there was no time to reply. Machamight have given benefit of doubt to the
man, but for the fact that Zambara and his assstants had so obvioudy been hiding.

Machapulled out his ceremonid short sword.
Zambaras head hit the ground before his body had even started to sag.

Machaturned to face the terrified assistants and pointed the dripping sword at them. "Which one of you
isnext?'

Asone, thefive acolytesfdl to the ground, wailing.

"Durth," Machacdled.



One of his sorcerers stepped out of the ranks.

"You'eto take charge here. Taketheir control crystal and escort these five back to the Subata and get
them under control. Do you think you can handle them?'

Durth looked at the five acolytes with disdain. " Snake handlers,”" he spat. "1 soil myself by even being
near them, but if you command it, my lord.”

Macha stepped up to the acolytes and pointed at them with his sword. "Y ou're to follow Durth's
commands without hesitation, you traitorous scum. If but one snake bresks avay and causes harm, either
to my people or Allic's, you will be blamed. Y ou still face charges of treason, but know my judgment will
befar easer if you obey me now."

"Remember," he said coldly, "Zambarawas lucky: hisend was swift for | had no timeto seeit otherwise.
But | can make one's death very dow," and his voice lowered, "very dow indeed, so that you'll grow old
while till young, begging for death to end your torment. Do you under stand me?"

The five were on their faces, cowering.

"Then obey me, and serve Durth." He spat on the ground and turned away .

"What do we do with this?' one of Macha's ass stants asked, kicking at Zambaras body.
Machalooked back at the acolytes.

"Have them fly over the Subata and drop the carcassfor their dinner. Make sure they stay long enough to
watch thefeeding.”

Macha started to fly away and then shouted back asif an afterthought, "And don't forget the head.”

Airborne, the contingent flew straight across the open fields back towards the armies. Asthey leveled out
and started in to land at the head of Machas column, al could see aflash snap across the northern
horizon, followed seconds later by two more.

"What are they doing up there?' Macha asked, looking at Storm.
She was afraid to even wonder.

Machanodded. "It'stime. I'll have word sent to our ground commandersto push forward at aforced
march whilewefly on. Your Td ridersand minewill move out & once; they can betherein severd
turnings. Therest of uswill pick up our wall crystals and head for Landral”

"There could be spiesin the hills," one of Machas assistants cautioned, pointing to the distant ridgeline.
Machalooked at Storm for amoment and she feared that he might change his mind.

A smile crossed hisfeatures. "Well leave six of our most inexperienced sorcerers behind. If that
offworlder Goldberg isfit, have him fly aswell--I don't think hed want to missthe fight. Well have those
who stay behind fly back and forth over the columns and kick up abig tir."

"But the spieswill see usleaving.”

"Boy, don't you know anything about flying? Look at thisland." He gestured at terrain checkerboarded
with woods, fields and orchards.



"Well do some ground-hugging flying like the world has never seen. If any of you so much asflieshigher
than aman's shoulders, I'll blast you myself. Well cut through the woods, hug the streambeds, and weave
down the orchard rows--they'll never see us. I'll lead the way. Now get ready to move out in aquarter
turning.”

He looked back to Storm.

"Think you can keep up with me?' he said with agrin.

Unableto contain hersdlf, she gave him an exuberant hug.

"l should make dramatic gestureslike this more often,”" he said self-conscioudly.
Shekissed him on the cheek and drew back.

"That offworlder must be one unusua man to have caught your interest,” he said softly.
"Heis, at that," Storm replied. "If we can save himintime, I'll be forever in your debt.”

Macha shook his head and remembered his encounter with Mark. Damn, the audacity of that man. "1
should leave him to the carrion esters.”

"But | know you too well," shereplied, still smiling. ™Y our honor would not allow you to do that."

"Comeon," Machagrowled. "Let'sgo in there and save those damned fools."

Mesmerized, Sarnak watched as the twin columns of smoke spread into adark oily pillar thousands of
feet high, dwarfing dl the other firesin the city combined. From out of the darkness the formation
regppeared and headed back to the citaddl.

Whatever hope Allic had of gaining help after theloss of Landra, Sarnak now knew was disappearing
with those clouds. Allic, or somebody in hisarmy, was ddiberately destroying crystdsthat should have
been the booty of victory.

"Mokaoto!"
"Yes, my lord." The Japanese officer cameto hisside.

"Those men, are they the ones?' he asked, aready knowing the answer. He merely wanted to show
Mokaoto the quarry; ihered be time enough after the battle to let him have hisfun.

"Yes, my lord,” Mokaoto growled. "The Americans, and the traitors to my emperor.” He clenched his
fisswith rage. "l want them,” Mokaoto said coldly.

"Soon enough. But you must remain by my side to handle the communications, snce Kaais gone. After
al, you helped designit; now | need you to runit. Let the fools up front risk their livesfor us."

"This could till turn against me," Sarnak continued, "but if they have taken thefirst sacrilege and
destroyed the crystals that should have been mine, then | shall do the samein turn.”

"But | thought the crystals were sacred,” Mokaoto said.

"Those crydas, they are nothing." Sarnak now realized the implication of what the offworlders had
unleashed. "The crystalsin my possession are meretoys. If through them | can destroy all of Allic's



sorcerers, we can il turn thisto our favor.”
Mokaoto turned to face his commander.
"Ah, you don't understand, do you?"
Mokaoto was silent.

"How will they react, do you think, when they believe they have discovered my hoard of gems, now that
they are decimating theirs?"

"They will fal uponit liketigerson adying fawn," Mokaoto replied.

"Order my reserve group to stockpile our remaining crystalsin the open, above the hill beyond our main
tunnel opening. Have them put my greet red in acontainer and place it among them. Let the foolsthen
cometo loot my hoard. If they seeit, they will flock to it like carrion. But once onelands and his shield
touchesthe crystd, or the container holding the red is shattered...” Sarnak smiled. "Everything on and
abovethat hill will be gone.”

"And mysdlf, my lord? When may | seek my revenge?”

"You areto stay herewith me. That isyour pog.”

One of the communi cations ass stants came up to stand before Sarnak.
"What isit?" Sarnak asked.

"It'snot good, my lord.”

"Goon!"

"I've just picked up two reports. We have areport of fifty or more sorcerers from the north. We believe
they might be some of Allic's sorcererswho had been assigned to serve at the Crystal Mountains.
They've most likely been released to return home."

Sarnak tried to suppress hissmile. "Morefor thetrap," he said quietly.

He had hoped to beinto the city by the time reinforcements had come up and to use equipment captured
from Allic to hold them off. But the trgp could till be sporung, now that the offworlders had shown the
way. No crystas of significant power would be eft here when the battle was finished, but then there'd be
no enemy sorcerers, ether. It would be an even enough trade, and the reward from Tor in the Crystal
Mountains would make up hislosses.

"What about our man with the Subata?'
"Silence, my lord."

Something was wrong there, he thought. The enemy armies to the south were till agood six turnings
away. Thiswas starting to get close.

