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OVERTURE
LENS

The ever-gray sky of Rath darkened from pearl to slate
before the agent noved. He'd spent a day and a night in his
hi di ng place, nolded into a crevice between two | arge trees.
Hi s hooded shroud took on the color and texture of bark, and
t he speci al unguent on his hands and face had the sane
mnetic properties. Wile he was hidden, elves of the
vill age had passed within armis length of him He could have
struck them down with inpunity, but such were not his
orders. He had a specific target, and his new nmasters did
not tol erate deviation. As shadows | engthened in the
Skyshroud Forest, the agent stirred his stiff, aching |inbs.
H s | egs burned with the sensation of a thousand needl es
pricking his skin, but with his altered senses he was able
to block out the disconfort, just as he di sregarded any
feelings of hunger, fear, or renorse.

Villagers went about their evening tasks. G eenish |ight
fromtheir foxfire lanps filtered down, and for a nonent the
agent froze, startled by his own faint shadow on the bl ack
wat er beneath the trees. He craned his hooded head and saw
the tree dwell ers pass unconcernedly over him scaling their
vine | adders and bridges with practiced ease.

The large tree house in the center of the settlenment was
his target. The village had been denuded of warriors by the
recent attack on the Stronghold, but a lone elderly elf in
snakeski n arnor | eaned agai nst the doorway of the target's
horre.

Don't underestimate him his master's voi ce whispered
i nside his head. Wiat strength elves |lose in age, they make
up for in skill.

He gave the old guard wi de berth, circling under the
pl ank porch to the far side of the tree. The enornmous swanp
elm aliving pillar twenty feet wi de, ran straight through
the center of the house. On the trunks of their tree houses
the elves cultivated a special type of gray-green lichen. It
| ooked harml ess, but when pressed, it exuded an oil that
made the tree too slippery to clinb. Under ordinary
circunmstances it was neant to keep out hostile nerfol k and
| arge predatory snakes.

Beneat h his chanel eon shroud, the agent wore two pairs
of black cloth pads. One set had finger |oops for his hands,
the other, large bands to fit around his knees. The pads
exuded a sticky substance devel oped in the evincar's own
| aboratory. His master assured himit woul d defeat the
elves' lichen

He sprang onto the trunk and stuck there Iike a wasp on
a smear of honey. He raised his right hand and knee and
heaved t hem upward. The pads adhered to the tree without a
wobbl e. Soon his head was brushing the underside of the
porch. The clinmbing pads worked just as well on snooth
boards, and in nmoments he was on the porch



The house was still-as it should be, for its master was
away fighting the evincar. The target's shuttered w ndow
betrayed a hint of foxfire within. Was she still awake?

He inserted a finger between the shutter slats. The
ki dney- shaped room beyond was hewn fromthe living tree.
There was a bed of boughs at the far end of the room away
fromthe only door. The target lay in the bed covered by a
dappl ed green ani mal skin. By the door, a carved inage of an
angel held an open foxfire | anp.

The shutters were | ocked with a sinple hook, which
easily yielded to his knife blade. They swung out, and he
lifted a lean leg over the sill. The figure in bed never
stirred. Once in the room he closed the shutters and went
to the door. It was barred with a carved wooden beam as
thick as his arm Such primtive safety measures were
usel ess agai nst an agent of the evincar. He crept to the
bed, renmoving the sticky pads fromhis hands as he went. The
agent knelt beside the bed and studied the face of his
target. She was the one, all right. How many days had he
| ooked into her eyes and felt |ove? How nany days did it
take the evincar's mnions to condition such feelings out of
hi n?

Wth a sudden notion, he yanked his knife fromits
sheath. It wavered for a nonment in the |anplight as the
deepest vestiges of his old self struggled with his new
loyalties. He could not... resist. The blade slid quietly
into the nest of soft boughs. He took out the vial provided
by the overlords and used the knife tip to pierce the wax
seal on the stopper.

One drop is sufficient.

He was supposed to pour a single drop in the eye or on
the I'ips, but he saw sonething that nade hi mchange his
nmet hod. A feather headdress hung from a peg above the
target's bed. Silently, he plucked a single blue feather
fromthe stylish array. Not so long ago he'd worn feathers
l'i ke this.

He di pped the feather into the vial and gently pulled it
out. Clear liquid clung to the tip. It snmelled fresh, like a
field of newy nown grass.

He brought the feather to the sleeping girl's nmouth. For
a reason no one will ever know, she sensed his nearness and
awoke just as the elixir touched her |ips.

Her eyes opened wi de. The agent dropped the vial and
feather and reached for his knife.

She nust not scream

No sound canme from her slightly parted |lips. She was
dead. At the exact nmonent the deadly potion touched her
livid lips, her life was extinguished. Her eyes, still soft
with sleep, stared sightlessly at her killer. Wthout a
shudder, he cl osed them

Hi s mssion was only half done. He quickly set about
finding something to hide the body in. An emeral d snake hide
woul d give himaway in the dark, so he cast about for a nore
suitable wap. He found a brown honespun bl anket, trade
goods from sonme Dal weaver, and flung aside the animl skin.
The girl's linen shift mght rustle, so he stripped it off.
In death, her naked body resenbl ed one of the evincar's
statues, her pale skin translucent in the failing foxfire.
The agent swallowed three tines, trying to dislodge a
strange lunp in his throat.



Noi se outsi de-shouts and the clanor of a crowd.
Startled, he flung the bl anket over the body. A gentle knock
on the door thundered through the small room

"Avil a? Are you awake?" said a fermale voice. "Did you

hear the cries? Your father returns! He'll be here shortly!"
The agent hurried to the window Hi s knife and the open
vial of death elixir were still in the girl's bed. There was

no time to retrieve them his arnms were full.

"Avila? Avila, are you all right?"

Wien no one answered, the woman's tread could be heard
rapidly retreating. She called, "Firanu! Firanu, cone
qui ckly! Something's amiss with Avilal™

No tine for stealth now. He burst through the shutters
onto the porch. He ran toward the high bridge platform
Pursuers woul d expect himto descend to a boat, not clinb
higher in the trees. As he rounded the curve of the great
tree, he canme face to face with the elderly guard, no doubt
Firanu. He was arned with a barbed snake-fang spear

"Stand where you are, or I'Il kill you,” the old elf
sai d. The agent stopped so suddenly that the blanket around
his prize slipped down, revealing his burden's lolling head.

"Avilal"

The agent | eaped and ki cked the spear from Firanu's
hand. Before the elderly elf could go for his knife, the
agent |l owered his head and butted himsquarely in the chest.
The steel skullcap he wore under his hood connected with
Firanu's breastbone. Wth a groan, the old retainer pitched
backward over the porch rail

The sound of the crowd was getting | ouder. A wonan
appeared, a matronly elf with a strong famly resenbl ance to
the dead girl. She saw the shadowy agent, his face paint
adjusted to the gray night.

She screanmed, "Kidnap, kidnap! My brother's child is
t aken! "

She offered no resistance as he rushed by on his way to
the bridge. He pounded up carved steps three and four at a
time. On either side he could see the glow of |anps
gathering. He ran to a sw nging bridge of planks and vines.
Behi nd him soneone shouted for help.

El ves, sone arned, gathered at both ends of the bridge.
One pointed at himand cried out. The agent spared them a
gl ance and began to run in earnest.

Not hi ng matters but the conpletion of your m ssion. Not
your life, nor the life of any who oppose you

A spear-wi el ding elf appeared at the near end of the
bri dge. The agent dropped his prize and sprang at his new
foe. Before the elf could raise his weapon, the waithlike
agent was on him bearing himdown to the plank floor of the
bri dge. They grappl ed, and the agent used his steelclad head
to bl udgeon his eneny into subm ssion. Blood streanmed down
the agent's face, mixing with the mnetic ointnment. He
rolled the dead elf's body off the bridge and let it splash
in the dark waters below. He picked up the fallen warrior's
spear.

More torch-bearing elves filled the | andings at both
ends of the bridge. They were carryi ng whatever weapons cane
to hand-snake-fang maces, flails, tree-Iinb knobkerries-but
luckily no bows. He slung the bl anket-w apped body over his
shoul der. Elves filed onto the bridge.

"There he is!"



"What is it? A denmon?"

"No denon-see, it bleeds!"”

That brought forth calls for nmore of the agent's bl ood.
He calmy positioned hinself on the bridge and raised his
captured spear. A thrown mace hurtled past him He faced his
nearest pursuers and bared his teeth in a snarl. Torchlight
gl eaned of f his steel fangs. A refinenent, his nmasters
called it, pulling his natural teeth and giving himthese
nmet al spi kes. Now the angry el ves hesitated, transfixed by
the weird apparition between them

The spear was useless, so he flung it at his pursuers.
He grabbed one of the bridge' s supporting vines and cl anped
down on it with his netal teeth. The cable parted with a
crack. The left side of the bridge sagged. Elves began to
scranbl e back to the platforns. The agent turned and just as
efficiently bit through another cable.

The broken bridge fell. He'd judged his place perfectly.
H's portion of the bridge was just |ong enough to drag the
surface of the water and stop before slamring into a tree
trunk.

Cl aspi ng his burden, the agent plunged into the nurky
water. Hi s shroud and body paint took on the deep col or of
ni ght, and he was soon | ost in darkness.

He knew it wasn't over. The elves were master hunters
and trackers. By daylight they would be after himin force,
and his escape portal was far enough away that day woul d be
wel | underway by the time he reached it.

Failure is not an option. You will conplete your m ssion
what ever the cost.

Clasping the dead girl's waist, he swam faster

* * k* K %

Li ght di spel s darkness-a fundanmental principle, a |aw of
nature, on every known world. But on the plane of Phyrexia,
nature does not exist. On Phyrexia, |light serves the dark
it does not rule it.

The Fourth Level of this unnatural plane was the realm
of great furnaces. Here were forged many of the conponents
of Phyrexia's living machi nes. Around the clock (for there
is no night or day), gangs of slave gremins fed the scrap
of redundant mechani sns into the mle-high furnaces. Mlten
nmetal was drawn off, alloyed and tenpered in greater
automatic rolling mlls, and the resulting m xtures poured,
pressed, or stanped into parts for new Phyrexi an machi nes.
If the gremins faltered, they too were recycled, their
ranks constantly renewed with nore expendabl e | aborers.

Strange, then, was the m ssion of the gremin Dabir. A
mnor gremin of trifling wits, he was best known for his
reliability and his utter subservience to his masters. Hi s
i medi ate overseer, the vat priest Paax, had given him an
unusual task. Dabir stood for hours before a shinmmrering
portal to another plane, inpatiently awaiting the arrival of

what was it again he was waiting for?

"A sanmple," Paax said.

"What sanpl e?"

The hul ki ng Paax extended an oil ed, acid-etched arm
until his black fingers were half an inch fromDabir's
beaked nose. A blue spark arced fromthe denon's hand, and
the gremin collapsed on the greasy netal floor of the



Fourth Sphere in agony.

"Ask not the will of your betters," said Paax, his voice
punctuated by tinny clicks. He was bothered by a sticky
breathing regulator. "Only obey."

Dabi r picked himself up, fingering his throbbing nose.
The snel |l of scorched flesh made even his fecul ent stonach
churn.

"Dabir always obey great, w se Paax," he whined.

Paax sw vel ed his slender undercarriage and started away
on four delicate, articulated |legs. Hi s rear nouth warned,
"Be at the portal at the appointed tine. Receive the sanple,
and deliver it to Monitor 8391 at Processing MII 44. You
know the penalty if you fail."

The vat priest maneuvered his bul ky upper body around a
steanmi ng flue and was soon lost in the naze of heat
exchangers and | ubricant chases.

And so Dabir waited by the open portal -a gl owi ng pane
twel ve i nches square-for the sanple. He could see through
t he di nensi onal doorway glinpses of a world far renmoved from
the inferno he'd al ways known. The surface of that distant
pl ace was soil and stone, not oily netal, and living plants
waved in the wind. If the gremin got too close, the porta
woul d shimrer, like the air near the nouths of the great
furnaces. Fearful of damaging the ethereal portal, Dabir
kept his distance.

He waited through an entire shift of work, rubbing his
haunches when they nunbed fromsitting so |l ong. He turned
his back on the portal and | aced his taloned fingers through
his yell ownail ed toes, bored as only a vapid gremin can be
bor ed.

Suddenly there was a flash of blue Iight behind him He
spun and saw the portal had enlarged itself four tinmes. A
hooded figure was running across a plain of tall, dry grass
toward the portal, pursued by a dozen flesh beings. Their
nmout hs wor ked, but Dabir could not nake out what they were
sayi ng. Sound did not traverse the portal

Several of the tall beings, clad in painted hides and
feathers, nocked arrows and | oosed themat the fleeing
figure. Three arrows struck and bounced off. A fourth found
a chink in the agent's arnmor and buried half its length in
his back. He staggered, and for the first time Dabir
recogni zed the hooded figure bore a weighty bundl e over his
| eft shoul der.

"Hurry! Cone!" Dabir shouted usel essly. He cared nothing
about the wounded agent, fearing instead his own puni shrment
if the agent failed to reach the portal. Mre arrows
flashed. A second broadhead found its mark, and the shrouded
figure fell, pitching his burden to the ground.

Dabir wet hinself in terror. He thrust his long arms
into the vibrant portal. A teasing sensation, not
unpl easant, played over his oily skin. The precious sanple
was just beyond his grasping claws. Gal vani zed by visions of
his own | engthy and pai nful death, Dabir shoved his head
t hr ough the di nmensi onal w ndow.

He felt cool air, free of oil or soot. Then cane the
shouts of the hunters. An indefinite Iight from above
dazzled the grenmlin's eyes. He reached out for the cloth-
wr apped bundle. Hi s movenents seened slow, as if he were
swi mmi ng through thick oil instead of fresh, open air.

H s fingers felt oddly nunb, and the sensation was



spreading up his arms. Desperately, the gremin snagged the
edge of the wapping. Wth a tremendous heave of his long

| egs, Dabir pulled hinself and the bundl e back through the
portal. Both |landed with a thunmp on the gritty nmetal plates
of the Fourth Sphere.

The portal began to dw ndle. The wounded agent raised a
hand, either in a final plea or in final salute. Dabir
wat ched six tall beings surround the fallen figure. They had
spears. Shafts rose and fell in pitiless repetition as the
portal shrank to a few inches, then w nked out.

Dabi r bobbed up on his knees. He sat in the shadows cast
by the eternal glare of the furnaces, biting his own hands
to restore feeling to them His normally gl ossy black skin
had turned ash gray on those parts of his body he'd stuck
t hrough the portal. The numbness slowly faded, but his col or
did not return.

A whiff of something del ectable teased his form dable
nose. Inserting it in a hole in the tattered bl anket, he
sniffed. The ugly white thing inside snelled |like the air on
the other side of the portal. No oil, no soot, no tang of
acid aerosols ... he replaced his nose with his tongue and
gave the sanple a quick lick. Flesh, newy dead and stil
sweet. The Phyrexian agent had died to deliver a corpse.

Dabir delivered the body to Mnitor 8391 as ordered and
departed to other tasks. Monitor 8391 ran a | aboratory for
t he anal ysis of organi c specimens. The Mnitor put the
sl ender corpse on his exam ning table. A chem cal spray
renoved the creature's hair. The Phyrexian precisely
nmeasured every critical dinmension of the body with calipers,
then carefully laid a square of flowsheet over the corpse's
head. At the Mnitor's command, the tiny machines in the
fl owsheet craw ed over the cold skin, conform ng thensel ves
to every contour. Wen they were done, he had a perfect nold
of the dead girl's face.

Moni t or 8391 passed on the corpse to the Necronetric
Unit 725 for further processing. Body fluids were drained.
The bl ood was contam nated by poi son and therefore usel ess.
A substitute would have to be used. The flesh was carefully
stripped off and sent to culture vats so the corpse's
ti ssues could be preserved for eventual reuse. The
sterilized, polished bones were sent back to the Mbonitor
who applied his neticulous skills to them once nore,
nmeasuring themto the finest calibration of his instrunents.
These figures were forwarded to the engine controlling the
m ghty apparatus of Processing MII 44.

The rollers and stanmping presses of the factory began to
churn. Bars of duralumn and steel were fed into the
machi nery, which formed a hard, netal skeleton identical to
t he one measured by the Mnitor. Each bone was copied, right
down to the individual netacarpals of the hands and
phal anges of the feet. The girl had once broken her right
arm and the calcified break was nmirrored in the new
dural um n hunerus.

Jointed and joi ned, the sparkling new skel eton was
sealed in a sterile copper shell to shield it fromthe ever-
present oil rain of the Fourth Sphere. Gremins | oaded the
shell into a pneumatic tube and sent it whistling away to
the culture vats. Organs and tissues were re-fitted to the
gl eam ng bones, along with certain nmechani cal inprovenents
added by Phyrexi an engi neers. The crude and wastefu



processes of eating and sl eeping were elimnated by filling
the body's veins with Phyrexian glistening oil in lieu of
ordi nary blood. The new body woul d have six times the speed
and strength of the purely organic creature it was based on
It woul d be resistant to heat and cold, and its senses woul d
surpass those of any elf or human. As a final touch, the
nmol d nade by Mnitor 8391 was used to restore the old face
to the new creation.

The lifel ess body was placed in another copper capsule
and routed downward to the Sixth Sphere, where it would
await the attention of the Inner Circle nenber, Abcal-dro,
servant of the Dark Lord of Phyrexia hinself.

* * k* K %

She awoke standing in a doned, circular room It was
col d. She | ooked down at her bare arns and |egs, flecked
wi th goose pinples. A nonent's concentration dispelled them
as heat coursed through her veins.

How strange it was, this shell of flesh. Strange and yet
famliar. She stood easily, testing the articulation of her
hands, arnms, and |legs. Breath plunmed from her nose in soft
wi sps. Al parts worked. All systems were in order

The chill walls were blue glass, polished and seanl ess.
Wthout effort, she calcul ated the height of the done at
16.39 feet. She wal ked slowy toward the only other object
in the room a five-foot-high chrone tripod, above which
floated a small bl ack sphere four inches in dianeter

Sone things she knew, others she didn't. She knew she
was alive and on Phyrexia. She knew t he periodic table of
the el ements, the expansion rate of live steamin a turbine,
and the speed at which fl owstone multiplied under optinmm
conditions. She knew where to strike a human body to cause
t he nost damage, but she could also set a broken leg with
her bare hands. She did not know her own nane.

"That has not been decided yet," said a calm genderless
Voi ce.

She darted away fromthe hovering sphere and crouched
near the wall. It wasn't fear that nmade her crouch. Fear was
not in her design. Her posture was defensive, a position
fromwhich to strike at the unseen speaker

"I am Abcal -dro, your master. Stand up."

She obeyed.

"Speak. You have the neans," said the voice.

"Who am | ?"

"You are called 'Belbe.'" The nane had two syl |l abl es,
bel | - be.

"What does it nean?"

"It derives fromthe ancient Thran | anguage, be'el-be.
It means 'a lens.""

She went to the gleaming tripod in the center of the
room "Lens. A device that focuses to a point or spreads
apart rays of light or other forms of energy," she recited.

"Correct."

Bel be | ooked at her hands. "Do | focus light?"

"I'n your case, the nane is nmetaphorical. As you are
goi ng anong fl esh beings, you are therefore expected to have
a nane."

"Where am | goi ng?"

"The plane of Rath."