"Any report from our spiesin the hills?*

"Judt that the enemy is till strung out on the roads; the sorcerers were seen to fly southward for afew
minutes and then they returned. Nothing since.”



Something definitely wasn't right here. He looked at the communications officer, feding suddenly unessy.

"Order everyone up,” Sarnak commanded, "I want everyone on the offworlders. If they should dareto
usether remaining crystds, strike them down. Now move."

"Do you want a patrol sent to the south?'

He hesitated. It would be prudent, but he was dready stretched to the limit. He could not afford to send
more sorcerersto afront aready covered by his spies.

"No, | want everything here. Every sorcerer, every demon, herel”
"Will you be going up, aswell?' Mokaoto asked coldly, staring Sraight at his commander.
Sarnak turned on him with rage. "No, damn you!" Sarnak roared. "Now go back to your post!"

Bowing, Mokaoto turned and |eft. Sarnak stared after him, barely restraining himself from blasting
Mokaoto. No one had dared to cast doubts on his bravery in combat for centuries. Only Mokaoto's
potentia usefulness had saved him--thistime.

Now, if Sarnak could only take Mokaoto's anger, channd it, and shapeit, there would be atruly
formidable wegpon.

S0, sorcerers were coming down from the Crystal Mountains at last. Excellent. He touched the
communications crystd on hisbelt, sending Tor and hisarmy in the other secret tunnel the Signd to attack
the Crystdl Mountains. Nothing could stop Tor now.

Chapter 21

Two more columns of smokefilled the sky. The seventh blast smashed the northern tower, where Sarnak
had mounted three of hisown crystds, and the following one had annihilated a heavy troop concentration
in the Square of the Merchants, where the enemy had made an attempt to storm the citadel from the
north.

The ninth bomb, last of the heavy crystd's, had never even gotten into the air, for asthey cleared the
citaddl, Y ounger, Giorgini, and Welsh had been stunned by a concentrated blast. Wavering, they
dropped. For aterrifying moment Mark thought that they would either dam into the citadel wall or drop
their bomb and obliterate the citadel. Struggling, the three barely cleared the wall and landed behind the
protection of the citadel shield, which was back in action.

It was only the addition of the sorcerers released by Vadez that had seen the rest of the team through the
last bombing run, and even then it wastight, with barely enough coverage to keep the formation from

breaking apart.
Coming in low and hard, Mark led the group to land inside the citadel where Vadez awaited them.

"| thought we were al doomed,” Vadez said ruefully, shaking hishead and looking at the scorched
bundle of the last heavy bomb in their possession. A thin smile crossed hisfeatures. ™Y ou might actualy
have been right about this."

Knowing that thiswas the highest praise anyone could hope for from the old training master, Mark found
himsdlf bresking into aweary grin.
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"How arethey?' Mark asked, looking over at Y ounger and histeam.

"In any other Situation I'd order al of them to stand down for at least aday,” Vadez replied. "But look
out there," and he pointed out over the flaming city.

Mark nodded. They needed every man who could fly, injured or not. He turned away and walked over
to the three shaken Americans.

"Too closefor comfort,” Mark remarked to them.
"Wed have been dl right if those fucking Japs had been doing their job,” Y ounger snarled.

"Stow it," Mark snapped. He looked over his shoulder and saw that Ikawa and severa of his men had
come forward to check on the Americans. All of them had heard the comment.

"Y ou forget, Lieutenant Y ounger,” Ikawasaid coldly, "that one of my ‘fucking Japanese saved Smithie's
life not an hour ago.”

"Bigded," Y ounger snapped. "That little faggot Takeo did it just to run from the fight."
"Fatherless scum!" Nobuaki stepped forward, his shielding up.

"Nobuaki," Ikawa roared, legping between his enraged sergeant and Y ounger, who was coming to his
feet, hand up to mest the threst.

Mark jumped in front of Y ounger and pushed hisarm aside, then dammed him againgt the wall.
"Goddamnit," Mark snarled, "the enemy is out there. Out there, and don't you forget it."

Y ounger looked at him with cold fury.

"We're going back up and | expect you to be flying with usas ateam. Do you understand me, mister?"

For asecond Mark thought that there would be an open challenge, but Y ounger turned away with a
mumbled curse,

Mark walked back to Valdez and the rest of the group. The Japanese were silent. Ikawawas off to one
sde, giving Nobuaki atongue-lashing. Mark could see that most of the men were ashamed and
embarrassed by what had just occurred.

At last Vadez broke the tenson. "Come with me," he commanded, and pointed to a side chamber off the
main tower. The men strodein asagroup.

"Arethey ready?' Vadez asked.

A group of young acolytes were huddled over atable working furioudy. At Vadez's gpproach they
stepped back.

The table was hegped with ahundred or more smaller crystals, most the size of afist, someaslargeas
grapefruit. To each waslashed asmal dark bottle seded with wax.

"Thisismost of Prince Allic's private crystal hoard. Resting on this table are thousands of years of work
faceting and shaping. To eachislashed abottle containing asmall red crystd, our entire supply.”

Vadez looked at the group, apained expression on hisface.



"It's dive-bomber time," Walker roared, rushing to check the heft of one of the smadller crystas. He
looked back at Vadez and smiled.

"Pops, with this stuff welll dive-bomb those bastards back to hell!™
Vadez nodded gravely.

Asthe men gathered round the table to pick up their loads, small padded satchel s were passed around
for each of the weapons, which were then dung over their shoulders, where they could be pulled out and
dropped individualy.

All the men handled the bombs with extreme caution, for if two should hit together and a bottle was
broken, it could spell dl their dooms.

"Y our raids have stopped the enemy advance," Vadez said as the men were loading up. "In haf aturning
all our forcesin the eastern half have been ordered to advance as one towards the south wall. We have
the onelarge crystd |eft to take out the last tower and blow another holein thewall. Our forceswill
dready be rushing towards that position when you hit it."

"My people will try to support you from above aslong asis possible," Vadez continued. "Y ou areto
ignore thefight above and use these." He pointed at some of the crystals on the table. "Once the heavy
weapon has been dropped, you are to use the smaller crystals to smash the enemy line on the ground so
our army may advance.”

"But were dtill outnumbered inthe air,” Mark pointed out. "If we split off, your own people could be
wiped out."

"By that time | pray that the ground forces, with your support, will have broken out of the city. They've
been ordered to pivot and push the enemy towards the river, at which point you're to destroy Sarnak's
temporary bridge. It will cut hisforcesin haf. Well have the one remaining bridgein the center of town;
we can shift our troops back and forth to defeat them in detail. When you are done, you're to climb back
up and help those of uswho are lft.”

"In other words, defeat their ground attack at the possible cost of you and your sorcerers.”
"If you know of abetter way, tell me" Vadez said quietly.

Mark looked at VVadez appraisngly. Their bombing runs had stopped the offensive, but had not given
them victory. Vadez was very likdly ordering his own death. Mark stared a him, wishing somehow to
come up with an dternative.