She cl osed her eyes and thought. "Rath. An artificial
worl d, created by our suprene master, conposed of fl owstone
nanomachi nes, inhabiting its own plane at coordi nates-"

"Stop." The command was nildly expressed, but absol ute.
Bel be not only ceased speaki ng, she ceased nmoving at all,

"Learn not to speak what you're thinking. By so doing,
you gi ve away too rmuch and bore your listeners."

Bel be remained imobile, |ike a statue of flesh and
net al

" Speak, " comranded Abcal -dro

"I do only your will, Geat One."

A strange, liquid, bubbling laughter filled the dome. It
subsided to a sigh. "Listen well, Belbe. You are going to
Rat h soon, as our emi ssary to that world. Qur |ens, one
m ght say. The time approaches when Rath will be in
congruence with Donminaria, the prine plane of our ancestors.
When the conjunction of planes occurs, all that is on Rath
will be on Dominaria-"

"And all that is on Dominaria will be on Rath."

A pause. "True." Cold clutched at her fabricated heart.
Even the m | dest pique of the high priest raked her entrails
i ke a razor bl ade of ice.

"You were made to resenble the inhabitants of Rath, not
your masters on Phyrexia. In fact, the native environnment of
Phyrexia is inimcal to your existence, which is why you
nmust be kept in this environmental chanber until your
departure. You are as much like themas we could rmake you
and that is an inportant paranmeter in your m ssion

"The governor of Rath has abandoned his post for the
sake of personal vengeance. Hi s dereliction is contrary to
our purpose, and it will not be tolerated. A new evincar
nmust be found to take his place. You will choose the new
evincar for us. Since natural selection is the best scal pel
for dividing the weak fromthe strong, allow the candi dates
to struggl e anong thensel ves until one of the specinmens
establ i shes hinmsel f as the superior candidate. You wll
observe this struggle for us. You nmay choose-" nore bubbling
| aughter rippled through the chanber, "-we give you |l eave to
participate in the conpetition as you see fit.

"Only one task nust remain inviolate. Under no
circunmstance is the conjunction of Rath and Dominaria to be
altered, delayed, or interfered w th-by anyone. Do you
under st and?"

"Yes, Great One."

"You may encounter certain beings who, by an accident of
breedi ng, have the power to pass fromplane to plane. These
pl aneswal kers may attenpt to thwart our plans to overlay
Dom naria. You will not let theminterfere. Your own life
means not hi ng conpared to the success of our plan. Is that
cl ear?"

She bowed with all the grace of her copied body. "It is,
master. "

" Approach the sphere.”

Bel be closed within arms length of the black orb. It
floated a scant inch above the polished tripod. The ball's
surface was snooth, yet did not reflect her face as she
gazed at it.

"Stand still."

Bel be | ocked her legs in place. The sphere silently rose
and cane to her. It touched her at the base of her throat,



and for an instant she felt nothing. The sphere nelted into
her flesh wi thout breaking the skin or causing any bl eedi ng.
Pressure built inside her chest, pushing on her new y-placed
organs. She gasped w th newfound pain.

"This is our '"lens.' It will be the connection fromyou
to us."

"What is this feeling?" she whispered.

"It is called pain. As it is part of nortal existence,
you must learn to recognize it. To rule creatures of flesh
you rmust make pain your ally. Use it whenever you can
Bel be. It is the foundation of power."

Her nock-bl ood roared in her ears. She feared her heart
woul d rupture, her lungs collapse. Belbe's vision fil nmed
with gray, and her breath caught in her throat. She opened
her nouth to scream but no sound canme out. Her knees
buckl ed.

St and!

The voi ce of Abcal -dro was no longer in her ears, but
i nside her head. Despite intense pain, Belbe kept her feet.
She staggered against the tripod, blinking through the haze
of her suffering. The tripod abruptly vani shed, and she
stunbl ed forward, blind and gaspi ng. Sonethi ng warm ran down
her 1ip.

The eye is nowin place. You will soon adjust to its
presence. She heard the words, but behind themthere was
somet hi ng el se. Behind the cool voice and godly deneanor of
the high priest, Belbe sensed this:

Sweet, sweet the hall of flesh! The song of blood, what
ancient joy! Too long have | slept-why, in this shell | can
wal k a thousand worl ds, renew the sensations of [ ost
mllennial It is mne, it is mne. Wo is better than I?
take themall in ny hands, caress themor crush them M
little puppet, ny lens. Shrink from nothing, please your
maker -

Bel be struck herself in the face with her open hand,
twice, three times. The thin, shrieking voice subnerged in
the throb of her raging pul se. She wi ped glistening oil from
her lip. Slowy the roomcane back into focus. It seened so
enpty wi thout the orb and tri pod.

She became aware of being watched. She saw in her m nd
an i mge of herself, standing naked under the cold gl ass
done. The | ens was wor ki ng-she was seeing hersel f as Abcal -
dro saw her.

This frail creature was her? Standing erect on two thin
| egs, Bel be was the color of fresh parchnent, slightly
flushed from her exertions. A spray of pale blue freckles
dotted her face and shoul ders. Her hair, an unruly shock of
brown, began at a peak in the center of her forehead and
arched back over her high, pointed ears. Al ong her arns,
| egs, buttocks, and back were matte black lines in geonetric
patterns, like tattoos, but in fact were strips of
reinforcing carbon fiber. Her face was angul ar, her chin
sharp. Thin white scars remai ned where her flesh had been
reattached to her metallic skeleton

She raised her eyes to the apex of the vault. The azure
gl ass gradual ly becane transparent, and Bel be saw her hidden
mast er peering down at her from outside the done.

The roomwas 29.5 feet in dianmeter-she knew because her
master knew it. Pressing against the clear shell was a mass
of translucent tissue. Pulsing black veins, distended with



the sane glistening oil that filled her blood vessels, |ined
t he shapel ess body. Dozens of pseudopods as thick as her
wai st gripped the base of the done. Drops of thick blue
slime clung to the done.

Rhyt hm cally tw tching green bl adders and conplex multi -
| obed organs were visible through the dirty gray protoplasm
At the very peak of the dome was Abcal -dro's true eye: a
swirling green and black iris fifteen inches wide, a trio of
red-rimred pupils in the center

"I's this how you see ne?" asked the high priest. She
nodded once, slowy. "How does ny appearance strike you?"

"My master is beautiful," she said. "Such power and
efficiency nmust be beautiful.”

The Phyrexian's liquid |aughter resuned as the done went

opaque again. "One last warning, little one. On Rath you
will be on your own. Though backed by the power and
authority of the Dark Lord, you will succeed or fail by your
own efforts.”

“I will not fail, great one."

"See that you don't. It is tine to | eave."

The seam ess floor split apart, revealing dark
descendi ng steps. Hum d, sulfurous air wafted up fromthe
hol e. Unhesitatingly, Belbe went down the steps to a wide,
noi sone corridor where four priests in full regalia stood
waiting for her. Behind themwas a full entourage of |esser
constructs and functionaries, and lastly a gang of gremins
beari ng her new wardrobe-robes of woven chrome and onyx
brocades, headdresses of flash-formed obsidian. To the rear
were the bearers of her arms and arnor. Each piece had been
forged in the Fourth Sphere from Monitor 8391's origina
specifications, resulting in perfectly tailored arnor that
woul d fit no one but Bel be.

The suit was made of bl ack di anond, the hardest
substance on Phyrexia. It was so hard in fact, it had to be
shaped and cut with fluoric acid, since no tools existed
that could cut the plates. The acid treatnent |eft the arnor
matte bl ack, as dead a color as the | ens now enbedded in
Bel be' s chest.

She coughed and felt the first drops of sweat form under
her arms. The priests bowed as Bel be passed. She thought it
odd the exalted clerics of Phyrexia should bowto her, a
newl y made creature nore flesh than netal, but then she
heard a whi sper deep inside saying ny lens, nmy eye ..

Thei r obei sance nmade sense. It was not her they were
bowing to, it was their master

* * k* K %

"Monsters."

The roomwas crowded with elf warriors, stained with
sweat, snoke, and the blood of battle. They had not
assenbl ed here to fight, but to mourn. Their chieftain's
daught er was gone, her fate unknown.

El adanri knelt by Avila's enpty bed. "Monsters," he said
again. "I knew the evincar was vicious and unnatural, but I
didn't think he would stoop to this!"

"The fiend responsible will be found, we swear it," said

Gallan, Eladanri's lieutenant. The warriors around him
grunted in agreenent.
El adanri put his hand on the boughs where his daughter



had lain. This treachery soured his success at the
Stronghold. His warriors had confronted Volrath and his
warl ord, Geven il-Vec, and survived-a victory as signal as
any ever recorded on Rath. Now this.

He wit hdrew his aching hand, bruised by recent conbat.
The notion stirred the soft boughs, revealing the soft glint
of snake bone.

"What's this?"

The agent's knife had fallen to the bottom of the bed.

Beside it was a small glass vial, still upright, and a
singl e blue feather.
"I know this weapon." It was plainly of elven make, the

garnet pommel bearing the intricate engraving of Skyshroud
artisans.

"Gl | an, whose knife is this?" Eladanri asked sharply.

Hi s lieutenant held the blade close. In the poor I|ight
it wasn't easy to see

"The enblemis of the clan of Carodonal."

"Yes." Eladanri stood. "Tenesi."

It was too awful to believe, but it was the evincar's
style all right. Avila's own fiance. He was lost in a
skirm sh twenty ni ghts past.

"I"d hoped he'd found death rather than capture, but..."
El adanmri made a fist around the tiny glass vial

"What' s that?" asked Gall an.

"Somet hing for our healers to study, | think. Now, ny
brothers, don't dwell on what's happened! Volrath thinks he
can frighten me into inaction by taking ny child. This will
never happen.

"Fromthis nmonent, | count Avila anong the dead. Let her
nanme be added to the roll of warriors who' ve died to nake
our land free."

He fixed the narrow blue feather to the brow of his
helmet. It would be his talisman during the conming fight for
freedom

The next day, the hunting party returned with the
agent's body, tied hand and foot on a pole like a trophy
snake. Though he had been altered wi th nmany Phyrexian
i mpl ants, including a control rod in place of his spine,
every elf in the village recognized himas Tenesi, once the
finest hunter in the Skyshroud Forest, and the betrothed of
the lost Avila.

CHAPTER 1
PRI SONERS

Ertai fell screaming into a tangled mass of rigging
suspended fromthe side of the pursuing vessel. In the |ast
second before certain death, a giant hand of rope snatched
himfromthe enpty air.

The airship Predator, reeling under accumul ated battle
damage, scarcely noticed the addition of one to her
conpl ement. She had an ei ght degree list to starboard, her
speed had fallen to a scant four knots, and her steering
gear was so damaged the ship could not maintain a straight
course. Dead sail ors and nogg goblins-Predator's boardi ng
troops-spraw ed everywhere. Snoke bill owed from hul
scuttles along the battered starboard side, filling the deck
wi th choking black streaners. Into this chaos strode G even
il-Vec, Predator's master.



The crewwhat was |eft of it-dashed about in ratlike
frenzy, each man pursuing his own task. Geven shook his
head in disgust. Not a brain to be found in any of them He
spied four sailors by the starboard rail, hacking at tangled
rigging with cutl asses.

"Never mind that!" he roared. Leaning against the sl ant
of the deck he shouted, "All free hands to the port side!
Can't you feel the list? Do you want to capsize us?"

"But Conmander-" said one, bl ade poised.

Greven seized the man by the throat. The sailor's face
purpled; his cutlass clattered to the canted deck.

"Question ne, will you?" Greven said, seething. The
choking man could not reply. "Wrthl ess neat! Lightening the
ship will solve two problenms!" So saying, he hurled the

sail or over the side. The renmaining three scanpered for
their lives to the port side of the ship.

Predator trenbled, and a forward hatch cover blew off. A
jet of flanme erupted fromthe hold. The heavy hatch cover
passed within a finger's breadth of Greven's head-the w nd
of its passing cooled his cheek-but he never flinched. The
shrieks of nmen burning in the engine room bel ow had as
little effect.

"Engi neer, dead stop! Direct all power to lift!
Firefighters to the forward hold, now The rest of you, form
a work party and clear the decks!" His voice cut through the
terror and confusion, and Predator's crew fell to saving
their battered ship. Thanks to Greven and the fearfu
discipline he instilled, the airship slowmy righted itself
and maintained its altitude.

St eppi ng over deck weckage, Geven reached the
forecastle. Here the ship had taken nost of its punishment.
Bul war ks were shattered, the all oy casing peel ed back |ike
gray flower petals. Colliding with the cl osed portal had
caused the worst damage. The ship's prow had been crushed
backward to the fourth hull frame. The serrated ram had
broken off and was lying at the bottom of Portal Canyon
somewhere. The forward harpoon gun had been di snounted, the
barrel jammed into the upper boardi ng mandi bl e overhead. It
woul d be days, maybe weeks, before such extensive structura
damage coul d be repaired

Greven stood with his feet braced wi dely apart on the
twi sted deck and stared at the ancient portal through which
Weat herl i ght had vanished. He'd lost a battle, sonething he
seldomdid, and he'd failed in his pursuit of the eneny,
somet hi ng that had never happened before. High atop the
portal structure, the great Phyrexian control center, styled
like a fiercely staring face, nocked G even's failure.

"Someday, Gerrard," he nuttered. "Someday you'll bl eed
for Greven. | swear it."

* * k* K %

Far below, clinging to the rigging draped over the
starboard side of Predator, young Ertai debated his chances.
Fromthis hei ght he would never survive a fall to the
ground. He knew a flying spell, but it required cal mand the
ut nost concentration-not very likely conditions at the
monent. He briefly considered hiding in the weckage unti
Predat or | anded, but the Rathi airship was still hovering
and gave no sign of an intention to land. Ertai's arms



ached. He couldn't hang on forever. The only sane choi ce was
to clinb to the ship above. Talent like his should not be
wast ed on a neani ngl ess deat h.

He'd just begun to clinmb the skein of |ines when a body
hurtled past. A sailor hit the rigging a few feet from
Ertai, and the back of his shirt snagged on sone wires. He
hung hel plessly for a monent, then his clothing slowy began
to tear. Ertai and the sailor's eyes nmet, and for a few
seconds, Ertai saw the approach of death in the man's eyes.
The sailor clawed at the rigging, but he could not find a
handhol d. As he tore free, the only sound the man nmade wth
his mangled throat was a horribly nmuted gurgle. Erta
wat ched himfall.

Wth renewed purpose, Ertai resuned clinbing. The wire
rigging tore his hands. Wat a shane, he thought. Such well -
shaped, expressive hands he had. The old masters who had
trained himin the nuance and gestures of spellcasting
al ways conplinmented his fine hands. Now t hey were being cut
to ribbons. A great-and painful -shane.

The shouting fromthe hull above hi m abated. Predator
clinmbed slowy. Ertai was a few yards bel ow t he keel when he
heard a voi ce boomout, "Prepare to clear away the foul ed
rigging!™ Hs heart contracted into a hard knot when he saw
axes and swords glinting above the rail. They were going to
chop his lifeline offl!

He tried to clinmb faster, but his feet kept tangling in
the rat's nest of nmetallic rope and wire. Wen speed fail ed,
he fell back on his greatest asset, his magic. Wth one arm
wr apped around a thick bundle of lines, Ertai used his other
hand to begin the gestures of a spell.

The sailors at the rail awaited G even's command to cut
away the downed rigging. Wth a nod, he set themto work
The first sailor raised a heavy ax, but before he could
bring it down on the nass of lines, it flew backward from
his hand. Despite the strain of battle and their fear of
Greven, the nen | aughed at their conrade's apparent
clunsi ness. The next sailor wielded a cutlass. It tore out
of his grasp and hurtled over the side. Mre laughter. The
third man had a hatchet. It left his hand and struck him
bet ween the eyes. Down he went, bleeding froma serious gash
in the forehead. The | aughter died.

Greven approached. He turned his head fromside to side
as if sniffing the w nd.

"Magi c? Who dares to cast spells on ny ship?" he said
aloud. Sailors stood by with blank | ooks. "Haul up the
rigging," Geven conmanded.

Ertai alnost fainted fromfatigue. No one ever expected
a sorcerer to cast spells one-handed while dangling a nile
in the air, he nused-no one but Ertai could have done it!
The I ast one was particularly satisfying, seeing that yoke
get his own hatchet back on his thick skull.

The rigging trenbled and began to rise. They were
drawi ng himup. It was about tine!

Rough hands grasped his arnms and collar and haul ed Ertai
over Predator's rail. He would have |liked to have arrived on
the deck in a civilized manner, but the angry sailors threw
himon his face. Ertai gathered his wits for a suitable
response, but before he could do anything, a pair of massive
booted feet appeared in front of him

"What's this?" Geven said. To Ertai, his voice sounded



like the scrape of a dull knife blade on a whetstone.

The young sorcerer got to his feet with as nmuch dignity
as he could nuster. He drew a breath to announce hi nself,
but it caught in his throat when he saw who-and what - he was

faci ng.

Geven il-Vec bore little resenblance to the nman he once
was. Head and shoul ders taller than anyone el se on Predator
he towered over Ertai. It was inpossible to tell where his

arnor ended and his body began. Grafted nuscles coil ed
around his linbs, shoulders, neck, and chest. The unnatura
patterns of sinew and arnor plate lent Greven a reptilian

| ook, a resenbl ance hei ghtened by the waxen gray cast of his
skin. Add to that the cuts and scars of countless conbats,
and Greven was a forbidding sight to the newWy saved young
sorcerer.

"You're from Gerrard's ship," Geven said.

Ertai bowed. "Ertai's the name. You made the right
decision, pulling ne aboard." So saying, he stood back from
Greven and folded his arms across his chest-nostly to
conceal his bl eedi ng pal ns.

Greven's brow arched ever so slightly. He pointed at
Ertai and said, "Kill him And take your tine."

Ten crewren, who norments before had been panic-stricken
sheep, formed a ring around Ertai. They were arned with
what ever cane to hand-cutl asses, hatchets, crowbars, |engths
of chain. Inwardly Ertai's heart raced. Qutwardly he
projected utter calm

"CQuests not wel come, eh?" he said. "You' re nmaking a
m st ake, Captain.”

Greven waved aside his warning. "Go on, kill the runt.
If any man fails to strike a blow, I'lIl have his ears
cropped. "

Ertai closed his eyes and summoned t he deepest resources
of his magical strength. Inages of his far-off homel and
flashed through his nind, and power flowed through him Even
with his eyes shut, he could see the auras of his attackers
maneuvering to strike. Since they were so hot for his blood,
Ertai decided to cool themoff. He brought his battered
hands up and projected a quick and dirty spell at the
closest trio of sailors.

The deck seened to come out fromunder them They rushed
forward, weapons raised, and in the next instant, their feet
were where their heads once were. It was like trying to run
on ice- their boots could find no traction

Ertai half-turned and hurled three quick bursts at the
next group of attackers. Crowbars and cutl asses flew
backward out of their hands, some striking their conrades
behi nd them Then Ertai had to dodge a killing blow froma
hat chet. He touched the hatchet man with a single finger
and at such short range the anbient force sent the man
spraw i ng.

The hilt of a cutlass connected with the back of Ertai's
head. Stunned, he staggered forward, stray nagical energy
escaping fromhis body. It condensed the air, creating an
i mpronptu fog bank of ice and m st on deck. Ertai dropped to
hi s hands and knees and crawm ed to the foot of Predator's
mai nmast. | f he could put a little distance between hinsel f
and his tornmentors, he'd show thema thing or two.

Greven | eaned one armon the ship's binnacle and wat ched
his crew funbl e through the fog trying to find Ertai



Normal Iy his nmen were acconplished fighters, but they seened
unable to come to grips with a single, unarned child. It was
the nost diverting thing he'd seen in days.

Ertai reached the mast. He started up the iron rungs,

t hen someone caught his heel s and dragged hi m back. Havi ng
no tine for proper concentration, Ertai flung the first

spell he could think of-and the sailor grasping his feet

di sappeared under a sudden grow h of hair. The man's
eyebrows, nustache, beard, and the hair on his head expl oded
into a silky mat that conpletely covered his astoni shed
face. He reeled away, unable to see or breathe through the
hirsute mass. The man staggered blindly to the rail and
somersaul ted over it. Geven nodded and smiled in grim
hurmor. The runt wasn't bad.

Ertai was running out of strength. He had a small
reservoir remraining, but it wasn't nuch. He made a fist and
flung a |l ast magi cal gasp onto the deck ahead of the
charging sailors. The dry planking splintered as thick green
shoots emerged fromthe deck. Predator's crewren, caught by
t he sudden garden of tendrils and vines, tripped and fell,
piling up in a heap in front of Ertai. Gamely, a few rose
fromthe tangle to advance again. A sergeant in the regular
Rat hi arny, Nasser, reached the exhausted Ertai first. He
rai sed his sword high.

"Hol d," said G even. Nasser froze. He | ooked to his
captain, "He's spent. Chain himup. |I'Il take himback to
the Stronghol d."

"Yes, Dread Lord," Nasser said. H's conrades fought free
of the rapidly withering vines and seized Ertai. They took
out their frustrations on the hel pl ess young nman by raining
bl ows on his ribs and skull. Heavy hobnail ed boots thudded
into his side, forcing Ertai to curl into a protective ball.

"Fists only," Greven warned them "I want a prisoner who
can give me information."

Fists it was, and Ertai shrank under the nerciless
poundi ng. How could this have happened to him the nost
tal ented student of Barrin's school, the npbst val uable
recruit on \Wat herlight!

Clearly sonething was wong, deeply wong, on the
strange pl ane call ed Rath.

"Enough, " said Geven. "Take himbel ow " Nasser dragged
Ertai's linmp body away by his heels.

* * k* * %

Greven set the rest of the crew back to effecting
energency repairs. As he wal ked the deck observing their
progress, Geven noticed that the battle danage in the deck
pl anki ng was gone. The wood was |ike new where Ertai's spel
had hit it, and the renewal was slowy spreadi ng outward
fromthe initial spot to the rest of the deck

Repairs by magi c-now there was a useful skill. Geven
| ooked back at the hatch where Nasser had di sappeared with
Ertai. The boy had talent, that was certain.

* * k* K %

Wth a clap of thunder, the canyon portal closed.
The shock wave bl asted down the ravine, hurling himto
the ground. This fall, on top of the wounds dealt himby the



cat warrior, Mrri, were too nuch. He tunbled and rolled
across the abrasive ground, brush and rock tearing at his
al ready ragged fl esh. Watherlight was gone. He expected to
follow it shortly into oblivion. He no | onger cared. Since
Selenia's death, he was nore afraid of life than death.

He spread his arns wide, feeling the wind tugging at his
cl ot hes. The warshi p chasi ng Weat herl i ght had been caught in
the field of residual energy when the portal closed and did
not look like it would be aloft nuch | onger. Serves them
right, he thought. Death was the proper reward for failure.

He closed his eyes and drew his arnms and | egs in close.
This made himroll faster. He wanted to believe, after he
smashed to bits on the canyon floor, that his soul would
depart for some higher, better realm If he could not be an
angel, he could at |east dwell anobng themfor eternity.

Death eluded him As the canyon wi dened onto the
adj acent plain, the sound of the wind in his ears changed
pitch. He opened his eyes. For the duration of one heartbeat
he saw the jagged walls of the canyon in bold relief-
boul ders, gravel, the odd wire grass that was the
predom nant growth on Rath-then it was all blotted out by a
pal | of blackness that swall owed hi mwhole. Al sensation of
novenent ceased. He was adrift in an endl ess sea of ink
floati ng between nowhere and not hi ng.

Crovax.

"Who calls nmy name?"

You are needed, Crovax.

He twi sted around, trying to see who spoke. There was
nothing to see.

I's this death? he wondered. |Is this the end of life?

It's the beginning of your life, Crovax.

The nysterious voice could hear his thoughts. Very well,
answer ne: \Were am|l?

You are suspended in a bi-planar field. It was necessary
in order to save you.

VWhat do you want with ne?

Only to offer you a greater destiny than death.

And if | want to die?

You were born to conmand, Crovax. GCenerations of
| eader shi p have been bred into you. You' ve had sone
conflict, sone personal |loss. WIIl you abandon your destiny
over these setbacks? Wuldn't you rather strike back at
t hose who've hurt you than surrender your life as their
victory?

Yes, | would. He repeated it out loud. "Yes, | would!"

Then fly, Crovax. Fly to your ultinmate destination

"Speak clearly, damm you. What am | supposed to do?"

Fly, Crovax. WII| yourself to your destiny.

He felt stupid, but he inmagined hinself flying through
the air, encased in a cloud of darkness. In the weird,

vi sionless void, he did feel he was noving again. Was that a
breeze on his face? Was it possibl e?

Good, Crovax. You will be there soon. | amwaiting for
you there

Nei t her nountains nor walls were a barrier to him
Sightless, he hurtled like a shooting star through the
dar kest of night skies. He flew on, and the despair he'd
endured shortly before gave way to anger, hatred, and a
deep, gnhaw ng enpti ness.



* * k* K %

VWen Ertai regai ned consciousness, he found he was bel ow
deck, his hands and feet chained around one of the ship's
masts. A strong, regular pulsation, not unlike a heartbeat,
echoed through the airship's hull. The throbbing was equa
parts Predator's damaged engine and the pain in his aching
head. The crew had not been easy on him Ertai licked his
parched |ips and gri maced.

"Not a pl easant experience, tasting your own bl ood."

Hi s eyes adjusted to the dimlight. A few feet away,
seated on a keg, was Greven il-Vec. He sat so still it was
hard to distinguish himfromthe hull frames behind him In
repose, the massive warrior was no | ess fearsone than he had
been on the open deck. Even in the feeble light, a dark
glint of violence shone in his eyes.

"It's not been pleasant on your ship," Ertai said

t hi ckly.

"You were not invited aboard."

Even shrugging hurt. "I'mnot here by choice."

"Why are you here, boy?"

There was no sense lying about it. "I was manning the
portal, keeping it open for Weatherlight. | junped fromthe

control station onto the ship as she nmaneuvered to enter the
portal. You were coming at us |like you nmeant to board us,
and they put the helmover to avoid you. The course change
was so violent | nissed Watherlight conpletely and got
caught by your rigging. If your ship hadn't been so hard on
our heels, 1'd ve drilled ny owmn grave in the soil of Rath."

"A sorcerer as skilled as you killed by a nere fall? |
find that hard to believe."

Ertai said nothing but |eaned his aching head agai nst
the mast.

"Still, 1 can't imagi ne anyone trying to plant a spy on
my ship in such a carel ess manner-not even Gerrard
Capashen. "

Mention of his Watherlight conpanion sent a spark of
anger through Ertai. How could Gerrard have abandoned hi m
left himin the hands of this grotesque savage? Such
i ngratitude!

"W are returning to our citadel," G even continued.
"Once there, your fate will be determ ned by ny master, the
evi ncar."

Was that resentnment Ertai heard in Greven's voice? Tired
as he was, he tried to read the warrior's aura, the
i nvi sible halo of power surrounding every living thing. It
was one of the first feats apprentice w zards | earned, aura
reading. Ertai could practically read auras in his sleep

He closed his eyes and let the visible inage of G even
fade fromview. In its place cane a dark sil houette, a
broken outline in black on a background the color of old
bl ood. No other forces existed in Greven's aura but strength
and destruction. Not surprising. What did interest Ertai was
the distinct break in the brute's aura. Instead of a
conplete circle of life-energy, the lines broke at Geven's
neck. Sonething was there that absorbed the life force and
did not allowit to radiate in the usual manner. Sonething
artificial.

"-what to do with you," Greven was saying. Ertai's eyes
popped open. Sweat beaded on his brow



"What ?" Ertai said.

Greven ground his teeth, a noise the crew of Predator
knew to fear. "I said, you can't expect nercy fromthe
evincar. He has no tolerance for enenm es of the state. Your
only hope is to cooperate with us. Then Volrath may find a
use for you," he said, voice grow ng

Ertai hung his head. "I see.™

H s compliant manner nade G even unclench his jaw "Your
friends have fled, never to return,” he said, rising to his
feet. He had to stoop to avoid banging his head on the deck
above. "If you are as practical as you are talented, you'l
make the correct decision.”

Al one, Ertai glared in the direction of the departed
captain. Stupid hulk. Ertai knew his kind. Bluster and
violence, that's all men Iike G even knew. They were the
easi est types to mani pul ate. Appeal to their pride, yield to
their anger; that was howto do it. Greven hated and feared
his master, Volrath, and that was a handy foil too. Ertai
began to feel a little better about his chances of survival.

He tried his best to open the manacles that bound himto
the mast. Neither his physical strength nor his depleted
magi cal abilities were up to the task, and after |ong,
fruitless effort, he resigned hinself to tenporary
captivity. His earlier fit of confidence faded when he found
he couldn't erase the imge of Geven's aura fromhis nind
That bl ack, broken aura spoke of terrible, unnatural things,
of a man not alive, yet not dead. He was controlled by the
thing in his spine, yet aware of his own | ack of free will
Such a man was |ike a handl el ess sword-no natter how you
tried to grasp it, it was always |ethal

He and Greven had sonething in comon, then. In each
their own way, they were both prisoners of war.

CHAPTER 2
BROTHERS

Darkness was his friend. It canme to himintimtely,
enfolded himin its profound enbrace. No aspect of I|ight
could ever conpare to the sensual conpani onship of darkness.
It caressed him flowed over and through him squeezing out
the I ast vestiges of light he'd known. Once his being was
suffused by the black void, he felt himself stretching out
toinfinity.

The gray orb of Rath was |like an acorn in the pal m of
his hand. He closed his fingers around it and | aughed. Near
his left hand fl oated another, brighter world, but when he
tried to grasp it, it nelted between his fingers. Irritated,
he tried again. His hand closed on nothing-it was |ike
trying to grab snmoke. Hi s bl ood warmed, then becane fever-
hot. He released Rath and tried to seize the evasive second
world with both hands. Forming a cage with his fingers, he
caught the phantominside. Now it was his! He closed his

hands together and awaited the visceral thrill of
possessi on.
It never cane. A brilliant streamof white fire forced

its way through his clenched hands, pushing back the
darkness with its hateful rays. He tried to snother the
light, but it just got stronger. It pierced his shut eyes
and speared through his brain. H's back arched in tornent.
H's jaw | ocked with such violence his teeth cracked under



t he pressure.
Let go, let go, nassed voices seenmed to say. Let go of
it before it kills you.

"Never!" he cried. "Domnaria will be mne!"
Crovax opened his eyes. He was |lying on the floor of a
vast hall in twilight. He leaped to his feet, heart racing.

What was this place? How did he get here?

Suspended a few i nches fromhis head was a bl ack,
spi dery contraption studded with short spi kes, shaped like a
cupped hand. A silver, pearl-like object nestled within the
"hand". At first he thought it was hard and gl assy, but as
he stared at it, the surface throbbed Iike a living thing.
Crovax reached out for the strange object, but the hand
whi zzed away, retracting upward on a thin black cable with
di zzyi ng speed. It vanished into the cycl opean hei ghts of
the hall, |eaving Crovax al one on the |ong, polished floor

Hi s hands were bleeding. He'd forced his fingernails
deeply into his own flesh

"Dream " he nuttered, rubbing his stinging palnms on his
| egs. Bright smears of blood contrasted starkly against the
cream col ored | eggi ngs.

A qui ck check proved he was standing in his
undercl othes: a light jersey, matching | eggings. His feet
were bare. The wound on his neck where Mrri had bitten him
had nysteriously healed. A snooth, livid scar covered the
spot. Were were his clothes, his weapons, his arnor?
Wthout arms or arnmor, he might as well have been naked.

"What is this?" he shouted. Far above him indistinct
nmoverents and soft clicking sounds responded to the sound of
his voi ce. Crovax had the unpl easant feeling he was under
observation

He wal ked al ong, scrutinizing his surroundi ngs. The
di rensions of the hall were vast. Watherlight could have
easily navi gated above the concourse. At equal intervals the
vaul ted roof was supported by enornous pilasters, decorated
in a baroque, mechanistic style. Each pilaster featured a
grotesque face of greenish black and chrome, yards across,
its stylized nouth open in a silent roar of rage. In the
di stant recesses of the arched ceiling, unseen mechani sms
clicked and whirred. Crovax could not imagine the purpose of
such a manmot h hal | .

He doubl ed over, shaking violently. Gerrard. Hanna.
Mrri. Selenia ... Crovax toppled forward to the bl ack
mar bl e wal kway, his bl oody hands sliding on the snmooth, cold
stone. A toothy denmon | eered at himfromthe pavenent. The
denon's face was his own, contorted with hatred, anger, and
suf fering.

He snmote the floor with his fist. "Way am | here?" he
bel | owed.

Don't you know?

The speaker was quite close, alnost on top of him
Crovax lashed out in the direction of the voice. His fists
met nothing. He scranbled to his feet, panting.

"Show yoursel f, coward!" he said. "Stop playing these
stupid ganes!"

The air before himshi mered, and an image forned.
Crovax shook his head and rubbed his eyes. The being before
himwas |ike nothing he'd ever seen. Fully seven feet tall
t he transparent phantomresenbled a grisly statue made of
meat and nmetal. Its long arns were covered with pink skin



only to the el bows; above themits |inbs were made of neta
rods and pulleys. The creature wore a beaded | eather wap
around its waist. The head was the nost arresting feature of
all. Atop a skeletal torso perched what | ooked |ike a
massi ve head in a mask of fantastic gray and red plunes,
bone, and bl ack fur. Crovax saw no visible eyes or nouth,

t hough corrugated tubes energed fromthe being' s shoul ders
and chest and entered the mask at various points. It nade
audi bl e breathi ng sounds, |ike a wi nded dog. A gorget of
brass circled the thing's wi de neck. Jewels gleaned all over
the creature, and sone gl owed and blinked with their own

i nner |ight.

"I amKirril, servant of the Hidden One," said the
creature in a papery voice. Crovax could discern no lips
nmovi ng on the creature, yet he heard it plainly. "You are
here because you wi shed to be. My master has taken an
interest in you."

"Who is your master? Volrath? Do you serve the evincar?"

Kirril's cadaverous arm nade a dism ssive gesture
"Speak not the traitor's name! The one | serve has nany
names- The Dark

Lord, the Hi dden One, the First Master. He is our great
lord, ruler of all Phyrexia."

Crovax was inpressed, but he didn't allow hinmself to
show it. "Wat does your naster want with ne?"

"The Hi dden One has watched you, Crovax, since the day
you were born. He has seen the seed of greatness in you and
bided his time until you recognized it in yourself. That
nmonent has arrived. Once you chose to follow the path to
power, you became his servant. But greater things await you
Crovax, if you have the vision and the strength to accept
them™

He scow ed at the Phyrexian. "I amno nan's servant, do
you hear? | amcertainly not submtting nyself to your Dark
Lord! 1've ruined ny soul already with hatred and rmurder
but I will not bowto anyone in this world-or yours!"

Kirril glided past Crovax. The hair on his arns prickled
as the Phyrexian's projected i mrage passed. In his wake

Kirril left a strong odor of ozone, as if his presence
singed the very air.
"I't's common for birth pangs to be painful,” Kirri

sai d, proceedi ng down the concourse. "What's inportant is
how one deals with the pain. Do you let it defeat you, or do
you return it tenfold upon those who caused it?"

"What are you sayi ng?"

"The deaths of the angel Selenia and the feline Mrri
were not accidents. Who is responsible for these acts of
pai n?"

"I am"

"That is the weakling' s answer. You were not bred to be
weak, Crovax. Who started you on this journey? By whose hand
did you arrive on Rath?"

Hi s face burned. "Gerrard Capashen!”

Kirril moved on. Crovax watched himgo. It was
unsettling to see the wall reliefs and pilasters through
Kirril's image-or was it his words that were so disturbing?

"Wait," Crovax said.

Kirril vanished, only to reappear directly in front of
hi m

Crovax recoiled, then recovered his nerve. "If all these



things are Gerrard's fault, why do | feel so-so bereft?"

For a monent the Phyrexian's only answer was his
blinking jewels. Then he said, "Every being arrives at a
nmonent of choi ce between avoiding their destiny or enbracing
it. The weak turn away from power and decry in others what
t hey cannot acconplish themsel ves. The strong throw off the
constraints of restrictive norality and recogni ze that
ultimate good is that which is efficient and successful
You, Crovax, have not made the choice yet. You've acted
according to your true nature as a predator, but you haven't
accepted the truth of your superiority yet. Thus you are in
torment, like the fools who brought you here.™

Kirril pointed to the floor between them A conica
vessel with a flat |lid materialized. It was made of dark
transl ucent stone or glass. Inside the vessel a diny
gl owi ng yel | ow obj ect noved about furtively.

"Your new |ife can provide rewards you've never
i magi ned. Do you hunger, Crovax? |Is there an enptiness deep
within you?" "Yes, dam you." "Pick up the container."

Crovax hefted the jar. It was a foot high and quite
heavy. "Renove the cap," Kirril commanded. The jar was
sealed with a strip of |lead. Crovax peeled away the seal and
lifted off the thick cap. "Take care it doesn't escape."

Crovax peered into the jar. A |lobed ball of light the
size of a plumfloated inside. It noved in slow circles,
stopped, and reversed direction |like a caged ani mal.
Suddenly, it seemed to sense the lid was off and darted for
t he open nouth. Crovax clanped his hand over the jar. The
gl obe touched his raw palmand nelted into it. He saw the
gl ow t hrough the back of his hand.

A shock passed down his arm followed by an intense
sensation of pleasure. Crovax's dour face broke into a w de
snmle. The enptiness, the anguish inside himevaporated. He
felt invigorated and strong. "What was that?"

"The life-force of a living creature. Every living thing
contains it. Most creatures replenish their supply by eating
common food and expend it through physical and enotiona
activity. Because you deny your natural role as a hunter and
mast er of flesh beings, you expend your life-force
needl essly, fueling useless enotions |ike pity, anguish, and
regret. You have progressed beyond nortals, Crovax. You now
have the ability to absorb the life-force from other beings.
WIl you use it, or perish like a niserable, weak human?"

The cuts on his hands were gone. "How has this
happened?"

"The power was always within you. By your acts on
Weat herl i ght you have awakened the latent instinct."

Crovax dropped the jar. It smashed to flinders on the

bl ack pavenent. "I want nore," he said. "G ve me nore.
need nore."

The image of Kirril spread its bony hands wi de. "You
wi || have nore-as much as you desire-if you meet the Hidden

One's final test." Wth another fluid turn of his hand,
Kirril sumroned the dream catchers. Spidery claws descended
rapidly fromthe ceiling, surrounding Crovax in a ring of
spi ny bl ack "hands."

"What are these for?"