"ItisBushido,” Ikawasaid quietly, coming to Mark's Side, and bowing towards Vadez.
Mark nodded and turned away.

"Chrig, they're coming up thistime with everything they've got!" Giorgini cried.
"Cut the chatter,” Mark snapped. "We can see them.”

Mark wasin the lead, thistime with Jose and Walker hel ping to carry the heavy bomb, while Ikawa and
the rest of the men flew in a protective shield around them. At the last minute Ikawa had assigned Shigeru
and Nobuaki, the two weakest flyers, to lead the ground assault which would hopefully break into the
open fields beyond.



Even before thelast of them cleared the tower, the enemy was upon them, diving in close and dashing
out with bolt after bolt, for they now knew what was being carried in the ding, and hoped to haveit drop
back on the citadd.

It was worse than anything Mark could have ever imagined. The sky was avashinfire.

A sorceress tumbled directly in front of him, shrieking. Ally or enemy, Mark couldnt tell. All he could see
was the smoke as the woman fell, and disappeared into the fires below.

Straining with the effort, Mark leveled out and headed for the tower. The three heavy crystals mounted
within fired repested shots at hisformation. One of the bolts cut straight up at them, but it wasintersected
by one of Vadez's assgtants. It was asuicide move--the sorcerer smply disappeared in ablinding
flash--but the rest of the party was saved and pushed on.

Vadez came up close, flying only inches away.

"Weregoingin,” Mark cried.

Vadez nodded and gave Mark alook that clearly said, I'm following a madman.
"Ten secondd!”

Y et another sorcerer placed himsdlf between a heavy blast from the ground and the main formation.
Mark looked over at Vadez and saw him screaming with rage. He redlized that Vadez had given orders
for that tactic to be used and knew, as wdll, the agony the man must now befedling for ordering
comradesto their desths.

Directly benegth them they could see the ocean of Allic's men surging forward, no longer held down by
the fiery blasts from the tower which were now aimed skyward. Shigeru was plainly visible at the head of
the press, and Mark could imagine the giant bellowing with joy as hefindly had the chance to close with
hisenemieswhile hisfeet were planted firmly on the ground.

A dozen sorcerersraked across the formation, al of them firing as one, so that for an instant Mark felt as
if their collective shielding was about to overload.

Concentrate--he had to concentrate on the bombing and |leave the flying to the others.

It had to be perfect, thisonewasit. Mark held his breath, looking straight down. The shielding around
him went bright red again, hanging on overload.

“Reechy!"

A buffet sent them surging asawall crystal shot got past one of the protecting sorcererswho had tried to
place hisbody beforeit. The shot nicked the edge of the shielding.

"Bombsavay!"
The formation surged up and for amoment the battle tilled.

To everyone's shocked amazement four of Sarnak's sorcerers broke out of the battle, diving downward,
firing blasts a the bundle.

Vadez'smenfired at them in turn, hitting the leader so that two others were thrown off. But the last one
pushed grimly on, trying to detonate the bomb before it hit.



The crysta hit the base of the tower, there was a split second of delay, the pursuing sorcerer turning
desperately away--and then the world beneath them disappeared in athunderclap roar.

Stunned, al watched as the entire hundred-foot edifice seemed to lift Sraight up into the air, then
vanished in two more white-hot flashes. The shock wave disrupted the battle overhead.

"Now in and after them," Mark cried.

The Americans pulled up, one after the other winging over into adive, the Japanese following in their
wake, while Vadez and his embattled survivors banked right to face the bulk of Sarnak's sorcerers.

Allic's ground forces pushed forward, ready to close with the enemy. But none were to be found. A cone
of death nearly two hundred yards wide had been blown into Sarnak's lines. The triumphant forces
surged through the break and emerged into the open fields beyond. Further down thewall, where thefirst
break had been cut with the first bombing run, Sarnak's men came pouring out, some fleeing the city, the
rest grim and turning to face their enemies, while from the positions back by the tunnel the last of Sarnak's
reserves rushed forward to try and catch the counterattack on the flank and throw it back.

"Therésour target,” Mark cried, pointing to the threat on the flank. One after another they winged
downward, each man pulling asmall crystal from a satchel. Walker pushed to the lead, going into a near
verticd dive.

Walker lined up on what appeared to be acommand unit and dove straight for it. At thelast possible
second he released and pulled out, skimming so closeto the ground that he found himsdlf in ahail of
arrows.

Thesmal crystal detonated behind him, cutting down everyone for nearly adozen yards.

All across the enemy advance, bomb after bomb impacted, so that within seconds, ong afront of
severd hundred yards, the entire column was down.

"Better than hundred-pound bombs,” Walker yelled, coming up to Mark's side.
"Ontothebridge," Ikawaordered, pointing to their second magjor target, ahaf mile awvay.
Mark called for hisformation to follow.

They cut across the open field, ignoring the confusion of battle beneeth them. Pulling up to severd
hundred feet, they leveled ouit.

"Threefor the bridge should do it--one on each end, onein the middle,” Mark shouted. "lkawa, hit the
formations on either Sde!™

"In sequence,”" he went on, "me, Walker, then Jose. Then we form up and turn back to hit their flank!™

"Reedy, now!"

Mark winged over, diving vertically for the bridge. He released his crystd directly on the massve
mooringsthat held the pontoon bridgein place, and pulled out. There was awild eruption behind him,
followed seconds later by thundering crashes from the middle of theriver, and findly from thefar sdeas
Jose's bomb missed the bridge and impacted on the bank a dozen yards upstream. A staccato series of
explosionsrippled up and down both sides of the river asthe rest of the Americans and Japanese
dammed into the troop formations on either side. Even with the near miss the bridge was destroyed.



Seconds later they reformed and headed back towards the main part of the fight. Mark looked overhead
and saw that Vadez was gill holding his own, but the odds were getting worse. Already some of the
enemy sorcerers were diving to intercept them.

"We got company from above," Mark shouted. "Let'srip the shit out of their lines and get the hell back
updairs”

"Captain, where's Jose?"!

Mark looked over his shoulder to see Waker searching the sky over the bridge, looking for their missing
comrade.

Jesus, the kid must have bought it back there, Mark thought angrily. | never should have sent him
out on the wing like that alone. He searched the sky, hoping to see asign, then looked towards the
enemy formation closing from above.

"He's bought it,” Mark yelled. "Push on with the attack. Open line wing abresst; well unload everything
weve got. Now moveit!"”

The flyers came up in oneline, Mark on the left, Ikawaahundred yards to the right. They swept across
the field several hundred feet up and lined up straight on the enemy formation which they had staggered
moments before. It was now surging forward again.

The soldiers on the extreme | eft of the advance saw the enemy sorcerers who had tormented them earlier
coming back in again, and they knew their purpose.

A shout of panic went up and within seconds had worked all theway down to the other end of the
formation, aquarter mile away, as thousands |ooked heavenward and cried out.