"Your education, Crovax. It is inportant you know the
history of Rath so that you will not repeat your
predecessor's mi stakes. These appliances will allow you to



experience the past as it actually happened. Are you
prepared for that? You will know terrors and pl easures few
nortal men have known."

This time Crovax wasn't alarnmed. He kicked aside the
fragnments of the broken jar and stood in the center of the
dr eam nmachi nes.

"My appetite is very large," he decl ared.

"CGood," Kirril answered. "It nust be. Now prepare
yoursel f for your |esson.”

* * k* K %

Crovax | ay spread-eagled on an operating table,
somewhere on the Fourth Level of Phyrexia. Tubes filled his
nose, and a breathing mask covered his open nmouth. No | ess
than four Phyrexian birth priests were working on himat the
same time, each with his own quadrant of Crovax's body. In
the hazy recesses of his mnd, Crovax knew this was
happeni ng. He had seen the full history of Rath, and he
realized he was getting the same treatnent Volrath had-he
was being nodified to fill the role of evincar

"What concl usion do you draw from Vol rath's history?"
Kirril asked him

"Volrath was a fool and a weakling," Crovax replied.

"He was for many years a highly effective governor."

"For suppressing some ragtag el ves and whi ppi ng nobggs,
he was fine. The first time a real challenge appeared-

Weat herl i ght - he bungl ed everything. Wrse, he becane so out
of control he abandoned his post to pursue his private
quarrel with Gerrard. Not good formfor a man with his
responsibilities.”

"You woul d not nmake such nistakes?"

"Never," replied Crovax.

"How woul d you deal with an incursion by Watherlight?"

"Weat herlight is not inportant. It's a vessel, a neans
to deliver an end.”

Delicate microtones scraped at Crovax's flesh. Through
all the detachment and anesthesia, the sensation-or his
t hought s about the sensation-seeped in. Through Kirril's
eyes he saw his own naked body | aid open on the Phyrexian
operating table, his ebon skin pinned back |ike supple
| eather, his organs still alive, quivering, his heart
punpi ng. ..

A hi gh-pitched whine distracted Crovax. He saw again his
own transformation. This tinme a small whirring saw bl ade was
bei ng used to open his skull. The hul king priest w elding
the saw had three arns, each tipped with slender netallic
digits of excruciating delicacy. The Phyrexi an touched the
bright blade to Crovax's head, and the former nenber of the
Weat herlight crew screaned i nwardly.

He felt he was hurtling through an abyss of tota
dar kness. The plunge was all the nore terrible because he
knew it would |last forever. He woul d never reach the bottom
never feel the absolving inpact of death.

Bel ow hima dimlight gleamed. It grew steadily |arger
and brighter, resolving into the formof a gl ow ng angel

Sel eni a!

He tore past her, twisting and grasping at her
di aphanous, trailing robe. Her sorrowful face seened
blurred, indistinct. Yet when they recogni zed each ot her



t he angel folded her beating w ngs and dropped after him
Crovax strained to reach her outstretched hands. Their
fingertips brushed many tinmes and failed to neet. Despair
gave way to frustration, then to anger. Crovax knotted both
hands into fists and hurled hinmself at Selenia. A dull red
hal o surrounded himas he shot upward to meet her. She
opened her arnms wide to enbrace him and he did |Iikew se,
flushed with triunph.

They nmet in nmidair, and he clasped the bright angel to
him She was not dead, not dead, not dead ..

Selenia withed in his grasp. "Let me go! Let me go,
Crovax, you're hurting ne!"

"1 woul d never hurt you!"

"Let me go, | cannot bear it!"

Crovax drew back far enough to see her agoni zed face. He
knew instinctively the power he exuded was hurting her. The
same force that allowed himto stop falling and reach

Sel enia was now killing her.
"Let me go, Crovax! |'m burning!"
"I won't let you go! You're all | care about!"

Feat hers from her wings fell away, scorched brown. She
became dead weight in his arns, and they slowy turned in
the air until she was hanging linply beneath him Her robe
snol dered, her gossaner hair was singed.

"Crovax, you've killed ne."

He kissed her lifeless face. Were he touched her, her
lips and cheek blistered. Rather than see her beauty
entirely consumed by his raging heat, Crovax rel eased her
She spiral ed down into the darkness, wings rigid in death.

He covered his face with his hands. If he could tear out
his menmory, expunge Selenia fromhis mnd, he night be saved
fromthe torment of her death.

"Kirril? Kirrill Can you hear nme? Grant ne this boon!"

"No," said the Phyrexian. "You nust preserve nenories of
all your deeds."

"Why? | don't want to remenber the awful things |I've
done! "

"They only seem awful because you cling to inferior
concepts of right and wong. You nmust learn to savor your
experiences. In that way, you will be strong. You'll be
superior to those nortals who live in fear and react to
pain."

"Can you give me this strength, Kirril?"

"You have it already. Al that needs to be done is to
del ete what remrains of your usel ess noral sense.”

"Then do it."

"Are you certain? What is taken away cannot be
restored.”

"Do it!"

An el ectrode, tipped with a mniature cauterizing iron
slipped into Crovax's brain. Wth a hiss, what renmai ned of
hi s pai nful consci ence burned away.

CHAPTER 3
ARRI VALS

At | ow speed, and with considerable cursing on the part
of Greven il-Vec, Predator approached the airship tunne
hi gh on the slope of the Stronghold. It had taken two days
to return from Portal Canyon instead of the usual five



hours. Negotiating the usually roony tunnel through the
sl opes of Rath Peak appeared inpossible. Predator's steering
was a jury-rigged shanbl es, and none of the bone-headed crew
could do anything to correct it. They made three approaches
to the tunnel nouth, only to abort each one at the |ast
instant to avoid piling up on the side of the crater

Furious and desperate, Geven stormed bel ow to where
Ertai was still chained to the mast. "Are we there yet?"
Ertai asked cheerfully. Geven dearly wanted to wench the
boy's smirking head off, but he settled for stonping a cider
keg to kindling. It was a full keg, and the sweet snell of
cider filled the cranmped hold.

Predator lurched heavily to port. Shouts of alarm
penetrated fromthe deck above. Geven's scarred lips curled

i n di sgust.
"Well?" said Ertai. "I can't do much chai ned up down
here." "Wo says | want you to do anythi ng?" G even snarl ed.

"You didn't conme down here to offer me cider, did you?"

Greven's normally sall ow face darkened. He reached out
wi th his massive, sinewy hands, and Ertai feared his tine
had come. G even grasped the chain between Ertai's hands,
and with little nmore than a shrug, snapped themin two.

Ertai just stared in amazenent. Greven did the same with
his | eg shackles, and the young wi zard stood up for the
first time in nore than a day.

"Many thanks, Captain. | was beginning to cranp-"

"Shut up," Greven said. "Get on deck!"

* * k* K %

Ertai shuffled up the gangway, chains jingling as he
went. He emerged on the main bridge. The sailors were trying
to steer Predator with her tattered mainsails. Even if they
had been in top condition, such nethods were too coarse for
steering the airship into its home base.

Ertai craned his head and gazed at the Stronghold. A
vast rounded cone rose steeply fromthe surrounding plain to
a height of over three mles. The barren sl opes were yell ow
stone, streaked with red and brown mineral deposits. The
western side was covered by a silver-gray cascade of newy
fabricated fl owstone. At the peak, the great Hub floated on
a continuous stream of sizzling blue energy. This vast
cylindrical object received the energy |ancing down from
i ndefinite space above. Though not bright in the sense that
the Dom narian sun was bright, Ertai's eyes began to water
fromthe light.

"This is no tinme for tears," Geven said

"I"'mthe sensitive type," Ertai said, dabbing his eyes.

Greven dragged Ertai to the forward rail. "W have a
steering problem" He really | oathed what he was about to
say, and it showed clearly on his brutal face. "You will use

magi c to get us through the tunnel.”

"I"'ma prisoner of war."

"You're on ny ship," Geven replied, his teeth beginning
to grind. "If we crash, you go down with us."

Ertai couldn't help but smile. "That's persuasive." He
strolled to the port side of the bridge, then to starboard.
Predat or was making a large, slow turn that would eventually
bring it back on course for the tunnel opening.

"The rudder is wecked?" Ertai asked. G even nodded.



"Can you steer with differential thrust from your engines?"

"Normal |y, yes, but the starboard engine is off its
mountings. Only the port engine is supplying thrust."

Ertai shaded his eyes fromthe blue gl ow of the peak and
studied the sailors trying to manhandl e the port nmainsail to
counteract the off-center push of the engine. Even as he
wat ched, the flapping sail whipped | oose and swept three nen
of f the boom They plunged to their deaths, and no one
paused to mark the fact, |least of all Predator's captain.

"Can you abandon shi p?" asked Ertai

"That's not an option," Geven said, folding his arns
across his chest. "Wat can you do? Renmenber, if you fail
you'll follow those clumsy fools over the sidel™

"As you so eloquently stated, Captain, we're all in this
bucket together."

Ertai closed his eyes and extended his hands. Power
crackled fromhis fingertips. There was plenty of energy in
the air here, even if it was primarily of a destructive
variety. He drew in sone of this harsh background energy. It
felt bad and nmade his brui sed body ache, but desperate times
sanctioned daring actions.

"What are you doi ng?" Greven demanded.

"Making a road," Ertai nurnured. He visualized a great
rod of magical energy emanating fromhis hands to the
di stant tunnel entrance. That was sinple enough, but then he
drew the stream of force down his arms and pushed it through
his body to his feet. By anchoring the power streamthrough
the hull, he would force Predator to followit. The
sensation was akin to hugging a nanming tree, but it had to
be done.

Predat or shivered and turned smartly toward the
St ronghol d.

"Prepare for a crash landing," Ertai gasped. "This w Il
be rough."

Greven gave the order, and the surviving sailors and
noggs hunkered down behi nd bul warks fore and aft. Di sdai ning
danger, Greven remained on the bridge with Ertai

"Moron," Ertai whispered

"What ?"

"Uh, I'"'mnmore on course."” H s |linbs began to trenble.
Sweat soaked through the filthy rags he wore.

The bow sank, and the airship gathered speed. Here was
the real danger, though Ertai didn't bother explaining it to
Greven. His spell could easily keep the airship straight,
but he didn't know if he woul d have enough strength left to
stop the ship once inside the crater

"Cut engines."

Greven sounded far away. Ertai struggled to keep his
bal ance. Heat was buil di ng where his body touched the ship.
The soles of his feet blistered. Under themthe decking
began to snol der. Soneone-presumably G even-threw a bucket
of water on Ertai's feet.

"Thank you," he gritted.

"We're alnost there,” Greven replied. "Shouldn't you
open your eyes?"

"I can see better this way."

Wt hout the hum of the engines, Predator was alive with
sel dom heard sounds-the creak of the masts, the pop of the
hul | under stress, the odd netallic twang of cables
automatically adjusting thenmselves to changes in tension. In



his mind s eye, Ertai saw the yell ow cone of the Stronghol d
| oom bef ore him The nagical beam pierced the center of the
airship tunnel. Predator entered it at high speed. The
slipstreamfromthe interior of the crater blew warm on
Ertai's cheek.

Wth a whoosh, Predator burst into the hollow center of
the Stronghold. Crew menbers cried out, and Ertai opened his
eyes.

They were hurtling toward the broad col utmm of energy
passi ng between the Hub above to the G tadel below G even
laid a hard hand on Ertai's shoul der.

"Steer wide of the beam™" he said. "If we hit it, we're
dead. "

Ertai closed his hands to fists and tried to will the
i nvisible streamaway fromthe energy colum. The stream was
strong, and it liked flowing into the beam Veins stood out
in Ertai's neck as he westled with the channel ed power.

Bend, bend, he thought furiously. Go where | will youl

The conjured stream bent to starboard until it was just
clear of the energy colum. Predator roared past in a full
20 degree dive. The port main boom brushed the glaring
energy field and sizzled into instant oblivion. Ertai held
the turn, and the airship rocketed into a downward spiral
toward the | andi ng dock, |ocated at the highest point of the
G t adel .

"Better slow down," G even said.

Here was the point Ertai had contenplated, even in the
extreme duress of his conjuration. Rath was his prison,
Greven his jailer, and Predator was an instrunent of
oppression to thousands of free people. Wiy should he save
it? Way not let it crash into the G tadel, doing as mnuch
damage as possible? At |east then he could strike a blow for
t he oppressed.

"Slow down," Greven repeated, nore urgently.

Dying is easy, his old teacher once told him Dying is
passive-living is active. A true mage nmust live in order to
acconplish the goals of his art. \What have you acconpli shed
in your short life, Ertai?

"Slow Slow" Geven roared.

Predator was just one ship. Geven, just one comuander.
The coils of Phyrexian dom nation would scarcely trenble at
their loss. He, on the other hand, m ght acconplish great
things-if he lived | ong enough.

Ertai flung his arns wi de. The magi cal stream visible
only to him spread out in front of the plunging airship. It
pil ed up against the tower in waves, and each reboundi ng
crest struck Predator a hanmmer bl ow, slow ng her. The
al ready smashed prow struck the mooring ring and denol i shed
it. The great ship slamred into the platform and skidded
si deways, shearing off its ventral |anding blade. G even was
catapulted fromthe bridge to the deck below. Only Ertai,
rooted in place by the power flow ng through him kept his
feet.

Predator cane to a hard stop against the flowstone
carapace. Geven |leaped to his feet anmid the tunbl ed-down
wr eckage.

"You! You wrecked ny ship!" he said, pointing a thick
finger at Ertai.

"It was already a weck," Ertai said weakly. He
staggered to the slanting rail. "W're alive. Wat are you



conpl ai ni ng about ?"
That said, he slunped to the deck. Wiere he'd stood, two
bl ackened footprints were scorched into the planking.

* * k* K %

Dorian il-Dal, chanberlain of the evincar's pal ace,
awai ted the arrival of Geven il-Vec with trepidation
Everything was in chaos-the Ctadel had been breached for
the first time in history, the garrison was in disarray, the
m ghty airship Predator was a steam ng weck, and worst of
all, Evincar Volrath could not be found.

Dori an paced up and down outside the evincar's private
chanmbers, unsure of how to proceed. Geven would no doubt be
in the foul est mood, given his failure to catch
Weat herlight. The shocki ng debacle at the Citadel would not
sal ve his conscience either. Wat Dorian feared nost was
what m ght happen when word spread that Volrath was m ssing
Wul d the evincar's subjects revolt? Wuld the rebel elves
and their allies attack agai n? What of the nmpbggs-woul d they
obey their overseers without Volrath's authority to back
t hem up?

The tranmp of heavy feet brought Dorian out of his gloony
reflections. Greven il-Vec descended the spiral ranp from
the airship dock, followed by the remmants of his crew. Two
crewnen carried a |inp body between them a young nan cl ad
in foreign clothes.

"Dread Lord!" Dorian began, bow ng hastily. "W are
bl essed you' ve come back to us unharned!"

"Save the oil for soneone who needs it," Geven said. He
directed his men to lay the unconsci ous man on the fl oor
"Where is H's H ghness? | nust report."

"Hi s Highness Volrath is, uh-"

"Yes?"

"He's not here."

Dori an thought sparks would fly from G even's tooth
grinding. The warrior seized Dorian by his el aborate
sleeves, lifting himuntil his toes danced on the npsaic
inlay.

"Where is he?" Geven denanded

"I-1 don't know, Dread Lord! After the intruders were
expell ed fromthe Stronghold, he was nowhere to be found!"

Greven' s anger vani shed. He set Dorian on his feet.

"' Nowher e? Have you searched?"

"Yes, Dread Lord."

* * k* K %

G even stared at Dorian. Fromthe base of his skull to
the small of his back the warrior had a Phyrexian contro
rod inplanted in place of his natural spine. This rod gave
hi m enornous strength, but it also obeyed the nenta
conmands of the evincar of Rath. To di sobey brought instant
retaliation in the form of unendurable pain. Geven had been
so busy saving Predator, he'd not noticed the enpty
sensation left by Volrath's |ack of control. Now he swept
all points of the conpass for his hated master and felt
nothing. If Volrath were on the plane of Rath, G even should
have been able to sense him Yet Volrath could not be dead,
for the sudden severance of the evincar's control would have



struck his spine like a thunderbolt.
"He's gone," Greven announced. "The evincar is not on
this world." Having spoken the words, he nade the | eap of
| ogi ¢ and deduced the truth. "Volrath was on Watherlight!"
"What ?" Dorian said tremul ously.
"Cerrard m ght have captured the evincar. No, that's not
right. Way would he flee if he had Volrath as hostage?"

"Then Hi s Highness willingly went on the eneny ship?"
Greven fingered the control rod where it entered the
base of his skull. "Yes, that's what he did." The fool

Greven raged to hinself. He used his shapeshifting powers to
stow away on Weat herlight! What did he hope to gain?
"Ah, Dread Lord?" Dorian was whi npering now.

"What is it?"

"What are we to do?"

" About what ?"

"Everything. Who will rule in H s H ghness's place?" Hs

pudgy face brightened. "You' re the evincar's second-in-
conmand. You mnust take over, Dread Lord! Let the people know
a firmhand still holds the reins of Rath!"

The airship sailors cheered and |l oudly urged Geven to
assune the governorship. He glared theminto silence.

"This is not a robber band-we don't elect our chiefs
here," he said. "There's an order in things that must be
observed. Evincars have di ed before, and new ones were
found. Qur distant masters nust be notified, and their wll
obeyed. | will consult them™

Dorian and the sailors blanched as one.

"Do we dare?" asked Nasser, Predator's veteran sergeant.

"You do not dare. | do," Greven said. |Inwardly, he was
not so eager. For the first time in many years he was free
of dom nation. He could take the Stronghold as his own, but
he knew he couldn't keep it. The overlords would not allow
it, and his punishnent at their hands woul d make Volrath's
casual brutality toward himseemlike a child' s gane.

He strode fromthe evincar's antechanber to the nearest
lift. There were four of these |arge square platforns, each
supported by a flowbot arm passing through the many floors
of the Citadel. Dorian and the airship crew foll owed
reluctantly.

"Bring the prisoner," Greven rem nded them Ertai was
carried al ong.

The Iift |lowered them snoothly to the throne room The
oval chamber took up an entire floor. The decor was a
m shmash of earlier evincars' tastes, fromthe bruta
efficiency of Davvol to the mechanistic fetishism of
Burgess. Volrath had sel domused the throne room He had
preferred the | arger convocation hall, deeper in the
Citadel, for his state functions.

H gh above the throne of Rath hung a |l arge, inverted,

t hree-si ded pyram d nade of sone translucent gray Phyrexian
alloy. It was cradled by an intricate, nulti-armed fl owbot
carriage. This was the "Wndow' to Phyrexia. A voice and

i mage portal only, it could not send or receive artifacts or
travel ers.

Wrd of Geven's return and Vol rath's di sappearance
brought out the evincar's court. Chosen fromthe cooperative
famlies of the Dal, the Vec, and the Kor, the courtiers of
Rat h were servants, sycophants, and spies of the evincar
Their stock in trade was gossip and treachery as they



j ockeyed anong t hensel ves for honors and privileges. During
t he two-pronged attack by Weatherlight and the arny of the
el ven rebel Eladanri, Volrath's collaborators had taken
refuge in their Citadel apartnents. The danger past, they
energed in their court finery, ready to be seen and counted
when the Wndow to Phyrexia was opened.

Sail ors deposited Ertai at the foot of the enpty throne.
Greven planted his fists on his hips and decl ai ned
"Overlords of Rath, hear ne!"

The pyrami d remained dimand inert. Greven repeated his
sumons. The surface of the pyram d began to sparkle.

Encouraged, Greven said, "I am Greven il-Vec, conmander
of the armies of Rath! CQur evincar has left us, and we
request that our overlords restore himto us or send anot her
in his place."

A sl ender red beam | anced out fromthe mechani sm perched
atop the pyramd. It raked harm essly across Greven's face,
tracing every contour and conparing it to images of the
warrior stored in its nenory. Wien it was satisfied Geven
was who he clainmed to be, the flowbot flexed its |inbs and
| owered the Wndow. The brass-yell ow nmachi nery whirred and
squeaked until the pyram d reached head hei ght over the
throne. The Wndow cane to |ife with an om nous crackle of
power, sending skittish courtiers shrinking back in alarm

"Be brave," Greven sneered. "It's only a machine."

Dark colors ricocheted through the pyramd, corner to
corner to corner. It stabilized in the center and assuned a
bl ui sh tinge. Geven squared his broad shoul ders and await ed
his masters' comrand.

"Greetings." The Phyrexian voice sounded slurred and
nmechani cal . "Greetings, our loyal warrior, Geven il-Vec."

He knelt on one knee. "Hunmbl est greetings, Geat Lords.
W have a grave problem™

"The matter is known to us. The H dden One is not
pl eased with the evincar's desertion or your soldiers
failure."

"Shall we track down Volrath and punish him G eat
Lords?" asked G even.

"That is not necessary. It is nore inmportant for you to
strengthen your forces on Rath and crush the rebellion
brewi ng anmong the el ves."

"Yes, Great Lords."

"To this end, we are sending a special em ssary who will
find a new evincar, reorgani ze the governnent, and inprove
t he schedul e of fl owstone production.™

A murnur circled the room

"Wuld it not be sinpler to appoint a new governor to do
all that?" Geven said. Fatigue made himnmore blunt than
usual .

The red beamreturned, but this tinme it was not
harm ess. It struck Greven in the chest, and the powerful
warrior groaned and coll apsed. He twitched on the floor
several seconds until the beamrelented. Courtiers at the
rear of the roomaquietly slipped out |est the overlords
di spl easure spread.

"Do not question, only obey,’

t he pyram d intoned.

"Expect the emissary in seven intervals. She will appear in
the DreamHalls at that time. All will obey the em ssary or
be punished. "

Greven winced as he stood. "We'll obey wi thout question,



Geat Lords."

The light within the pyram d began to swirl and dart
about again, then becanme inert once nore. The fl owbot
retracted the device back to its former position near the
cei ling.

Ertai hobbled on burned feet to stand beside G even
"Seens we're in the same boat again," he said.

"How so, Runt?" the warrior runbled.

"There's al ways soneone bi gger around who expects you to
bow and scrape just to get along, isn't there?"

"Some of us are bigger than others.”

"And sone of us stand to fall froma greater height,"
the young man replied. "Now, where can | get sone salve for
ny feet?"

* * k* K %

Life is sweet.

This was Crovax's concl usion as he stood at the extrene
end of the Dream Halls, gazing down on the royal |aboratory
and prison tower, the map tower, and the chaotic nogg
warrens. Below, the minions of Rath scurried about their
tasks like the residents of an anthill. Each life could be
his, to take and savor. He sniled, and the dark face in the
flowgl ass smiled back at him Wy not take them al
eventual | y? The value of cattle was as food for the lion

Wth a wave of his hand, the flowglass parted. Crovax

stepped up to the sill and stood on the edge, hundreds of
feet above the | aboratory roof. He rai sed one foot and was
anmused to see the flowstone sill rapidly extend to support

him He lifted the other foot, and the nanonachi nes swiftly
advanced under that one, too. Crovax repeated the process
until he was standing on a spindly flowstone platform six
feet out fromthe | edge. He stood with his arms outstretched
and | aughed at the absurdly great power that was now his.
Wth an ominous crack, the thin flowstone structure
bowed under his weight. Crovax's euphoria disappeared. He
| eaped back to the Dream Halls, just as the feeble platform

crunmbl ed away. Crovax hit the sill square in the chest,
driving the wind fromhis lungs. Gasping, he heaved hinself
over the |l edge and rolled back inside the hall. The w ndow

fl owed shut behind him Crovax lay on the cold stone floor
heart hanmeri ng. Then he | aughed.

* * k* * %

At the far end of the Dream Halls, the del egation | ed by
Greven had just arrived. Normally only Volrath could have
opened the flowstone | ocks on the doors to his sanctum but
when the group arrived, the massive twin doors were already
nmysteriously apart. Greven entered boldly, as if he were a
frequent visitor. Behind himcane Dorian il-Dal and a sel ect
group of courtiers, an honor guard drawn fromthe pal ace
garrison, and Ertai. Dorian had voiced a concern over
bringing the captive w zard al ong.

"He's an eneny," the chanmberlain said. "Surely he
bel ongs in prison?"

"Al'l in good tine," Greven answered. "For now, let him
see the power he opposes.”

Ertai slipped along quietly on bandaged feet. The honor



guard was cl ose behind him so he had no chance to slip
away. He only considered escape for a nmonent. The prospect
of meeting an em ssary from Phyrexia was far too interesting
to m ss.

The Dream Halls were their wi dest where the structure
joined the main part of the Citadel. None of them had ever
seen the interior before, and the austere nonochromne
reliefs, starkly stylized i mages of Volrath, and weird
fl owbot machi nery kept the delegation in a tight group
heads turning in all directions. Only G even kept his
dignity and strode straight on. He drew ahead of the rest
until Dorian called to him

"Dread Lord, wait for us!"

"Stop dawdling. You've lived in the Stronghold nost of
your lives, and you act |ike you' ve never seen such sights
before. "

Ertai sat down on the polished black floor. "M ght as
well wait here," he said.

"On your feet!" said a shocked Dorian

"My feet hurt. Ask Lord Greven why they do." "Leave
him" said Geven. "Wen the em ssary arrives, he'll stand
li ke everyone el se. How nmany intervals has it been?"

Dorian consulted the tinme meter he wore around his neck
The dial was as big as a dinner plate but as thin as
| eather. I n between ordinary nunbers, intricate runes and
si gi | s- Phyrexi an nunber s- appeared and di sappeared
irregularly.

"Six intervals and a half," he said when the yell ow
synmbol s appeared on the neter's face.

"Stand at ease," Greven said to the honor guard. The
guardsmen, |ed by Sergeant Nasser, slouched in their stiff,
conical suits of cerenonial arnor.

No one spoke for several minutes. Ertai amused hinself
by reading the auras of the courtiers. Their strongest
conponents were fear and greed. The honor guard was a
different story. They all wore hal oes of violence, and their
| eader, Nasser, had a powerful aura that spoke of great
personal anbition. Ertai |ooked back at G even and wondered
if he knew.

Poking at the floor, Ertai discovered the marble was
just another variety of flowstone. He concentrated as he
pushed with his finger, and for a fleeting instant, he
t hought he felt the substance soften. Surprised, he lifted
his finger. There was no sign of any indentation-but the
sensation nmust have been genuine. He was far too practiced
to mistake a thing like that.

The silence was broken by a far-off whistling. Everyone
in the delegation pricked up their ears. Ertai stood. The
honor guard snapped to attention

"The em ssary!" said Dorian breathlessly.

Greven peered down the dim cavernous hall. "Don't be an
idiot. Do overlords whistle |ike steamkettles?"

Dorian sidled up to the towering warrior. "Wo-or what-
is it then?"

The trilling grew steadily louder. It didn't sound |ike
a person whistling, nore like a pipe or a tin whistle.

"Could it be Volrath returned?" Ertai asked.

"That sound is not Volrath," Greven replied.

A voice filtered down, distorted and sourceless in the
odd acoustics of the hall. As everyone strained to hear, the



noi se grew nore distinct.

Greven ordered the guards forward. They formed a wedge
in front of Greven and leveled their spears. The whistling
was | ouder and clearer, but there was still no one in sight.

"\Whoever you are," Geven shouted, "show yourself!"

The whistling stopped and was replaced by quiet, eerie
| aughter. Al eyes rose, and they beheld Crovax in his new
Phyrexian finery, standing on the vertical wall of the hall,
twenty feet above them Hi s position defied reason and
gravity, for he was standing at a ninety degree angle to the
floor with no nore support than the soles of his boots.

"By the colors,"” Ertai nuttered. "How did he get here?"

"You know hi m?" Greven said mldly.

"Hs nane is Crovax. He's a sullen, tornmented man who
cane here with us on Watherlight."

Greven parted the line of soldiers. "Wat are you doing
here? This is the sanctum of the Evincar of Rath-trespassing
here neans death!"

Crovax turned to face the fl oor and wal ked effortlessly
down the wall. A small bone-white fl owstone device perched
on his shoul der began to whistle the nel ancholy nonad song
again. Crovax reached the floor and stepped down.

"l amthe evincar of Rath," said Crovax.

CHAPTER 4
MESSENGER

G even drew his bl ack-bl aded sword in a swift, fluid
nmotion. "You're either a madman or a liar. In any case, your
lifeis forfeit. Get him"

The guards |l owered their spears and charged. Crovax,
utterly conposed, made no i nmedi ate nove to evade them When
the soldiers were ten paces away, the snooth black fl oor
suddenly turned to jelly. The soldiers' feet sank into the
bl ack goo and were held fast. "Dread Lord, he commands the
fl owstone!" Dorian cried.

Greven circled wide around the mred troops. Crovax
edged away from Greven, drawing his own sword. He seened
wary of engagi ng the hul king warrior.

Greven | evel ed his weapon. "You have somne influence over
the flowstone, but you don't conmand it as Volrath did, do
you?" He cut wide circles in the air with his w ckedly
curved bl ade. "Can you direct ny control rod, inpostor? You
have this one chance before | kill youl™"

He made a terrific overhand slash at Crovax, who parried
shakily. Ertai pushed to the front of the crowd of
frightened courtiers. Crovax's aura was astoni shingly dense
and dark, far stronger than it had been on Watherlight, and
it extended to where the soldiers were stuck in the grip of
the flowstone. He had little power left to fend off G even,
however .

Greven canme on fiercely, cutting at Crovax's head,
thrusting at his stomach and | egs. One underhand | unge was
bl ocked in the last second by Crovax's lighter bl ade.
Greven's great nuscles bul ged, and he brought his blade up
agai nst Crovax's full resistance. The latter's sword
snapped, and the fl owstone bl ade went skittering away,
stopping at Ertai's feet. To his astoni shment, the broken
bl ade sprouted tiny |legs, stood up, and began marchi ng back
torejoinitself to Crovax's hilt.



Taking his sword in both hands, Greven raised it high
for a death blow. The flowstone rel eased the soldiers, and
the section of floor between Greven and Crovax heaved up to
ward off the warrior's blow. Geven's blade stuck fast in
the flowstone shield. He grunted and tugged at the inbedded
bl ade. Crovax, breathing hard, searched for a weapon with
which to strike the distracted G even.

Three deep, even tones echoed through the vast space
like the tolling of a great bell

A shock wave bl asted down the Dream Halls, silent and
powerful . Lightly dressed courtiers went sprawing. Erta
dropped on his face and clawed at the hard pavenment. To his
amazement, his fingers probed shall ow handholds in the flow
st one.

The soldiers, buffeted by the noiseless blast, struggled
to keep formati on. Crovax's fl owstone shield receded. G even
recovered his sword but stayed his hand. The trenendous
di spl acement of air could nean only one thing-the em ssary
was com ng

Tumbl i ng through the air down the center of the hal
cane a gray cube, turning successive faces toward themas it
cane. It grewrapidly in size. Only Greven and Crovax held
their ground; the courtiers and soldiers, cowed by the
enor nous power confronting them backed away. Once the wall
of wi nd ceased, Ertai raised his head to see what was
happeni ng.

The cube stabilized, hovering a few inches off the
floor. It was at least 30 feet to a side, and its boiling,

m sty surface revealed no details of its purpose or
conposition. Behind the veil of gray there was novenent.
Bunmps rippled the facing surface of the cube.

The phantom gong tolled three nore times, and a hand
appeared through the cube-a lithe, slender hand, gloved in a
bl ack gauntlet. A knee and toe appeared, then the leg
connecting them In a sinmple, natural novenent, the em ssary
stepped through the portal into the Dream Hal I s.

The em ssary was dwarfed by Geven. O othed head to toe
in attenuated sable arnmor plate, the em ssary was only
slightly taller than Ertai. The cl osed hel net turned this
way and that, surveying the scene. The emi ssary raised a
hand, but not in greeting. A small device the Phyrexian held
made a chirping sound, and the portal began to shrink. As it
did, it spat out four large black netal boxes. The cube
shrank to the size of a small nut, tunbling in the air as it
hovered. The emi ssary's control device chirped again, and
the tiny cube vani shed. Back went the device into a pouch on
the em ssary's belt. Air rushed in to fill the space of the
departed portal

Sol diers and courtiers dragged thenselves into sone
senbl ance of order. Ertai stood up, absently conbing his
tousled hair with his fingers.

The em ssary stood notionl ess, and Ertai wondered for a
monent if the Phyrexians had sent a mechanical creature |ike
Karn, his former crewmmate. Slowy the stranger raised its
hands to its hel net. The headpi ece slipped off with an
audi bl e hi ss.

"It's agirl,"” Ertai said.

"Be silent!" Geven said. He went down on one knee. "Al
hail the plenipotentiary of the Suprene Master of Phyrexial"

Wth much rustling of stiff cloth and squeaki ng mnet al



t he del egation knelt before the em ssary. Ertai was the
first to stand. He wanted a better view of this girl from
anot her pl ane.

Her features were sharp, like the elves of his world.
She had hi gh, pointed ears and the spatul ate cheekbones of a
pur e- bl ooded el f. Her eyes, he saw, were identically hued.

I ncongruous freckles dotted her nose and cheeks. Her arnor
fit as if a matte-black skin, and where it ended, her own
pal e conpl exi on reveal ed strange dark crosshatching |ines.
In spite of the awesonme presence of Phyrexia she bore with
her, the em ssary |looked to be little nore than Ertai's age-
t he human equi val ent of ni neteen years ol d.

Crovax bowed snoothly. "G eetings, Excellency. Wl cone
to Rath."

She | ooked at him bl ankly. "Wo are you?"

Ertai sniggered. At a nod from Greven, two soldiers
sei zed the young sorcerer in an unfriendly grip.

"l am Crovax, the new Evincar of Rath."

"I"ve heard of you," the em ssary answered coolly. "You
exceed yourself. | amhere to appoint a new governor, and
have not chosen you yet."

Crovax visibly recoiled. Around himthe fl owstone fl oor

rose in tiny peaks, like a tenpest-tossed |ake. It quickly
subsi ded.
Greven stepped forward. "Geven il-Vec, commander of all

Citadel forces and captain of the airship Predator, at Your
Excel l ency's service."

" Conmander . "

VWhat a flat, enotionless voice she has, Ertai thought.
The nmenbers of the court, led by Dorian il-Dal, greeted the
em ssary in turn, each swearing undying loyalty to her and
to the power she represented. She accepted their boot
licking and toadying with the sane indifference with which
she received Crovax's arrogance.

"What about ne?" Ertai called out. The sol dier holding
his right armlet go and gave the sorcerer a resounding rap
on the back of the head.

"Who is that?" asked the em ssary.

"No one, Excellency. A prisoner of war,'
expl ai ned.

"You bring prisoners to ne? Wy?"

"CGood question," said Crovax.

"This one has a certain talent for magic," G even said.
"I brought himalong to witness your arrival, Excellency, as
an object |esson.”

"Has he been interrogated?"

Greven steeled hinmsel f for punishment. "No, Excellency."

"The first task of a captor is to extract information
fromprisoners,” the girl said. "You will see to his
i nterrogation, Geven il-Vec."

"At once, Excellency." He signaled the guards to drag
Ertai away.

Ertai | ooked between the hul king soldiers and said, "You
haven't told us your nane!"

G even was about to order Ertai silenced, but the
em ssary stopped him "A |ogical question. My nane is
Bel be. "

"My nane is Ertai. | was first in ny class-"

"Take him away," Greven said irritably. "I will question
hi m nmysel f."

G even



* * k* K %

Crovax extended his armto | ead Belbe fromthe hall. She
i gnored his pretense of gallantry and wal ked briskly on
G even asked about the crates sent with her.

"Have them taken to the evincar's quarters. | wll
occupy them" she said.

This was nogg work, but the smelly brutes were forbidden
to enter the Dream Halls. Greven noved as if he was about to
order the guards to renove the crates when Crovax nade a
suggesti on.

"Let the courtiers do it,'
busi ness, isn't it?"

Dori an bl anched at the prospective exertion. "W're not
| aborers!”

Bel be said, "Do as Crovax says."

"But Your Excellency!" Dorian protested.

"This man is an intruder, as much an enemy as the wart
Ertai," Geven said, pointing at Crovax. "By rights he
should be in a cell, too."

"No," Bel be said. "This one has received the attention
of the overlords. He's not evincar yet, but he stands in
contention for the post. So long as his orders do not
contradict mne, he will be obeyed."

Crovax's altered face split wide in an unpl easant grin.
"What are you waiting for? See to the em ssary's baggage."

Dorian and the others filed past Crovax. The nmetal cases
were six feet long and half as w de. The panpered, in sone
cases elderly, courtiers struggled to lift the heavy
containers to their shoulders. Crovax could not restrain
hi nsel f from | aughi ng when one aged Dal coll apsed, bringing
a crate down on hinself. Dorian directed the rest of the
courtiers to hoist the box off the fallen man. Bl ood stained
the old man's gold-trimred robe, and his face had gone the
color of cold ashes. Dorian lifted the man's wist. "He's
dead." H s voice choked. Crovax stood over them "Useless
parasite," he said. H s brow furrowed, and a segnent of the
floor detached itself and formed a stretcher. WAl king on
short flowstone |legs, the stretcher bore the body of the
el derly courtier fromthe hall

Dorian | ooked up at himwith tears in his eyes. "If you
conmand the stone, why don't you order it to carry the
em ssary's baggage?"

Crovax grabbed Dorian's collar and effortlessly lifted
t he corpul ent chanberlain to his feet.

"Prove your devotion to the overlords by carrying Her
Excel | ency' s baggage! Al of you!" he roared.

Ertai and his escorts had lingered, watching this scene
unf ol d.

"This is bad," Ertai nuttered. "He's gone mad, utterly
mad. " He was hustled away. Bel be, Greven, Crovax, and the
honor guard stood by as the aged and soft-living nmenbers of
the evincar's court struggled to carry Bel be's crates.

Bel be gestured to Dorian. "Wat is that on that nan's
face?" "Tears," said Geven.

"A saline solution, excreted for the purpose of renoving
irritations fromthe surface of the cornea-"

"The old man who was killed was chanberlain before
Dorian," Geven said. "He was Dorian's father."

he said. "The palace is their



Bel be started for the evincar's quarters w thout waiting
for her baggage. G even excused hinmself to see to Ertai's
i nterrogation.

Before he left he said, "If Your Excellency needs
assi stance- or protection-you need only call. There are
guards posted throughout the Citadel." He shot Crovax a
war ni ng | ook and departed. \Wat remrai ned of the honor guard
awai t ed her orders.

"What shall we do, Excellency?" asked Nasser. "Carry on
with your duties," she said.

"And | ?" Crovax asked.

"I'f you're to command the forces of Rath, you should
i nspect the army and becone famliar with it. They have
performed poorly of |ate, have they not?"