Lining up, Mark dropped hisfirst bomb, and kept dropping them. Before he had tossed his last wegpon
he found that he could no longer watch. The results of a hundred high explosives dropping on thousands
of men packed together in afield was sickening. When they reached the end of their run, the formation

pulled up and over, ready to meet the sorcerers coming in behind them. The sight that greeted them was

beyond imagining.

Where thousands had advanced only moments before, there was nothing left but ruin. Thefield was
awash in blood, so that from the air it seemed asiif the ground below had been painted from end to end
with scarlet. Thousands of shattered bodies littered the field, and the stench of burning flesh gaveit the

semblance of one vast pyre. Like maggots on flesh, the survivors crawled about or writhed in agony, their
screams arising cacophony of pain. The battle on this part of the field was over.

"Let'sgo back upgtairs" Mark said grimly, pointing towards the enemy formation chasing them.
"Captain Phillips," Saito cried, and pointed off towards the northeast.
A group of fifty or more sorcerers, flying high, were clearing the hills not amile away.

"God in heaven," Mark whispered.

"Damnit," Jose cried, frustrated with his miss. He swung high to the west, gaining dtitude for another
pass.

Roalling over and into another dive, he saw where the other two hits had shattered most of the bridge, but



he wanted to make sure that his end of the deal was wiped out, too, before rejoining his comrades.
They'd be sureto tease him later if hel€ft the task undone.

Taking histime, he camein with deliberate intent, and released.
Asthe wegpon left his hand afirebolt dashed past him.

He dove for the ground while hislast drop impacted on the bridge, sending the wreckage skyward.
Another bolt dashed in front of him and he jinxed wildly, cutting to run upriver. A glance over his
shoulder showed him that three sorcerers were cutting him off from his comrades, who were dready
unloading their last bombs.

"Blessed Mary help me," he cried asthe sorcerer closest to himrolled in, firing repestedly.

Heturned straight into his opponent, firing ashot. Then, defying dl the rules of combat, he dove
lower--cutting straight underneath his opponent--just inches off the ground.

The sorcerer pulled into atight turn, while the other two kept to his Side, preventing any hope of regaining
the protection of hisfriends.

Dodging and weaving, Jose drifted further from the main field of action, crossing over the scattered
backwash of Sarnak's army which bolted in every direction at their gpproach. Ruins of the temple where
Allic had nearly died loomed before Jose. He pulled atight turn, swung around them and cut straight up,
hoping his opponent would cut around below him. The trap worked, and as the sorcerer came around a
crumbling wall, hefired ablast. The shot went wide, striking the Side of the building. The sorcerer dove
to hisright, rolled, and recovered.

Now fifty feet up, Jose started into a steady weaving climb, hoping to gain atitude above the two others
who were still running to hisleft. Thethird sorcerer cut below him and came around in abanking turn,
racing up towards histwo comrades who were climbing skyward, rushing to get higher and then cut
across above him for thekill.

Severa hundred feet up they crossed over the main entrance to the tunnel and pressed on. Jose looked
desperately around, hoping that the terrain below might offer some means of escape. His eyes fastened
on aglint reflecting the early afternoon sun.

Crystas? He looked closer, wondering why such ahoard would be |eft out in the open with no guardsin
gght.

A firebolt dashed in front of him. Banking hard right, he tried to flee back towards the river, now nearly a
league away.

He suddenly redlized that hewas|ogt. By climbing like thisto nearly athousand feet, he was wide open
on al sdes, without even the hope of using the ground cover to throw off pursuit.

Desperation seized him. He said aslent prayer, and set himsdlf to turn on them, hoping at least to take
one of his opponents before he tumbled to his death.

A series of blastsripped across the sky. Where the three enemy sorcerers had been, there was now only
acloud of flaming smoke.

"Holy Mother of God!" he cried, looking for hisddliverers. And then he saw them.

From beyond the ridgdline just ahead, aformation of fifty or more sorcerers was coming up behind him.



They had to be the sorcerers placed to guard the Crystal Mountains to the northeast. He knew that they
were ordered to stay there no matter what happened, but at the moment he didn't care about orders.
They had saved him!

Swinging back around, he flew dowly, trying to regain hiswind and dso his nerve. Hefelt wesk dl over,
asthough every joint in hisbody had turned to rubber. He felt his heart racing like atrip-hammer, his
mouth dry as cotton.

Hewasdivel

The formation which had been coming towards him now started to drop asone, dl convergingonasingle
point. Jose looked down and saw that they were racing towards the hoard of crystds.

Why would Sarnak have left so many of the precious gems out like that? He started to drop to take a
closer look. His suspicions aroused, helooked again, and it was as though his power cut through the light
to see light and power that could not be seen by ordinary eyes. And then he knew, seeing asthrough
smoked glass, that the power emanating from one of the gems was different, darker, redder!

Helooked again a his saviors and gtill they were flying downward.

"It'satrap,” Jose screamed. A trap!™ His communications crysta, which could send the information, hed
been destroyed hours earlier from anear miss, so he couldn't talk to them directly.

"It'satrap,” and he tucked into a dive, heading straight for the sorcerers, hoping to reach them before
they landed on the pile where their shielding would touch off the great red stone concedled benesth.

Stunned and screaming, be found himsalf weaving as half adozen bolts came up from the approaching
party. They did not recognize him! Mind racing, Jose redized that they had seen him flying with the others
and thought he was on the other sde in spite of his uniform, and now there was no way to tell them
differently intime.

"It'satrap,” and at that moment he knew there was only one way to stop them, for if hetried to close
and warn them away they would blast him from the sky.

Pointing straight down, he dove for the cache, trying to get close enough for an accurate shot. He glanced
at the other sorcerers, hoping that they were far enough away, and fired ablast at the crystals.

The world before him disappeared in ablinding storm of light. Asif picked up by the heart of awave, he
tumbled end over end.

Inthelast ingtant of life, he fdt the remaining bombs he carried in the satchd crash againgt his chest, the
glass containing the small red crystal bresking with the impact.

"God in heaven," Mark whispered, looking off towards the advancing column of sorcerers. Asif from
one hand dl of them fired at the same time. Mark traced its path and saw what appeared to be three
sorcerersin the distance disappear in aflash, while their companion turned and arced away.

"They're ours" Mark cried. They must be the guardians of the Crystal Mountain. How or why they had
been released, he didn't care, but come they had.

"All right!" Mark cried. "Up to Vadez and let's finish these bastards.”

With ashout of triumph they started into their climb. The sorcerers who had been coming down on them



but moments before, now paused at the sight of the enemy closing in the distance, and those now coming
up from below. As onethey broke, heading back towards their companions still engaged against Vadez.