"It's true, Excellency," Nasser said grimy. "There was
great confusion when we found we had to deal with both
rebel s and an eneny airship."

"Very well, in five intervals, | expect to hear your
mlitary report, Crovax. Informthe chanberlain and G even
ii-Vec that | want them present as well."

She wal ked away. Crovax watched her go.

"Man to man, what do you rmake of her?" nused Crovax.

"Very strange," the sergeant said. "Why woul d the
overlords send a young girl on such a m ssion?"

"There's a reason, Sergeant. W just don't see it yet.
The overlords do nothing wi thout a well-thought-out reason.
By the way, what's your nanme ?"

"Nasser, sir."

"How | ong have you served Geven ii-Vec?"

"Seven years, sir."

"Seven years, and you only conmand a troop of pal ace
guards? Greven does not appreciate you."

Nasser met the other nman's gaze. "No, sir, he does not."
"We' || have to remedy that." He held out his hand. "Lead
on."

Nasser fornmed the honor guard and marched them away.
Crovax strolled behind them smling at sone private
anmusenent .

* * k* * %

The sound of marching feet receded in the distance.

Bel be took a deep breath. Al one again, thankfully! Though
she'd been on Rath scarcely an hour, she was feeling bruised
by the experience. She found the conpany of the Ctadel's

i nhabi tants wearing-the great hul ki ng presence of G even,
the soldiers so wapped in arnor as to seemless alive than
t he Phyrexian priests she'd encountered, the court officials
with their washed out, anxious faces, always ready with a
whi sper and an open palm. ..

Her master, Abcal-dro, never told her that people were
like this. The only two that interested her were the young
one called Ertai and the dark one called Crovax. They were
very different types. Ertai radiated brash wit and vast
sel f-confidence, even with shackles on his feet. Crovax was
dangerous. She could tell he'd been to Phyrexia and received
the special attention of Fourth Level artificers.

She wal ked unerringly to the flowbot lift that could
take her to the evincar's suite of roons, hal fway up the
great tower. A detailed schematic of the Stronghold had been



i npl anted in her mnd when she was nade. Every strut, every
brace, every creeping fleshstone appliance was as famliar
to her as her own hands. Yet everything was strange, too,
because she knew she'd never been here before.

She stepped into the flowbot Iift. The conveyance didn't
budge, so she pronpted it. "To the evincar's quarters."

The Citadel had existed a long tine, and successive
occupants had altered, decorated, and enbellished it as they
saw fit. Bel be passed through floors reflecting the tastes
of six previous evincars, each new master having overlaid
his predecessor's alterations. The basic structure was a
shel | of brassy Phyrexian alloy and ceramic, over which were
| ayers of flowstone designed to resenbl e wood, marble,
gl ass, and so forth. Its organic form survived every
decorative whim and centuries of human habitation afflicted
it like scars on the body of a great sea beast.

A squeaky voi ce announced each floor as they passed.

"Cbservation deck ... courtiers' apartnments ... flowbot
repair shop ... evincar's museum..."
"Stop," Belbe said. The Iift shuddered into place. They

wer e hal fway between floors. "Go down to the evincar's
museum "

The Iift obediently clinbed down several feet. Bel be
stepped off the platform The floor was dark, with only a
few reflective glints show ng.

"Light," she ordered. Nothing happened. "I want |ight!"
Sone fl owstone gl obes burst into full illum nation
O her contrary appliances refused to light at all. As a

result, the roomwas harshly shadowed, a condition nade
worse by the bizarre contents of the nuseum

Vol rath had made it his business to catalog all forms of
life on Rath. Speci nens of every species were here,
carefully preserved and nmounted on "marble" fl owstone
pedestal s. There were animals, birds, reptiles, and fish
all with staring glass eyes. Sone of the specinmens were old
and suffered from negl ect and decay. As Bel be wal ked slowy
past, she touched the plumage of a stuffed bird. Pale blue
feathers turned to dust in her hands. Bel be brushed the
powder away, and a small two-|egged machine scuttled from
t he shadows, its bell-shaped proboscis noisily sucking up
t he of fendi ng dust.

Vol rath hadn't settled for just animals. Each sentient
race on Rath was represented by four preserved speci nmens:
adult male, adult female, child nale, child female-all in
appropriate costume and with typical accouternents. She
passed exhibits of the Kor, the Dal, and the Vec. Sleek
powerful merfolk were artfully displayed inside bl ocks of
transparent green flowstone, sinulating the sea in which
they lived.

The | ast race displayed were the Skyshroud elves. Only a
singl e exanmpl e was provided, a fully grown mnal e. Bel be
paused, arrested by what she saw. The face, though
mascul i ne, was very simlar to hers. She clinbed on the
pedestal with the enbal med elf and stared curiously into his
| ong dead face.

VWho were you? Sone hunter, sone fisher the evincar's
sol di ers caught one day? Were did you live? Wiy do you | ook
i ke ne?

Bel be touched the elf's face. It was cold, dry, and
hard. The taxiderm st had given the elf blue-gray eyes. She



touched the dusty pupil with her fingertip. It was not
glass. It yielded to her touch.

Bel be junped down fromthe pedestal, trenbling. She
rubbed her hands repeatedly on the skirt of her arnor. The
room had suddenly grown small and oppressive. She had to get
out, now.

The Iift was waiting for her. She | eaped aboard and
said, "Co."

"Go where?" asked the device

"To the evincar's quarters. At once!"

By the time the platformstopped at the | owest |evel of
the evincar's suite, the structure had narrowed to a nere
two hundred feet in dianeter. The antechanber was cool and
dim

"Gve nme light."

The room gradual ly brightened with an intense, pul sating
blue light. Belbe noved to the center of the roomas the
wal | s passed from opaque to translucent. The throbbing bl ue
light was the energy beam outside. She could feel the energy
bl eedi ng through the walls on her skin. The bottom fl oor of
the suite was one large roomwth inward curving walls, and
as she stood, fascinated by the energy passi ng between the
FI owst one Factory and the Hub, the floor began to flicker
Languorous waves of color circled the floor in alternating
bands of red, orange, yellow, green, and blue. Centered in
this silent vortex of color, Belbe stood in silence. The
chromatic waves circled the room around her feet. She knew
this was caused by feedback in the flowstone as it soaked up
the energy seeping through the walls, but it was delightful
what ever the cause.

She drifted a few steps toward the stairs leading to the
next floor. As she did, the color wheel shifted to re-center
on her new position. Amused, she backed up a few feet. The
cl ockwi se swirl followed her

Bel be trotted around the room Her re-engineered | egs
were capable of forni dable speed, but in the confines of the
tower, she did not test her limts. The spectral bands in
the floor chased her, no matter how fast she ran. Static
charges built up in the air. Bel be held out her hands,
| aughi ng as white sparks di scharged from her fingertips.

On her twentieth circuit of the room she noticed Crovax
standing by the lift. She skidded to a stop. The floor went
t hr ough noi sel ess paroxysns of clashing color, finally
settling into its wheel pattern once nore.

"Light," she said. Her heart was beating rapidly, and
her hair was danp with sweat.

The wal I s becane opaque as the artificial lighting cane
up. Crovax, hands cl asped behind his back, |ooked somber in
his bl ack robes and aci d-etched Phyrexi an breastpl ate.

"What do you want ?" Bel be asked.

"I came to see if you were all right, Excellency." He
used the | anguage of a subordinate, but he did not speak
i ke one. "From bel ow we could see col ored |ightning playing

about the tower. | didn't realize you were ... enjoying
yoursel f."

"An amusing effect," she replied. "I discovered it by
acci dent."

"An interesting substance, flowstone. It can be
controlled, if one has the will to do so. Half-controlled

and hal f-influenced, it is unpredictable. Please be careful



Excel l ency. "

Wt hout a spoken conmand, the sides of the lift rose to
encl ose Crovax.

"Until later,’
fl oor.

She was tired. Being on display was wearing, and her
sprint around the roomused up what vitality she had left.
Bel be clinbed the ornate stairs to the next floor. An
evincar could have willed the stairs to carry him but she
had to make her own progress.

She wandered t hrough chanbers filled with paintings and
statues, nostly warrior's portraits and battle scenes. Mst
of the individual imges bore the face of Volrath. Bel be
found it odd anyone woul d want to be surrounded by pictures
of himself, especially such exaggerated, extravagant images.
Volrath slaying an entire arny with just his sword. A
col ossal Volrath, weathed in cloud, standing astride the
Stronghol d. Volrath tranpling nations and worl ds beneath his
feet.

I nt erspersed anong the statues, paintings, and
tapestries were nore useful itens-cabinets, cupboards,
shel ves, chairs, settees. The furniture was uniformy hard
when Bel be sat on it. Fromits dished and bul ged shapes, she
deduced it was flowstone and that it would soften for the
evi ncar but no one el se.

She found a bed at last, a large circular mattress |aden
wi th handmade quilts and pillows. These were gifts of the
evincar's subjects, and thankfully were not flowstone. The
bed was sized for a very tall occupant, so she had to boost
herself up. As she sat there, her feet dangling, she noticed
anot her statue, nmuch different fromall the others. It was
sited so that only a person lying on the bed could see it in
t he adj oi ni ng room Bel be hopped down for a closer | ook

The statue, executed in genuine white marble, depicted
two figures facing each other. The taller figure was
i nescapably Volrath, though this was the only statue in
whi ch he wore royal robes instead of arnor. H s hand was
ext ended, clasping the hand of the facing figure. Belbe
circled the twel ve-foot-high statue, trying to see who the
ot her figure was.

The figure facing Volrath was shorter and proportioned
like a normal man. He had neck-length hair and the
suggestion of a beard, and was |ikew se dressed in peacefu
fashi on. When Bel be finally reached a spot where she could
see, she discovered the figure with Volrath had no face at
all.

he said as the device sank through the

* * k* K %

"Let's talk this over," Ertai said

Greven nodded to his two nogg warders, who tore Ertai's
shirt fromhis back. He didn't regret the | oss of the
garment, as it was in tatters anyway, but he did take
exception to the assorted irons roasting in a brazier not
three feet away.

"This isn't going to acconplish anything," Ertai added.
"I have nothing to say."

Greven took an instrunent fromhis belt pouch: a sl ender
red rod, wound in a tight, flat coil. He pinched the end of
the coil between his fingers and it slowy unrolled into a



rigid rod.

"What is that?" Ertai asked, clearing his suddenly tight
t hr oat .

The hul king warrior | ooned over him He gave one end of
the rod a twist, and short spikes appeared on the opposite
end. Ertai decided he preferred the branding irons. He
backed away. The wall stopped him

Again Greven gestured to the noggs, who seized Ertai's
ankl es. They jerked his right foot up, and Greven bent over
it, rod in hand.... Ertai shut his eyes.

Cdick. The heavy shackle fell fromhis |leg. Ertai opened
his eyes in time to see Greven withdraw the spiky rod from
t he keyhole. He repeated the operation to the other shackle.

"Keyworm " the warrior said, tucking the slowy coiling
creature back in his pouch

"By all the colors,"” Ertai said, sighing gustily. "I
t hought - "

The warders slammed hi m against the wall. G even picked
up an iron. The tip was pal e orange, al nost white hot.

"Now, " said Greven, "tell ne about Watherlight."

Ertai, his hands pinned, closed his eyes and conjured a
psychoki netic blast fromhis |ocus, his solar plexus. Such
conjurations were not as controllable as ones channel ed
t hrough the hands, but considering his situation, he had
little choice. He nentally hurled it at G even and was
rewarded by the sound of the iron clattering to the floor

"I can keep this up longer than you," Geven said. He
retrieved the fallen iron, now cooled to cherry red, and
returned it to the fire. "This can take all day, or it can
be over when you wish it to be. Wat do you say?"

"A nodi cum of resistance is mandatory," Ertai said
faintly. "After all, | amthe nost naturally tal ented
sorcerer of the age."

Greven picked up fresh, hot irons in each hand. "Down
here, Boy, you're just neat."

CHAPTER 5
G FTS

Bel be relaxed in Volrath's bed for an hour and rose
feeling stiff and a bit disoriented. A few seconds of
concentration dispelled the cobwebs in her head.

Sone di screet servant had left a tray of soft cakes and
wi ne for her refreshnment in the outer chanber, but she
didn't eat. She knew about food and drink, but the
Phyr exi ans had designed out of her such weaknesses as hunger
and thirst. Belbe sniffed the cake and ni bbled off the
corner of one. To her it had no taste. She sipped the anber
wi ne, then spat it on the floor. To her inexperienced
pal ate, the drink was vile.

Her baggage had been delivered to the floor bel ow Bel be
touched the flowstone seals with her index finger, and the
crates opened like black metal lilies. The first two boxes
hel d her clothing. The third held a variety of weapons and
spare powerstones for them The fourth box held three
smal l er cartons of thin nmetal, each | abel ed in Phyrexian
The | argest carton was marked: Nanomachi ne Conversi on
Accel erator. The small one nerely said Power Unit. These
wer e equi prrent updates she was to install in the fl owstone
factory, deep in the bowels of the Citadel. Renote



Transpl anar Portal read the m ddl e-sized box.

Bel be shed her confining suit of arnor. Once the
i ghtwei ght ceranmic plates were off, she stretched
[l uxuriously and scratched her sides. What freedoml She never
realized mere garnments could nake such a difference in
confort.

It was dusk, near the tinme she'd set for the counci
neeting. To cel ebrate her newfound freedom she chose a
| oose fitting pair of billowing red trousers, topped by a
wai st-length silver tunic. She went to the lift, stopped,
and doubl ed back to her cast-off arnmor. The belt kit was
still around her cuirass. Never be separated fromyour kit,
Abcal -dro warned her. It contained her single nost val uable
pi ece of equi pnent.

* * k* K %

Dorian il-Dal greeted her. He | ooked wan and worri ed.
Wth himwere two scribe machines, set to take down every
word of the meeting. They crouched on either side of
Dorian's chair, looking like severed gray arns. Each of the
flowbot's four fingers was stained black with ink. The nai
of each finger served as a nib, and all four fingers wote
at once, not only keeping mnutes of the neeting, but making
triplicate copies at the same tine.

Greven was there, as tidy and grooned as he ever could
be. Both men bowed when Bel be entered the room

"Where is Crovax?" she asked.

"I don't know, " Dorian replied, gnawing his lip. "Shal
| send soneone to find hinP"

She considered the idea briefly and dismissed it. "No.
He knows we're neeting at this hour. If he chooses to m ss
us, that's his choice."

They seated thensel ves around the table, Bel be assumn ng
the tall chair reserved for the evincar. She first asked for
an account of the Stronghold' s assets. Sweating, the
chanber | ai n wedged a nmonocle in his right eye and began to
read froma lengthy scroll in a sing-song voice: so many
retainers, so many courtiers, so many nen-at-arnms resided in
the Citadel. They ate so nuch neat per day, so nany | oaves
of bread, so many gallons of water, beer, and spirits. Belbe
listened attentively for the first half hour, but as Dorian
drew a second scroll from a hanper that contained anot her
five, her m nd began to wander

The doors flew open, revealing Crovax at the head of a
band of sol diers.

"You're late," Belbe said.

He sal uted rather than bowed. "Your Excellency set ne to
a considerable task. | did not wish to arrive with it
i ncompl ete.”

Greven narrowed his eyes. The troops at Crovax's back
were | ed by Nasser and included all the senior sergeants in
t he garrison-an unusual selection of nen.

"You're not allowed to bring arned troops into the
Citadel. Only the evincar rates a bodyguard," G even chided,
glaring at the newconers

Crovax strode in, a slight swagger in his step. "These
fellows? They're not arnmed. Her Excellency asked ne to
i nspect the state of the garrison, and who better to ask
than the nen who | ead the nmen, the sergeants?"



Greven | eaned on the table and growl ed, "You nen are
di sm ssed. "

The doors cl osed behind the departing sol diers. Crovax
took a seat opposite Greven. He sat down wi thout waiting for
Bel be's | eave. Dorian gasped at his insol ence.

"You sound distressed, chanberlain," he remarked,
folding his hands in his lap. "Was it something you ate?"

"No, just sonething he can't swallow " G even said.

Dori an made to resune his nonol ogue, but Bel be stopped
him "I will hear from Commander G even."

The i nposi ng conmander spoke wi t hout notes. "The
captive, Ertai, was questioned by ne for eighty-three
m nutes,” he said.

"I's that all?" asked Crovax.

"No nore was needed."

Bel be said, "What did you | earn?"

"Until recently, he was a student at a school of magic
run by one Barrin. He was recruited fromthe school by
CGerrard Capashen to acconmpany Capashen to Rath for the
pur pose of rescuing the woman Sisay, a prisoner of
Volrath's."

"The prisoner was freed?" she asked. G even nodded
curtly.

"I could have told you all that," Crovax said, bored.

G even bristl ed.

Bel be held up her hand. "The essence of a successful
interrogation is not always what you're told but how
conpletely the prisoner gives up what he knows. Go on,
Conmmander . "

"It was Ertai's job to hold open the old valley portal,
al l owi ng Weatherlight to escape from Rath. H s nmagical
skills are considerable for one so young, as he will tell
you gi ven the slightest chance. During Weatherlight's
escape, he was thrown fromthe deck of Gerrard's ship to
Predator, where | captured him"

Greven put a tightly wound scroll on the table. "This
record contains every detail Ertai told ne about
Weat herlight and her crew construction, specifications,
armanent, everything." H's enornous hands closed into fists.
"Soon I'1l know that ship better than | know Predator. Next
time, I will crush Weatherlight"

"Yes, 'next tinme,'" Crovax said. "The refrain of the
def eated. "

Wt hout any warning words or grinding of teeth, Geven
reached across the table and grabbed Crovax by the throat.
Crovax tore at Greven's thick forearmw th both hands.
Slow y he began to unl ock the commander's powerful grip.
Surprised, Geven |anded a smashing blow to the smaller
man's nose. Crovax flew backward, skidding several feet on
t he polished floor.

"Your Excellency, do sonething!" Dorian cried.

Bel be | eaned back in the evincar's chair. "I am doing
somet hi ng. "

Greven advanced, kicking Crovax's overturned chair out
of the way. The woul d-be evincar was quickly on his feet,

i gnoring the bl ood streaming fromhis busted nose. H's hand
flashed to his arnpit and out came a short dagger.

At this point Belbe said firmy, "No blades, Crovax."

He shrugged and tossed the weapon aside. G even threw
two heavy punches, left hand first, then right. They net



only air. Crovax ducked under the bigger man's reach and

ki cked Greven hard in the gut. It was like kicking a tree
trunk. Crovax, concern showing in his face for the first

time, sprang away, avoiding his foe's massive fists.

"Alittle unfair, don't you think?" Crovax panted,
circling nearer to Bel be.

"Why do you i magi ne conbat has to be fair?" she replied.

Snarling, Greven snatched up an enpty chair and flung it
at his evasive eneny. Crovax |eaped inpressively, dodging
the flying furniture. He executed a whirling kick that
connected solidly with G even's jaw, snapping the warrior's
head back. G even shook off the blow and clinbed on the
table, forcing Crovax to give ground.

Dori an whi npered and went to huddl e behi nd Bel be. Her
boredom had di sappeared. She watched, fascinated, as the two
men fought around the room Crovax, wily and agile, G even,

i mpossi bly strong and resilient. When one or the other
connected, the inpact sent a hot, fleeting pang through her.
It wasn't like the pain she felt when Abcal-dro inserted the
Lens in her chest. The sensation left a warmfeeling in her
face and belly. She found herself wanting G even to hit
Crovax again. That surprised her. \Wat difference did it
make to her who won?