Acrossthat field of gtrife there came afedling that the battle was now hanging in the balance. Both sides
could claim victories and defests in the day's action, for though Mark's attack had broken the flanking
action, Sarnak's main army was holding its own againgt Shigeru's determined counterattack. Overhead
the price for supporting Mark's siweep had been the near decimation of VValdez's forces, so that only an
embattled handful wereleft, the rest having fallen to their desth or spiraled back within the city, crippled
and exhausted.

Andinthat instant it seemed asif the sun itself had come down from the heavensto tear open the earth
withitslight.

A column of fire, dwarfing any explosion seen so far that day, erupted on the hillsde above the city.
Upward it climbed, into the heavens, and the battle came to a stop as al watched transfixed. Overhead
the battle smply disintegrated as the shock wave washed over and scattered thosein the air.

"Turnwith it!" Mark cried.

Theflyerswheeled and were engulfed in a hurricane blast that did not subside until they were morethan a
hundred yards back inside the city wall, flying raggedly at rooftop leve.

The blast was past them, but il the pillar of fire roared heavenward.
"What the fuck wasthat?' Waker asked, awestruck.
"I don't know," Ikawa shouted. "It lookslikeit took out our reinforcements.”

"Let's get some dtitude back." Mark's voice was shaky. "I think we lost our help. We better get upstairs,
they're going to need us.”

Suddenly from around the side of the ascending column, there appeared the flight of sorcerersthat had
seemed to be annihilated by the blast moments before.

"They must have been too far away fromiit,” Mark screamed in triumph. "All right, let'sgo!”

But on therest of thefidd, most <till had either not seen the reinforcements to start with or were now
waiting to see whose side they redly were on.

The unidentified formation came on, skimming low. Suddenly aripple of firelashed out from the
advancing sorcerers, striking into the shattered remnants of Sarnak’s formation. With that single blast they
pulled straight up, bearing for the scattered air battle overhead.

Inthat ingtant al who could see gave voice, haf in triumph, the othersin fear.

And asif the attack had been planned and rehearsed for months, there came another rippling sheet of
blasts from beyond the western bank. From out of alow streambed amile beyond the city, another fifty
sorcerers gppeared, skimming the ground, dashing into Sarnak's forces on the other side.

"It's Storm and Macha," Mark cried. "The battleisours! Let's close and get thisfinished.”

With ashout of triumph the Americans and Japanese soared heavenward, and their enemiesfled before
them.



Chapter 22

"It'sfinished here," Sarnak said quietly, still sanding while al around him had been knocked down by the
blast which had nearly crushed the tunnel above them.

Standing by the entrance, he watched grimly asthe enemy sorcerers shot past not a hundred yards away
and raced on towards the heart of the battle.

Moments before they dashed into the rear of hisarmy, he saw the other formation emerging from the
shallow riverbed on the western side.

Angry now with himsdf for having posted only a handful of sentries over there, he watched asthe
sorcerers from the southern army deployed before going in on their strike.

"Damn them," he mumbled, more to himsdlf than to those around him. At least neither group had yet seen
the tunnel entrances.

The plan had failed here, but there was still Tor. There was dwaysthe just reward he could now
clam--and wasthat not the ultimate god, after al?

He turned and looked at Mokaoto. "Take your equipment, destroy what cannot be moved out
immediately, and prepare to blow the tunnel entrance. Were pulling out right now."

"But what about your army back there, and the sorcerers till fighting?”!
"They'refinished. | can save only what | have with me here. Weleave a once.”

Turning, he strode back into the dark recesses of the tunnel, aready dropping from his thoughts the tens
of thousands who had served him and were now dying as aresult. There will always be more armies, and
with the treasures that Tor would bring, there would be more sorcerers, aswell. They would cometo him
begging to sharein his power.

"Mokaoto."

Therewas no answer.

"Mokaoto!"

The entrance to the tunnel was empty, his assstant gone.

"Fool.” Turning, he disappeared into the darkness.

Tor stood at the head of hisarmy, poised at the sedled mouth of the tunndl, waiting for the signal from
Sarnak. As soon asthey knew that al available forces had been committed to Allic's struggle, histime
would come.

He surveyed his gtrike force. Four hundred of his best sorcerers stood in the ranks. He wanted no
ground troopsfor thisraid. The Crystal Mountainswere only thirty miles away; aquick flight and an
assault with overpowering force on the unsuspecting garrison, and the Heart would be his.

The message crystal flashed brightly as Ralnath passed the word from Sarnak.

With awave Tor activated the trap door. As planned, tons of earth and stone fell away into aside pit dug
underneath the mouth long ago.
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Beams of sunlight entered the tunnel's gaping entrance, clouds of dust risng and twisting in thewind.
"Follow me," he commanded. As one the sorcerers flew through the dust into the sunlight.

There, waiting for them, stood aregiment of sorcerers and crystal cannons. And in front of them al stood
apillar of light.

Tor cameto an abrupt hdt, hisforces deploying around him. Hisroar of frustration was dmost deafening.

"Most impressve, Tor. | can't recall when I've been more frightened,” the shifting figure of brightness
mocked inachilling voice.

"Damn you, Jartan. How did you know?"

"I've acquired anew sorcerer with some most unusua abilities, and he detected your tunnel sometime
ago. | did alittle searching of my own and had more than enough time to prepare thislittle reception. I've
even brought the Heart with me, though | doubt you would want to be introduced to it." Tor had aready
noticed the mongtrous crysta mounted on the hillside, glowing with an unquenchablefire, and amed at
him. Fear tempered hisrage and he began to caculate his chances.

"| offer life to those deluded followers of yours, Tor. All who drop their crystals and surrender will live.
The othersdiel”

Tor could sense the wavering in hisranks. Helooked over his shoulder with athreatening glance. Those
behind him stood rigid, caught between the wrath of their master and his opponent.

"Tor, | have waited three thousand years to meet you on the field of battle. Y ou are mine."

Tor turned and launched himsdlf at Jartan. Coming in low he aimed and fired ablast backed by
thousands of years of hatred. The pillar turned to flame. With acoarse shout Tor fired again and again,
closing the distance between them.

Behind him his chief lieutenant raised hisarm to join the fray. Ingtantly abeam from the Heart annihilated
him and those closest to him. All the others remained frozen with their shields off and their arms kept
carefully pointed at the ground. They knew what was about to happen and had no desire to sacrifice
themselves needledly.

Tor continued to fire at Jartan, who appeared to stagger. Closing to twenty feet, Tor marshaed al his
remaining strength and fired another blast, raising the color of Jartan's shield to white hot.

And Jartan smiled, revedling at last his hidden reserves. Heraised hisarms and ingtantly the field
surrounding him spread to envelop Tor. The moment the superhested field touched Tor's shields they
flared and vanished, searing Tor in the process.

Thelight insde was blinding, and Tor could barely make out the glowing figure that faced him. Hefdlt,
rather than saw, the careful blasts which shattered dll of hiscrystds. A new shield formed around him, a
shidd of containment, thet froze him into immohility.

The god Jartan stood before him in al his power: afigure of light and strength which stared a him with
glowing eyes.

"Asit wasin the beginning when the gods came from Chaos, we can return to the universe of our birth.”



Benesth Tor's feet the ground turned black and began to swirl. Horrified, Tor could see the blackness
grow and chum, flashes of barely controlled energy lapping at the edges of the shigld. It seemed to
devour hislegs, spreading up within the shield. Asit reached his groin he screamed, a scream of such
terror and despair that al the othersin the valey, Jartan's and Tor's troops aike, shuddered when they
heard it.

A bolt dashed from Jartan's hand to strike Tor in the chest and draw the Essence out of hisbody. He
tried to scream again but could not catch his breath.

Tor fdt lightheaded asthe last of his power left him forever. Hewas like ahusk drained of itsvitality until
nothing was left but dust and bitter memories.

"Now join your father in hell!" Jartan roared.
Thelight that surrounded them pulsed and shimmered down.

Jartan stood alone. As a breeze shifted acrossthe valley, the dust at hisfeet swirled and disappeared
with thewind.

"Ceptain!”

Saito came swinging up to Ikawa's Side and pointed across the battlefield. In the melee of the past
minutestheir formation had finaly come gpart asthe battle disintegrated into individua duels.

Ikawa had managed to keep Saito and Welsh with him as they weaved back and forth, dodging blasts
and hunting down any enemieswho had yet to surrender.

Saito eagerly pointed towards the retregting enemy line.
For amoment Ikawa thought he was dreaming, or seeing aghost.
"Mokaoto!"

Hisformer animogty for hislieutenant was forgotten, so stunned was be to see a comrade whom he had
thought dead. How he had suddenly appeared in the midst of this carnage, Ikawadid not even consider.

"Mokaoto." Slowing in hisflight, he swung over and headed straight towards the lieutenant who,
srangdy, was till dressed in the uniform of Imperia Japan.

Saito swung in beside his commander crying out for joy. But Welsh, asif sensing something wrong,
pulled up higher and hovered above the other two.

Mokaoto came up towards them, hisfeatures set in amirthless grin.

"Mokaoto," Ikawa cried, dowing to hover in midair, his shield shimmering down, "never did | dream to
seeyou agan.”

"Of course nat, you traitor to your people," Mokaoto said softly, drawing in closer.
"What?' Ikawa said, confused by this greeting.

"Y ou embrace the enemy that destroys our homeland,” Mokaoto cried. Y ou are not samurai. But | il
a.T.]!II



Heraised hishand, and Ikawatried to raise his shield in defense. The blast sngpped out at close range,
catching Ikawa on the shoulder.

With acry Ikawafell backwards. A second blast snapped at Saito who raised his defensive crystd and
struggled to absorb the blow.

"You bastard!"

From the side opposite Mokaoto's shield hand, Welsh dropped, firing adirect blast. Mokaoto spun,
fiingwide.

Welsh ducked and fired again. Mokaoto shifted, trying to drop benesth his opponent, but Welsh was
ahead of him and shot again. Thisfirebolt cut into Mokaoto.

But Welsh was exhausted, still weak from his earlier injuries, and he had expended dl the power he had.

Mokaoto, numbed from Welsh's blows, tried to line up for another shot and then saw severa of the
Americanswinging in to give aid. To stay would mean his death.

With a scream of rage hefired blindly, and turning, dove away.
Mark and Walker dove towards the fight.
"It'sthat Mokaoto bastard,” Walker cried, and he set out in pursuit while Mark cut down to help Saito.

Mokaoto dove into the billowing smoke that now obscured most of the field of battle. Walker, curaing,
chased him and they disappeared from view.

Circling downward, Mark cameto land beside Saito.

"How bad isit?" he asked.

Saito looked up a him, eyeswide with fear.

Reaching down, Mark helped him to pull open Ikawals scorched tunic.

Ikawals right shoulder was burned, the flesh blackened from neck to upper arm.

"I never did trust him," Ikawa said weakly. "I wasjust 0 glad, though, to seehim.”

"I wish | had him," Mark said, choking back hisfury.

"Y ou know at the moment | wish you had," he said, trying to forceaamile. Y ou'd have shot firg."
"Youredamnright.”

Ikawa grimaced with pain.

Mark looked a him, panic-stricken. Don't die, he wanted to scream. Don't die and leave me now.

A shadow passed over him and he looked up to see Welsh landing beside them, while severa others
were coming in from the distance.

"Y ou saved my life, my friend," Ikawasaid, looking up at Welsh.

"I should have hit sooner. | knew that bastard was up to no good.”



"Y ou did well enough,” Saito replied, looking to him and then to Mark. "He saved my captain'slife. |
owe him--I oweadl of you whatever | have.

"Y ou would have done the same."

Mark looked around and saw Walker and the rest of the offworlders settling to land, forming adefensive
perimeter around their fallen commander.

Looking back towards the city, Mark saw where Shigeru and Nobuaki stood by what appeared to be a
smdl wagon.

"Comeon," Mark said, "let's pick up those two ground fighters and get Ikawa back into the city. The
battle's finished for us; the reinforcements can take care of the mopping up.”

"There goesone," Welsh suddenly cried, pointing up towards alow flying demon coming out of the city
behind them.

"Let himgo," Mark shouted. "They'refinished.”

But Welsh, the anger of battle still in his soul, soared upward in pursuit, cutting back in towards the city
to head the demon off.

"Not one,” Nobuaki cursed, "not onedid I hit. It was dwaysyou."

Shigeru chuckled good-naturedly, leaning againgt the side of the smashed wagon where they had found to
their shock Sarnak's one remaining heavy crysta, which must have survived the air strikes and been
dragged out of the city in the retrest.

In their mad attack the two had overrun the wagon before the enemy could even fire the weapon. They
had then used it against the packed formations of Sarnak's troops and demons until the battle had finaly
swept past them, leaving the two with the crystd initswake.

"I cannot help it,” Shigeru said, "I cannot fly aswell asthe others. But when my feet are on the ground,
then| canfight."

His companion spat out a curse and dumped down beside the crysta, watching as thousands of the
enemy swarmed up the distant hill or plunged into the river. But he could not shoot, for soldiers from the
city were mingled among their foes.

A shadow passed over him and he looked up.
"A demon!" Nobuaki cried, and legping to hisfeet he swung the crystal around, ready to take aim.
"Look out, heésmine!"

Welsh shot past not adozen feet overhead. A singlejet of flame shot from his hand, catching the demon,
sending him tumbling to the ground.

Welsh pulled up and looked back at Nobuaki. Then, laughing, he waved and went into avictory roll.

Nobuaki had been cheated yet again, and now the American was laughing at him! Suddenly dl the
hatred, all the pent-up rage that had been building for months was before him, atarget to focus on.

A balt shot from the heavy crysal.



Crying in horror, Shigeru lesped to hisfeet and knocked Nobuaki away from the crystal.

Shigeru raced acrossthe field, praying that it was not so, that it was a bad dream. He dowed, cameto a
stop, and then fell to his knees, crying in anguish over Welsh's shattered body.