A rake fromthe ring on Crovax's |eft hand opened
Greven's scarred scal p, and the conmander began howling wth
unconfined rage. He nmoved with a speed astonishing in so
| arge a man, heming his opponent into the doorway. Crovax
stepped in, pumeling Geven's throat and face w th bl ows.
He paid for his tenmerity. Greven's backhand sent him
crashi ng agai nst the cl osed doors.

"Why don't you command the flowstone to save you?"

G even sneered.

Bel be was wondering the same thing. Crovax had been
gi ven enough psionic ability to control the nanomachines in
a rudi mentary way. He could have tripped Greven with the
floor, or raised a shield |like she'd heard he had done in
the Dream Halls. Wy didn't he?

Greven took the stunned man by the wist. He intended to
wench Crovax's armout of its socket, but even as he
steeled hinmself for the effort, a | ow, unnatural |augh
filled the council chanber.

Crovax raised his head. His eyes blazed with
unfat homable mirth. "Do your worst, savage. This is the | ast
time you'll ever |lay hands on ne!"

In the tine it took Greven to draw his next breath, he
under st ood what Crovax meant. The control rod in his spine
awakened and began to shriek, pouring torrents of pain
t hrough even' square inch of his body. Wacked w th agony,
he rel eased Crovax.

Bel be could see the livid inplant between Geven's
shoul der bl ades. To her enhanced eyes, the rod glowed with
excess power that the Phyrexi an mechani smconverted to
unendur abl e pai n. She shivered. Her mouth went dry.

Crovax wi ped the blood fromhis lips. "Strike me down,
Greven. I'mright here."

G even's knees buckled. He clawed at the rod, which he
couldn't even reach due to the massive width of his own
shoul ders. Crovax lifted a foot and |lightly pushed Geven's
chest. The huge warrior toppled backward. Lights, scrolls,
and chairs were upset by the force of Greven's fall.



"This is just a taste," Crovax said. "Wen | am evincar
you'll lick my boots every norning or know ny displ easure.™

Bel be cane up behind him Crovax's control of the spina
rod was not without effort. Sweat stood out on his face and
neck, and ripped fromhis el bows. He trenbled violently-from
exertion or excitenent? She could not tell. Belbe put a hand
on Crovax's shoul der. Hi s skin burned feverishly.

"You' ve made your point," she said.

"Have | ?"

"Conmmander Greven is a valued nmenber of our forces. | do
not want hi m damaged."

Crovax went back to the council table and set his chair
upri ght again. Once he was seated, he visibly rel axed.
Greven let out a long gust of breath and ceased writhing.

"Proclaimme evincar," Crovax said in a | ow voice. "I
have command of the flowstone. |'ve just denonstrated ny
ability to affect control rods. Wat nore proof do you need?
Di scharge your conm ssion and name ne governor!"

Bel be went silently to her chair. Dorian was stil
peeki ng out frombehind it. Wen she stood aside waiting,

t he chamberl ai n sheepi shly resuned his seat.

"Wl | ?" said Crovax.

"You're the | eading contender,"” Bel be said, "but there
are others who have not yet had the opportunity to display
their talents.”

"Qt hers? Who? Hi n?" Crovax indicated the prostrate
Greven with a thrust of his chin. "No one approaches ny
power!"

"As | see it, your power is limted. You can influence
flowstone in your imediate vicinity but only with great
concentration. The shapes you create are not pernmanent. Just
now you were too busy evadi ng Conmander Greven to think
about the flowstone, were you not? And at what range can you
affect a control rod? One yard? Ten yards? More is required
than psionic ability-can you conmand the arny? Can you
execute the orders of our overlords faithfully and w thout

guesti on?"
Crovax sullenly said nothing.
"My decision will be deferred until | have sufficient

evidence as to who is best qualified to be evincar," Bel be
sai d. She sorted through the scranble of scrolls on the
table. "Do | have your report on the readi ness of the
garrison?"

He took a flattened scroll fromhis inner jacket pocket
and tossed it in front of her

"Thank you. Briefly, what is your estimate of the
mlitary situation?"

Several | ong seconds passed before Crovax replied. "The
Stronghol d garrison is in disarray. They're afraid the
rebel s are equi pped with airships, and they know Vol rath has
left themin the lurch. The rebels think they won a victory
because sone of them penetrated the Citadel and escaped with
their lives. They'll be full of bluster and confidence and
wi Il no doubt be planning new raids."

She opened the squashed scroll Crovax tossed at her
"What do you recomend?"

"Attack w thout delay."

Bel be and Dori an exchanged | ooks. "Are you certain, ny
| ord?" asked the chanberl ain.

"It's the course of action the rebels |east expect."



Bel be read Crovax's report in seven seconds flat. "How
will you do it?"

“I"ll forma hard-hitting force, the creamof the
garrison,"” he said, warm ng to the subject. "Nasser tells ne
Vol rath had agents anong the rebel s who've provided naps of
t he Skyshroud Forest. I'Il locate and destroy the village of
El adanri, the rebel |eader." He tapped a finger against his
forehead. "Take out the brains of the rebellion, and the
rest are just carrion.”

Bel be quickly rolled Crovax's scroll closed. "How many
troops will you need?"

"Ten thousand should do it."

"What support? Supplies?"

"I"1l take an equal nunber of noggs along as porters,"”
he said. "No pack aninmals or clunsy machines-we'll nove fast
and strike hard." He struck the tabletop with a scratched
and bl eeding fist.

"You have |l eave to try, Crovax."

He stood and saluted. "I'Il bring you Eladanri's head in
a basket."

Bel be blinked several tines. "Wiy would | want his head
i n any contai ner?"

Crovax linmped fromthe room smirking. He'd taken sone
puni shment and coul dn't quite manage the swagger he'd cone
inwith. On his way out, he deliberately stepped over
Greven, still supine with remenbered pain.

After the doors closed behind him Belbe called out,
"What do you think of Crovax's plan?"

G even, white as death, crawed to a chair. "El adanri
will do what | could not," he said hoarsely. The em ssary
and the chanberlain | ooked blank. "He will kill Crovax.
Unfortunately, he may also kill the best part of my arny."

* * k* K %

Hal f a hundred humans and el ves gathered in the silent
night. Their neeting place was a small humrocky island in
t he swanmp near the edge of the Skyshroud Forest. Here, free-
t hi nking Rathi rebels had cone to hear the gospel of
resistance. Al the world' s races were represented save the
nmerfol k, who were bl ood enenies of the elves and woul d not
seek their conpany even if it meant avoiding tota
extinction. Mst of those present were Dal and Vec. A single
Kor male lingered on the edge of the crowd.

No torches were |lit. Darkness was the rule for this
gat heri ng.

"I don't like this,"” said a mature Dal man. He was
richly dressed and wore a jewel ed dagger on his belt.
"Agents of the evincar could be here-our lives are at
hazard, and for what?"

"Way did you cone, if you're so afraid?" This from an
el derly Vec worman, |eaning on a tall staff.

"I"'mnot afraid," said the Dal. "Just cautious."

"Caution is our enemy now, as much as Greven and his
arny," proclaimed a ringing voice.

Into the milling circle of men and wonmen cane El adanr
and his lieutenants. The elves were well armed with captured
weapons. They fanned out to the edge of the little island,
wat chi ng the night for signs of an anbush

"El adanri, hail!" said the old Vec wonan



"Greetings, Tant Jova," said the elf |eader. They
cl asped hands. "How flourishes the tribe of Jov?"

"W are many, and there is nmetal in our hands, O
El adanri. In the past twenty days we have seen but few of
the evincar's nen. The skyship does not fly over us, and we
have sl ain many noggs found wandering in our territory."

"This is just the beginning, Tant Jova," said El adanri
"As we grow stronger, you will see fewer and fewer soldiers
on the plain and in the air."

The rich Dal harrunphed. El adanri turned to him
"Skeptical, Darsett?"

"Yes, |'mskeptical. Araid is not a canpaign.”

"Al'l wi nning canpaigns should start with a victory,"
said Gallan, Eladanri's friend and second in conmmand.

"Yes, but you have a long way to go," Darsett replied.
The bul k of the Dal behind himnurnured i n agreenent.

"W have a long way to go," Eladanri said, raising his
voice for all to hear. "The tine is past when ny people
al one could resist the Stronghold with any hope but
survival. Nowis a chance for victory, for the overthrow of
t he evincar and his tyranny! W nust forge an alliance of
all free people on Rath to fight the evincar and his forces.
Only then can we be truly free."

"A pretty speech," Darsett said. "But speeches won't
beat Volrath's arny."

"We' || build our own arny," Gallan countered. "What
about the airship? If we openly revolt, Geven il-Vec and
Predator will cone and destroy us," said Tant Jova.

Mention of the terrible commander and his flying warship
provoked a fresh round of unsettled nmuttering. Gallan tried
to calmthe Dal and Vec | eaders, but they were plainly
afraid of arousing the wath of G even.

Darsett raised his voice over the noise. "Already those
Dal in the Stronghold who resisted the evincar have
vani shed- Lady Takara, ny cousin Sterba-"

The | one Kor had gradually circled into the crowd unti
he was close to the elves. He caught Eladamri's eye. "I
don't know you, friend. Who are you?" "Furah," he said in
his odd, lisping way. "Of the Fishers of Life."

Al'l comment ceased. The Fishers of Life were a tribe
that lived near the summt of the Stronghold itself. No one
knew t he peak as well as they. It was runored the Fishers of
Life even had access to the inner crater through secret
fissures in the flowstone.

"Speak," said Eladanri. "Tell us your mnd, Furah." The
whi skered, catlike Kor shoved his face close to the elf
chieftain's. "Volrath is no nore," he said.

Four full seconds went by, then the assenbly burst into
spont aneous cheers. El adanri al one frowned. "How do you know
t hi s?" he asked.

"We know. The Fishers of Life see into the Stronghold,
as you see into the water beneath your village. Volrath left
Rath on the other flying ship, the one pursued by Geven il-
Vec. "

Gallan excitedly rattled his sword in its scabbard. "If
this is so, our task is half done!"

"There's nore," said Furah. "Greven's flying ship lies
in ruins atop the Gtadel. | nyself have seen it there."

Wthout Predator, the evincar's troops have no | ong
range reconnai ssance and no ability to strike at great



di stances fromtheir base in the Stronghold. There were
smal | outposts stationed here and there on the plain, but
wi t hout the airship, they would be easy targets for
El adanti's raiders.

Everyone began tal king at once. Furah's news changed the
Dal and Vec | eaders from cautious conspirators to fiery
revol utionaries. Sone actually wanted to stormthe
Stronghol d at once.

"I want Greven il-Vec's blood," Tant Jova said darkly.
"For all the menbers of my clan who've perished at his
hands!"

"Wait! Be stilll!l" Eladanri barked. "No offense to you
honor abl e Furah, but we nust be sure of news of such
i mportance. Gallan, | want confirmation of what the Kor

says. Is Volrath gone? Is the airship out of action?"

The young el f nodded. "It shall be done, Eladanri." He
i mediately sprinted into the night to carry out his orders.

"This changes things," El adanmri said gravely. "W have
an opportunity to strike a blow for freedom In tine, a new
evincar will be chosen by the overlords-it may be happening
even now. Before the enemy can reorgani ze, we nust strike!
If the leaders of the free Dal and Vec pl edge their support
and send warriors to fight with us, I'll take every royal
out post between the Stronghold and the Skyshroud Forest."

Tant Jova whistled through her gapped teeth. "There nust
be thirty outposts in the territory you describe," she said.
"How many warriors would you need to do such a thing?"

"As many as | can get, ny friend."

"Where will you attack first?" asked Darsett.

He pondered only a nonent. "The bl ock house at Chireef."

"That's within sight of the Stronghold!"

"Yes. Not a likely place for us to attack-so all the
better a place to strike."

Darsett and the young Dal fighting nen began proposing
various battle plans. Eladanri listened with half an ear
then he noticed Furah was no | onger present. Damm him he
t hought. He wanted to trust the Kor, but their ways were so
strange, and they were so close to the Stronghol d. Could
Furah's news be a ruse to lure theminto open battle? Gallan
would find out the truth. Until then, they would plan for an
attack.

Tant Jova took El adanri aside. "Your liege Gallan told
me your daughter Avila is dead at the hands of a Stronghol d
assassin. | grieve for a father's loss."

"Thank you. Volrath thought by such means to break ne,
but this foul murder only hardens ny resolve."

Tant Jova's copper-col ored face softened. She was very,
very old for a Vec. She'd seen many terrible things in her
long life, all comng fromthe Stronghold.

“I"1l make a pact with you, O Eladanri," she said. "W
shal | never submit to the evincar, never cease to fight his
forces, and never put down our swords until Greven il-Vec

and all his mnions have paid the price of justice."

El adanri grasped her ancient hand. No words were spoken
but even if faced with death, neither would break their
sol etm bond.

* * k* K %

After many hours, the pain had not subsided. H s nind



flickered in and out, seeking a place to hide fromthe
terror. Solace was brief because his body would not let his
m nd go.

Tormented by thirst, Ertai craw ed across the floor of
his cell to the flowstone spigot mounted high on the wall.
The warders had teased him pantomnming that Ertai had to
speak to the spigot in order to get water fromit. So he
crawmed fromthe filthy pallet on which Geven's noggs had
thrown him craw ed despite the burns on his | egs and chest,
and despite the fact that nost of his fingers were broken

"Wa-ah," was as close to the word "water"” as he could
manage. The spigot could not, or would not, understand him
and remai ned closed. Ertai hated these nachi nes. They were
so inelegant and inefficient. Wiy duplicate the power of
magi c with crude artifacts? It was an old argunent, one he
renmenbered having with Hanna, Barrin's daughter, and
Weat herlight's navigator. How he wi shed he could have an
argunent with the stubborn, serious Hanna right now.

He yearned for a cool drink. He had to focus past his
pain. Ertai called forth menories of water-the clay jar that
stood in the corridor, outside the bedroom of his boyhood
hone, the one with the leaping fish painted on it ... the
waterfall at Jendary, all thunder and cold mst... the blue
ocean around Tol aria, the rich, ever-changing basin on which
the magical isle shimered ..

A single cool drop hit his forehead.

Water, water, water! he shouted with his mnd. Atrickle
rewarded his effort but no nore. What little liquid fel
noi stened his parched |ips, and he croaked, "Wa-ter."

The spigot opened with a gush. Eagerly, Ertai gul ped at
the silver stream It had a hard, mineral taste, but at that
monent it was finer than any rare vintage.

"Enough, " said a voice. The flow stopped.

He wi ped his eyes and di scovered he wasn't al one. The
green-freckled girl, the em ssary, was standing inside the
cell door, watching him

"You'll flood the room" she said, pointing to the
spreadi ng puddl e on the floor

Licking his lips, Ertai rasped, "I have nothing to say."

"I didn't ask you anything."

"Ch." He tried to stand, but there was no strength in
his linmbs. "Forgive me for not standing." He straightened
with difficulty. "Wt do you want?"

"l observed you just now. You opened the val ve using
magi ¢, didn't you?"

" So?"

"I't shows considerable skill for an unaugmented person
to have any influence, however small, over flowstone," Bel be
sai d.

"I have considerable skill," Ertai replied with futile
dignity.

Bel be cane cl oser and squatted down. Ertai shrank from
her until he realized she wasn't there to hurt him She
examined himw th keen eyes. He felt a bit like a butterfly
in acollector's jar. Her expression was w thout any feeling
but curiosity.

"I want to release you," she said. "Gve nme your word
you won't try to escape, and |I'Il parole you."

He could hardly believe it. At best he expected a quick
execution after telling G even everything he knew.



"What's to becone of nme?" he asked.

"I want you to work on devel opi ng your ability to
i nfl uence fl owstone."

Ertai let out a short, high-pitched giggle. Then
another. A nonment later, he dissolved in a fit of coughing
when he tried |aughing with his broken ribs.

"Water," said Bel be. She held her cupped hands under the
spigot. They filled, and she said, "Enough." Kneeling beside
t he wheezing Ertai, she offered himwater from her own
hands. Wth trenbling fingers, he guided her hands to his
lips.

"Thank you," he whi spered.

"I'f you can control the flowstone," she went on
unaffected, "great things await you."

"Are you offering ne a job?" asked Ertai wyly.

Bel be separated her hands. The last drops of water fel
to the danp floor. "I"'moffering you a chance to becone
Evi ncar of Rath."

CHAPTER 6
ENEM ES

Wth Volrath gone, the enpty throne lent an air of
uncertainty to every activity in the Stronghol d. Crovax
stepped into this mael strom of confusion and doubt. Arnmned
with Belbe's conmission to strike at the rebels, he threw
hinself into the task. Troops of the Royal Arny were marched
out of the Stronghold and nustered on the plain by
conpani es. Battalions of noggs, |ess disciplined and | ess
intelligent, nassed behind the soldiers and awaited their
new commander. Crovax di sdai ned the el aborate mlitary
cerenoni es favored by Volrath and went on foot anobng his
troops, followed by his newy forned personal guard, the
Cor ps of Sergeants.

The one thing missing fromthis gathering of marti al
m ght was Geven il-Vec. Since Crovax did not ask himto
join the expedition against Eladanri, the erstwhile
conmander of all Rathi forces chose not to appear on the
plain with the army. He remained in the G tadel, overseeing
t he extensive repairs being nmade to Predator

Crovax, hand on his sword hilt, approached the Corps of

Sergeants. Nasser stepped out of line and sal uted.

"The arny is nustered as ordered, sir."

"Very good. Do you have the list?" asked Crovax.

Nasser slipped a hand under his breastplate and pul |l ed
out a folded slip of parchnent. Crovax studied it briefly,
then wal ked to a spot in full view of the massed troops. He
cl osed his eyes and extended his hands, fingers spread. The
fl owst one substrate hunped up. A nurnur went through the
sol di ery.

The hunp becane a rectangul ar stage six feet w de and
ten feet long. Crovax raised his hands, and the platform
bul ked hi gher. When the stage was a full six feet off the
ground, he lowered his hands. Just before his boots touched
the side of the platform steps indented thensel ves,
allowing Crovax to easily clinb to the top

Only the front ranks had seen Crovax command the fl ow
stone, but word filtered back through the assenbl ed troops.
They stirred restlessly, arnms and arnor clanking as they
fidgeted and stretched to get a glinpse of their new | eader



Far in the back, the nmpbggs grunted and hooted and clinmbed on
each other's backs to see Crovax.

"Sol diers of Rath!" he excl ai ned.

One hundred conpani es of 200 sol diers each snapped to
attention in unison. The noggs qui et ed.

"I am Crovax of Urborg. The enissary of the overlords
has appointed me to command an expedition agai nst the eneny,
the rebel Skyshroud elves. W will shortly undertake this
expedition, but first | have sone things to tell you.

"An aerial vehicle cane to Rath froma far-off place and
| ent support to an attack by the rebel |eader El adanri." He
did not mention he came to Rath aboard that same vehicle.
"The enemy airship has been dealt with and will not be a
factor in our fight."

More nuttering rippled through the ranks. Crovax |et
themtalk for a few nonents, then held up his hands for
si | ence.

"Qur own ship, Predator, is under repair and will soon
be flying again. The rebels believe we don't dare nove
agai nst them w t hout our airship. They're wong. Starting
today, | will lead this force against the hone vill age of
El adanri, whose |ocation our spies have made known to us."