"Oh god," Mark whispered, wishing that he had not seen what had just occurred.

Together they had al gathered around Ikawa and were preparing to lift him into the air when Walker,
who was circling above them, had cried ouit.

Within seconds they were dl doft, Saito and Smithie helping to lift Ikawa.

They landed by Welsh's body and Shigeru stood to face them, tears streaming down his face. Without
another word he turned from the group and strode back to the heavy crystal where Nobuaki was coming
to hisfeet.

With one hand Shigeru dragged him back before the others.

Mark looked around the group and his heart froze. Minutes before he had seen them gather as one
around Ikawa. Now they stood apart, the Americans to one side of the body, eyeing with suspicion the
Japanese who stood crestfallen on the other side.

"You dant bagtards,” Y ounger growled.
"Shut up,” Mark said quietly.

"Never trust them, that'swhat 1've dways said. So now Welshisdead. Y ou're not fit to command these
men, you never were."

Mark was slent.
"And | say heis" Kraut shouted, coming up to stand behind Mark.

Mark redlized that it was now an open challenge that could no longer be avoided. There was no rank to
pull here; it would have to be up to the men.

"Y ounger, | always knew you had your head so far up your ass that there was aring mark around your
neck,” Walker snarled, coming to stand with Mark.

Smithielooked at Y ounger, then spat on the ground by his feet and came over to Mark.
"Giorgini," Y ounger snapped, but al could sense the growing fear in hisvoice.

Giorgini looked at Mark and those who stood by him. For amoment Mark could see him wavering, and
Y ounger turned to stare a him.

With head lowered, Giorgini went to stand behind Y ounger.

Mark breasthed an inner sigh of relief. He now knew beyond al doubt that he commanded the men
behind him through respect, and not by titlesfrom Allic, or arank given back in another world that
seemed like a half-forgotten dream.

"I've had it with this chickenshit outfit,” Y ounger shouted, his voice nearly bresking. "Were leaving.”

"Y ou've made apledgeto serve Allic,” Mark said quietly.



"Fuck that. The hel with him and his damned princedom,” Y ounger cried.
There was alow growl from the Japanese, and even from the men behind Mark.

"Y ou've condemned yoursalves by your own words," Mark replied evenly. "I'll spare you now only
because we once served together. Y ou can leave, but you must leave your crystals here.”

"Without crystals we're sitting ducks out there,” Giorgini cried.

"They're no good to you anyhow, once you've broken oath,” Mark said. "While you wear Allicscrystas
he will dways be able to track you down."

Y ounger looked down at the bracelets on either wrist and Mark suddenly redlized that Y ounger had
completely forgotten that one fine point to the contract.

Y ounger looked back up at him with hate-filled eyes. He wavered for amoment, then tore the crystals
from hiswrisgssand wais.

Heturned to face Giorgini, who il hesitated. With acurse Y ounger tore Giorgini's crystals away.

Without another word the two lifted into the air, wobbling. They could still use the Essence, but without
crystasther control wasfar less precise. They turned north, heading away from the fighting. Asthey left,
Mark overheard Y ounger telling Giorgini about one Redfa, amerchant. Had this confrontation been
planned?

For the moment Mark had forgotten what had triggered it. Then the cold memory came rushing back.
Nobuaki stood before him, his eyes wide with shock.

Mark and the Americans were silent. Nobuaki turned to look back at his companions, but they dropped
their heads with shame and moved away.

Asthey stood in sllence, Vaddez came skimming acrossthefidd, Storm at his sde, with Goldberg flying
behind them. All three were shouting triumphantly, but as they approached the circle of men they fell
glent.

" am without honor," Nobuaki whispered. "I gave my pledgeto Prince Allic and | have broken it.
Though | ill hateall of you." For amoment defiance glared in his eyes.

Helooked back again to his old comrades, hoping beyond hope that they would raly to him. But al he
saw how was shame and anger.

"I have no one now, my honor has been stripped away,” Nobuaki said. "All | have eft to meisthe path
of seppuku.”

The Americans|ooked at each other, wide-eyed. Mark looked at Ikawa, who lay on the ground, dive
now only because of the man Nobuaki had dain. The pain and rage in Ikawa's eyes told him that there
was nothing to be said.

"Shigeru, will you be my second?' Nobuaki asked.
With agrunt of assertion the warrior stepped forward, picking up asword from the ground.

Nobuaki stood silent for amoment, looking to the sky. He went to his knees by Welsh's body and drew
adagger fromhiswais.



Mark turned away. He wanted to stop thisin spite of hisrage over Welsh, but he knew that only when
the blood of the two had mingled would it be complete.

He heard agrunt of pain as Nobuaki drove the dagger into hisbody. A second later there wasthe
whistling hiss of the sword and the sound of abody falling to rest atop Welsh.

The party stood transfixed, and then one by one they turned and started to walk away.
Mark felt ahand dip into his. It was Storm.

Mark wanted to speak, but too much had happened. He knew that he would heal, that soon they would
again love, and that hislifein thisworld would go on. But a that moment he was numb beyond al caring.

Sengng histhoughts she squeezed his hand lightly, and flew off with Vadez to direct the mopping up of
the battle.

At last Mark turned back, averting his eyes from the two bodies. Ikawawas till on the ground, Saito
standing beside him, ready to help him back to the city.

AsMark approached them he glanced at the rest of the men who were heading back to the city on foot.
They were not separate but mingled together, Smithie by Shigeru's side, talking to him, his hand on the
giant's shoulder asif to comfort him. Kraut was with severd others, and somehow they had found an
intact bottle on that field and were passing it back and forth. Goldberg walked to one side, weeping for
hislogt friend, a Japanese soldier on elther side of him, offering words of comfort.

Mark knelt by Ikawas side. The two were silent for amoment. At last he looked over at the two bodies
and then back again to the others.

"We've becomeoneét last,” Mark said softly.
Ikawa reached out and grasped his hand, and Mark pulled him to hisfest.

"Yes, my friend," he said softly. "And most importantly, again we have survived.”

Epilogue

"Down there, do you see him?" Mark asked, pointing towards a sorcerer flying tow several miles ahead.
Ikawa nodded, and spoke into his communications crystal.

"Checksout," Ikawareplied severa secondslater. "One of Madids people carrying amessage, that's
dl"

Mark knew that chances were good the other sorcerer was friendly. This region had been swept and
reswept a hundred times, but there was till that edge of wariness towards anything that might be a threet.

Resuming their course, the two flyers dropped into the river valley that cut through the heart of Sarnak's
old realm, repeating yet again their standard patrol sweep that took them from the old frontier, up the
valey to theinner fortressline, and then back out again.

Everything below them was now occupied territory, there hadn't been ahostile sghting of any kind in
nearly amonth, but caution was ill in order. Mark found it hard to believe that peace had returned.

After the defeat of hisarmy and subsequent flight, Sarnak's fortresses and battlementsfell easily to the
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combined forces of Allic and Macha. Even Patrice took advantage of the Stuation and sent her army into
thefray.

Allic gill had not completely recovered from hiswounds, but had Ieft his heders only ten days after the
battle of Landrawas over. With haf his face bandaged he directed the conquest of Sarnak's realm.

To Mark's amazement it was taken as amatter of fact that Allic's eye would one day hed completely and
regain its Sght, but for now Allic sported an eye patch which gave him arather piratical look. For Pina
the prognosis was not so good. Limbs, even eyes, that were damaged could be hedled in time. But
something that was completely destroyed was gone forever. Still, he had the one good arm, and could
fight amost aswell as he did before, hanging his defensive crysta around his neck. By the closing stlages
of the campaign he was up and again playing his part.

Sarnak's land had been conquered and subdivided between Allic and Macha as partial payment for their
losses. Macha had taken the western third of the land that bordered his realm and Allic took the rest.

It took alittle convincing to persuade Peatrice to be happy with just the booty gained in theinitia assault
and to retire to her old borders. In away Allic had been disappointed, as he was haf hoping for an
excuseto pick afight with Patrice and overthrow her too, knowing that Machawould be more than
happy to help him. Having her as a neighbor meant problems eventually, but Petrice acted asif she knew
what Allic and Machawere thinking and was extremely careful to be cooperative and accommodating.

No one knew what had happened to Sarnak; he seemed to have vanished from the face of Haven.

Kochanski was dtill in Asmarawith Jartan, and Mark had talked with him severa timesviacrystd. He
seemed to be hard at work doing some kind of research but would not elaborate, saying that Jartan
preferred to keep it asecret for the time being. Mark knew that of them all, Kochanski was the happiest,
athough upon further reflection Mark had to admit that he had never been happier either. It wasjust that
Kochanski had managed to avoid the depression and exhaustion that followed the nightmare of extended
conflict.

| kawa noticed something in the early morning light, and gesturing to Mark, they began ashalow dive.
Seconds later they were flying over one of Allic's other sorcerers who was assisting alarge group of
Sarnak’s ex-soldiers as they tore down a guardhouse and retaining wall. They exchanged cheerful waves,
athough Mark noticed the POWSs looking on sullenly.

"Have you noticed that the people still don't like us?' he commented as they regained dtitude, continuing
their patrol.

"Hardly the oppressed and ravaged land one would expect when dedling with Sarnak," Ikawa agreed. "'l
would be proud to call thisland my own: river valeys, terraced mountains, and aloya populace. It seems
awell-ordered place. Somehow it doesn't quite match with the monster who daughtered thousands, and
even betrayed his own son.”

"Damned if | know," Mark replied. "Theres till one hell of alot we don't understand about Haven. But
all things considered, we haven't done badly. Weve got our powers, there's Leti and Storm, and Allic's
promise that we'll soon have border marches of our own. For the moment I'll not complain.”

Ikawa grinned and matched Mark'svictory roll with one of hisown.

The sun was hafway up the morning sky asthey came into the courtyard of Dirk's refurnished fortress.
Allic had madeit his center of operationsfor the conquest and assmilation of Sarnak's realm.



Saito happened to be on duty when they landed. " Anything happen on pairol worth reporting?”

"Not athing,” Ikawareplied. "Vadez and histeam are ill going through Sarnak’s castle room by room,
and Pinahasfindly finished exploring the complex of tunnels. Weve brought back amap of the entire
maeze."

Mark shook hishead. "I don't know what the hell Allic's going to do with those tunnels. What good are
they to him?'

"Y ou can ask him yoursdf," Saito replied. "Heflew in from Landralast night. Seemstherebuilding is
coming along ahead of schedule. He's got those captured sorcerers and demons busting their asses night
and day."

Ikawawas silent. Mark remembered Ikawa's theory that Allic'srare trips back to Landra were the result
of hisenormous guilt over the devastation of hiscity.

Mark gave Saito afriendly poke in the scomach.

"Lookslike you're getting alittle fat and lazy to me, Saito. What say we drag him aong with us
tomorrow, Ikawa?'

Laughing, they left the old sergeant and headed into the centra keep. Turning into Allic'saudience
chamber, Mark was nearly swept off hisfeet by the impetuous rush of Storm.

Laughing, Mark returned her hug. "When did you get in?"
"Just ashort time ago,” shereplied, smiling at |kawa over Mark's shoulder.

Ikawa bowed and started to turn away when from around the corner came Leti, followed by Allic and
hisjester, Varma

Losing the battle of salf-control, agrin of delight lit Ikawals features. He rushed forward into Leti's
embrace.

"Some of Allic's men have set up abuffet for us," Leti said, and then looked over towards Mark and
Storm. "Come on, you two, get alittle food first, you'll need your strength.”

Allic exchanged amischievous smilewith Varmaas Mark and Ikawa talked with their companions.

"Didn't my schedule call for amonth-long patrol for Mark and Ikawa once they got back?' Allic said
evenly, looking to Varma.

Mark and Ikawalooked up, flustered.

"Don't even Sart," Leti retorted, fixing Allic with achilling Sare.

Storm was even more graphic.

Allic laughed and motioned them away. " Go ahead with breekfadt, I'll join you in amoment.”
Still chuckling, Allic turned to Varma as the others | eft the room.

"Such insolence, my lord," Varmajoked. "How dare they take such libertieswith you?'

"Why don't you go and explain the breach of etiquette to them. I'm sure my sisterswill be quick to



comply with your command.”

Varmalooked back at Allic asif he were mad.

"Areyou going to tell them?" Varma asked, changing the subject.
Allicwasdlent, studying his diminutive friend and advisor.

"The bitter mixed with the sweet." Allic watched the two coupleswalk up the corridor together. "Would
they redlly be happy if they knew Jartan might have found away for them to get home? L et them enjoy
thisrespite for awhile. There will be time enough to tell them later.”

He paused for amoment. " Strictly speaking, they still owe me over two years service. But | owe them for
saving my reslm and my life. | plan to give them border marches and titles asreward, but I'm till not sure
about releasing them before they've tasted dl thereis of Haven." Varmawas silent, asad smile crossing
hisface, and then he walked over to the sideboard where he pulled out aflask and two goblets.

"Littleearly intheday for that, isn't it?" Allic asked. ™Y ou should watch out for your heglth, my friend.”

"After what weve been through the last severad months, dying from amorning drink isthe last of my
worries" Varmasaid, laughing.

Their guffaws echoed up the corridor so that the two couples turned and looked back at the demigod
and hisjester, amin arm raising their gobletsin saute.

The couples stopped for amoment, asif debating whether they should return, but the debate only lasted
afew seconds. With a cheery wave they turned and disappeared from view.

"It lookslikeit'sgoing to be astormy day, my lord," Varmasaid ruefully.

"Better pour out another drink, my friend,” Allic said, awhimsica amilelighting hisfestures. "1 think were
going to need it."