He paused, expecting cheers. \Wen none cane, Crovax
gl owered. Nasser and the sergeants raised a shout, and the
soldiers hal f-heartedly joined in. Crovax waved for quiet.

"W will exact revenge for the defeat the elves dealt
Geven il-Vec. But first | have another task, a solem and
sacred warrior's duty."” He unfolded the parchment Nasser had
given him "Wien | read the follow ng nanes, | want the
officers naned to cone to ne."

He cleared his throat. "Fromthe First Company, Captain
Thayer il-Vec; fromthe Third Conpany, Captain U an il -Dal
fromthe Seventh Conpany, Lieutenant Shirzod il-Vec ..." The
list grewuntil eighteen officers, all company comranders,
stood nervously at Crovax's feet.

"You conmmanded conpanies during the recent fight with
the elf rebels,"” Crovax said. "All of you were either
out f ought or out-thought by your foes. Because of your
dereliction of duty, cowardice, and inconpetence in the face
of the eneny, for your abject failure as comranders and as
sol diers, you are hereby condemed to death."

The officers nmilled around in shock. They had no pl ace
to run; on the right they were hemmed in by the Corps of
Sergeants, and on the left by a band of nmpbggs who' d been
sumoned by Crovax for just such an eventuality. Several of
the officers fell to their knees and raised open hands to
Crovax, who stood above them gl oweri ng.

"Mercy, mercy, Great Lord! The fault was not ours!" they
cried.

Wth a nod, Crovax set the nobggs on the pleading nen.
The shambling creatures dragged six scream ng officers from
the crowd and dispatched themwi th their heavy clubs. It was
consi dered a great disgrace to be killed by a nogg, and the
surviving twelve officers closed ranks and drew their
swords, ready to slay any nogg that approached them

"Hol d," said Crovax. The noggs | owered their bl oody
clubs. Crovax turned to the surviving officers. "For your
| ast soldierly action, |'ve decided to suspend your
sentences. You are reduced in rank to conmon sol di ers and
assigned to the scout battalion. You will |ead our colum



into the Skyshroud Forest. If you distinguish yourselves in
conbat, you may yet be restored in rank."

Agai n Crovax wanted hurrahs, but the troops were
uniformy silent. The spectacle of six Rathi officers
bl udgeoned to death by nmpggs did not encourage anyone to
cheer.

Irritated, Crovax dism ssed the nmen. "The desi gnated
conpanies will nuster on the plain for the expedition in six
interval s!'™ he shout ed.

The stage sank back into the ground. Nasser and the
sergeants assenbled in front of him

"Wirthl ess rabble,"” Crovax said. "Did you see their
faces? They were sickened by those cowards' deaths! No
wonder they lost their last fight. What can be done with
such weakl i ngs?"

"They will recover once they taste victory," Nasser
sai d.

"They'll win if | have to whip themall the way to the
Skyshroud! "

"About the route, sir. Have you given any thought to
what part-?"

The snell of freshly spilt blood teased Crovax's
nostrils. His attention kept wandering to the slain
officers. Finally the lure proved too strong, and he wal ked
away, |osing Nasser's question in m d-sentence.

The six nmen lay in a heap, their skulls crushed. Not one
man drew so nmuch as a dagger to defend hinself. Crovax could
not understand it. He announced their deaths, and still they
didn't fight. Spineless worns.

There was one anong the slain officers who hadn't quite
surrendered his life. Crovax could sense it. H's hands and
face tingled, and the strange hunger awoke inside him He
ki cked aside two corpses to uncover the one who was stil
alive. The soldier's face was white, and his chest barely
nmoved to draw breath. Crovax knelt in the gore and gently
turned the man's face to him A faint current of life-force
pl ayed over Crovax's fingers. Just a feather touch, but it
was there

The jar Kirril had given himin the Dream Hall s had
contained a primtive life taken from sone animal. The
renmenbered thrill of absorbing the glowi ng orb made Crovax
shudder. By the time he'd mastered hinself again, the
of ficer was about to expire. Crovax pressed his hand to the
dying man's face, ignoring the crushed bone and purplish
bl ood clotted there. Yes, he had it. Invisible by daylight,
the escaping life-force of the soldier was snared by the
tidal pull of Crovax's appetite. Though it was but the | ast
gasp of a dying man, it was far sweeter than the crude
sanmple he'd taken fromKirril's jar. Wat delight, what
ecstasy he endured. He felt uplifted, ennobled, enriched.
Here i ndeed must be the food of the gods ..

He heard his name being called, distantly, over and
over. Gadually he becane aware of a hand on his shoul der
In a sudden burst of action, Crovax |eaped up, scattering
Nasser and two other sergeants who'd been standing over him

"My lord, you were in a trance," Nasser said.

"So? If it was ny trance, why do you presune to
interrupt it?"

"Uh, nmy lord, it's been a full hour since you dism ssed
the arny. There are preparations to be nade."



Crovax | ooked wildly at the sky. Time had passed. The
pile of gray clouds, which earlier had been stationary in
the sky, were now billowing on a brisk northern w nd.

"I't was only a nonent," Crovax whi spered.

"My lord?"

"Never mind. Carry on with the preparations. Send a
squad of npbggs to clear the bodies away-"

"-and burn then?" Nasser finished. Cremation was the
custom on Rat h.

"No," Crovax said. "Have the nbggs set up a gi bbet by
t he causeway and hang the bodies fromit. | want the whole
expedition to march past them It will notivate them don't
you agree?"

"As you say, ny lord."

* * k* K %

Supported by two sonmber guards and acconpani ed by Bel be,
Ertai was ushered into a small chanber within a | arge tower
outside the main Citadel. It was an unsettling place, filled
to the ceiling with vats, vessels, and urns of unknown
pur pose. Some tanks held rank solutions that bubbled and
seet hed, even though no fire burned beneath them Here and
there fl owbots continued in tasks Volrath had set for them
One rotated an hourgl ass-shaped flask at precise two-ninute
intervals. A nuddy brown solution drained endl essly from one
hal f of the flask to the other. Another long, insectlike arm
switched bow s of red and yell ow gelatin fromunder a device
emtting col ored rays.

Ertai could feel the air was alive with power. Mbst of
it was destructive energy, the forces of corruption and
decay. It was so strong, he reasoned there nmust be a
power st one sonewhere in the |aboratory-a very large
power st one.

"What is this place?" he asked, thinking he'd been
better off in his cell

"Volrath's |l aboratory," Belbe said. "He did considerable
work with aninmals here. | understand his collection of
artificial creatures is quite fascinating. Wuld you like to
see t henP"

"No, thank you!"

She shrugged. "Perhaps later. Here's what we canme for."

In the center of the room alnost obscured by ot her
apparatus, was a large circular slab of crystal. The flat
top was grooved with five concentric rings, the sides were
lined with narrow vertical flutes. Made of sone snoky,
transparent nineral, the slab was sited under an el aborate
metal tripod fifteen feet high. Rendered in the skel etal
organic style of the fortress itself, the tripod supported a
second faceted crystal, about half the diameter of the slab
below it. Wres were attached to the snmaller crystal
running off to all parts of the | aboratory.

Here was the source of the power Ertai had sensed since
entering the room Both crystals were saturated with it.

"Help himonto the device," Belbe told the guards.

"Wait a minute," Ertai protested. "You're not putting ne
on that thing! Do you know what it is?"

Bel be crossed her arms. "You want to be well, don't you?
This machine can alleviate all your injuries in a few
m nutes. Otherw se, you'll have to be confined to bed for



days, maybe weeks. Even then, your hands may not hea
properly."

Ertai tried not to look at his ruined hands. G even had
all owed his noggs to crush his fingers with thunbscrews
after he'd outlasted the branding irons.

"Crovax is leaving this day with a force to destroy the
rebels,” Bel be went on. "If he succeeds, | must nane him
evi ncar. Once that happens, | can do nothing else for you."

"He'll have ne killed," Ertai said. He | ooked up at the
tall soldier holding his left arm "Wuldn't you think so?"
The guard nodded.

Wiy was he hesitating? So he got an infusion of negative
energy-so what? He'd handl ed anounts of such power before,
on an experinental basis. It was distasteful, but he'd

suffered no ill effects fromit. Power was power. Only
stunpwat er witches and country bunpkins still believed types
of power were "good" or "bad."

He had no illusions about beconi ng Evincar of Rath. So

absurd was the whole idea, his first response after Bel be
proposed it was to laugh in her face. The laughter quickly
di ed, snothered by the fire in his tormented flesh and the
| ook of disappoi ntnent on Belbe's face. Wen she offered the
option of rapid healing and a far nore confortabl e existence
than either a barren cell or a headsman's ax, he chose to
play along for a while. Once he regained his strength, he
m ght be able to escape to Portal Canyon, open a gateway to
Dom naria, and get back home. At |east there was a chance
the | oss of such a talented wizard would be an i nfanous
crinme, aterrible loss to civilization

"What do you say?" Bel be asked, breaking in on his
reverie. "The choice is yours."

"I suppose | can handle a little," he said.

"CGood." Belbe smled. Ertai found hinself feeling glad
he'd pl eased her.

The sol diers hoisted the young wi zard onto the crysta
sl ab. Bel be ordered them back. She fiddled with the
al i gnment of the upper focusing crystal, centering the
stream of power on Ertai's chest.

"Don't overdo it," Ertai said, trying to sound
nonchal ant .

She didn't answer but went to the shielded contro
station to make a few adjustnents. "Volrath used this
i nfuser to heal experimental aninals after he'd surgically
altered them On higher settings, it can nmutate living
creatures into drastically different forms."

Bel be clicked over several switches. "lI'musing a | ower
setting in this case,"” she announced. "Begi nning now "

Wth a loud crack, sparks flew fromthe array of wires
above the focal crystal. Ertai, hel pl ess because of his
injuries, could do nothing but watch the fireworks overhead.

"Stand by," Bel be shouted over the throb of the

machi nery. "I'mdiverting power fromthe | aboratory
fl owbots. "

One by one, the automatic nechanisns in the |ab shut
down. Jars fell to the floor and smashed, spilling their

unnatural contents. Horrible odors wafted through the room
Ertai noticed the focal crystal had begun to gl ow
darkly. It was an odd concept, a dark glow, but there was no
better way to describe the presence of negative energy. He
expected to see a beam enmerge fromthe stone and touch him



but it never did. Instead, the glow got w der and darker
gradual ly blotting out everything else in sight.

Unli ke the power he'd tapped to bring Predator in for a
crash landing, Ertai discovered this dark energy, inits
pure form felt cold. H's body felt flooded by ice, and the
cold spread rapidly through his chest and down his legs. It
did blot out the pain of his injuries, and for that he was
grateful.

Wth a snap, the surge of power ceased. Ertai pushed up
on one el bow and saw the | aboratory was hip deep in mst.
Each breath he exhal ed made sparkling ice crystals in the
air.

Bel be appeared, sw nming out of the fog. She | ooked
di shevel ed, her hair awy.

"How do you feel ?" she asked.

"Wonderful ." Ertai flexed his hands, fornerly crunpled
i ke a bundl e of broken reeds. "I feel I|ike newno, better
t han new. "

He hopped off the slab and patted hinself all over. H's
burns were gone. Hi s ribs were heal ed. Even the bruises from
the beating Predator's sailors had gi ven hi mwere gone.

What about his mind?

He held up a finger on his right hand, and a tiny flane
appeared at the tip. Ertai extended the next finger and nade
the little flane leap to it, and then the next finger, and
so on. It was an el enentary nmagi cal exercise, one he could
do since he was a small child.

By the tinme the flame had junped to his fourth finger,
it flickered and turned orange, then red. It dropped down to
hi s pinkie and becane purple. Wen Ertai transferred the
violet flicker to the thunmb of his left hand, the tiny flane
went jet bl ack.

He stared at the black flane.

Bel be watched him "Are you all right?"

Ertai snuffed the flane with his other hand. "It's
not hing," he said. He'd never seen the finger flame change
color before. He was suffused with dark energy, true, but
he'd created a yellow flame and not willed it to change.
That it did so by itself was disturbing.

Bel be gently pulled his hands apart. "Cone, it's tine
you had a proper bath, clean clothes, and food."

She | ed himby the hand through the m sty lab. On his
way out, he saw two enpty suits of arnor standing near the
door. The nen inside, the two guards who'd brought him
t here, were gone.

"Where are the soldiers?" he said

In answer to his own question, Ertai's foot snagged
somet hing soft. Behind the shelves was a five-foot-1ong gray
slug, oozing a trail of iridescent slime across the floor
Anot her nonster slug nudged at the base of one of the suits
of arnor.

"Perhaps | used too high a setting after all," Bel be
said mldly.

* * k* K %

The Skyshroud Expeditionary Force tranmped down the |ong
causeway fromthe Stronghold, their faces wapped in scarves
to keep out the swirling dust. The wi nd had picked up in the
past few hours. A Hub reversal was nigh, and that always



unsettled Rath's weather. The massive device atop the
Stronghol d periodically rotated itself to equalize the wear
on its energy-focusing apparatus. \Wen the Hub turned,

rapi dly changi ng wi nds scoured the surface of Rath.

Crovax rai sed another flowstone review ng stand from
which to watch his troops march out. He had a total of fifty
conpani es, ten thousand men, and ten thousand noggs acting
as porters, carrying supplies for a sixteen-day canpaign.
Two-thirds of his force was infantry, while the other
thirty-five hundred nen were Rathi cavalry. They rode nutant
two- | egged beasts called kerls, created by Volrath as
cavalry mounts. It was a powerful force, far larger than any
sent out by any previous evincar.

Sol di ers marched down the causeway to the plain, passing
the six corpses twirling in the Hub wi nd. Moggs had stri pped
t he bodi es of anything of value, |eaving the di shonored
officers clad only in rags. Confronted by this sobering
di spl ay, the Skyshroud Expeditionary Force marched out in
total silence

Crovax fumed as the |l ong colum of men and noggs sl ogged
by. The troops had no spirit. On Doninaria, an arny left
hone singing, with pipes and druns playing nmartial tunes.
The arny of Rath was a dull, sullen force conpared to the
warriors Crovax renenbered

VWhen half the colum was past his review ng stand,
Crovax dissolved the platformand nounted his kerl. He took
the reins froma nogg who'd held them patiently. Crovax
spurred his nount, bow ing over the nogg and sendi ng him
rolling in the dust.

In the vanguard of the arny were the twel ve condemmed
of ficers acting as scouts. Behind themrode Crovax's
orderlies fromthe Corps of Sergeants. Each orderly had a
percher on his shoul der. These were another of Volrath's
creations-pigeon-sized flying creatures with | eathery bl ue
wi ngs and flaring, trunpet-shaped nouths. Perchers
under st ood si npl e commands and coul d repeat short nessages
verbatim They flew back and forth over the arny, relaying
orders.

Before nightfall the scouts had reached the outpost of
Chireef. This was a two-story bl ockhouse situated on the
edge of a flowstone "sea", a basin consisting of mles and
mles of flowstone frozen in notionless waves |ike the
surface of an ocean. The garrison of Chireef stood ready to
receive Crovax and his force.

Crovax and his aides galloped up to the bl ockhouse in a
flurry of jingling arnms and flappi ng banners. The conmander
of Chireef, QGunder il-Dal, was plainly stunned by the size
of the army Crovax brought with him

"My lord," he said. "Were are you going with so vast a
force?"

"Where | will," Crovax replied curtly. "How are
conditions between here and the Skyshroud Forest?"

"Quiet as the grave, ny lord." Gunder il-Dal nopped his
brow, pushing his helnet back to get to his generous
forehead. "No rebel would dare get so close to the

Stronghol d. "

"Yes, yes. The cavalry needs water for their nounts.
After they've had their fill, let the nbggs drink what they
can." He reined his black-spotted beast around.

"WIl you be staying the night, gracious lord? | can



of fer what acconmpdati on our hunbl e out post affords.”

"The colum marches all night," Crovax replied. "If in
two days' tinme any rebels cone your way, | want you to stop
them They'll be fleeing their defeat, and | don't want any
to escape."

Gunder | ooked puzzl ed. "Defeat, ny lord?"

"Yes, the defeat | shall inflict on them"

The first conpany of cavalry lined up by a row of spouts
set high on the walls of the bl ockhouse. Crovax rode by and
mental |y commanded t he val ves to open. Qut gushed fresh
water fromthe bl ockhouse cisterns. Kerls pushed their
fleshy faces into stone troughs and | apped the cascadi ng
water with their flat black tongues. Only yards away,
thirsty noggs, weighed down by al nost two hundred pounds of
supplies each, licked dry lips and anxiously awaited their
turn at the troughs.

* * k* K %

Gunder slowy wal ked down the line of his troops, eyeing
them carefully. Chireef had only a normal garrison of forty-
ei ght soldiers. Fifty-five were nmustered on the plain, and
t hat made Gunder nervous. Suppose soneone noticed?

Crovax and his | eading el enents swept on, and Gunder
ordered his men back inside. Once the netal door was cl osed
and barred, he pulled off his helnmet and poured a pitcher of
cold water over his profusely sweating head.

"Wne!" he shouted. "Can soneone find me w ne?"

"What's the matter?" asked El adanri, emerging fromthe
shadows. "You shoul d be pl eased, Darsett. You've net this
new warl ord Crovax face to face, and he didn't see through
you or your men."

Darsett and his Dal followers shed their helnets and
heaved a collective sigh of relief. Eladanri's raiders had
taken Chireef by stealth only hours before. They were about
to set fire to the place when they spotted the huge dust
cloud rai sed by Crovax's onconing army. Rather than be
caught in the open by a vastly superior force, El adanri kept
his warriors inside and sent Darsett out disguised as the
| at e commander of the outpost.

"What do we do now?" Darsett said, peeking through an
arrow slit to spy on the troops passing by outside.

"Wait until they're gone," said Eladanri. "Then we'l
proceed as planned."

Gal l an, who had wapped his elven hair and ears with a
scarf to pose as a Dal soldier, said anxiously, "W know
where they're going, Eladanri!"

The el f | eader nodded. H s snakehi de arnmor was freckl ed
with blood. He dipped a rag in an open barrel of water and
dabbed at the stains.

"Crovax is heading for the forest. He thinks he can
destroy us by destroying our hones," he said calnly.

"Are we going to let hinP" Gallan demanded.

"He's welcome to try. Evincars as far back as ny
grandfather's day have tried to inpose their rule on us.
This Crovax seens no wi ser than they. In fact, so far he
shows less wit than the departed Volrath. Qur |ate evincar
used infiltrators and the airship to hunt us down. H s
tactics were very dangerous, as our losses in the past year
show." He paused in his scrubbing. "Even ny daughter wasn't



safe in my own house, but we have little to fear froma big,
bl undering mass like that. Were they go, we'll fade away,
and when they're tired and | ow on food and water, we'l
strike."

He stooped to pick up Gunder il-Dal's helmet, tossed on
the floor by the nervous Darsett. Upon seeing the grim
vi sage of Volrath on the brow of the helnet, Eladanri's face
dar kened with inplacabl e hatred.

CHAPTER 7
BAPTI SM

The arny marched all night around the edge of the
fl owst one sea. By daybreak, the nmen were draggi ng spears and
shields in the dust behind them Mggs, normally hardier
t han humans, were staggering under the burdens Crovax had
i nposed on them Disciplined formations broke down. Gaps
appeared in the long colum, and still Crovax |led them on

Crovax's hand-pi cked ai des gal |l oped the I ength of the
colum, cajoling and threatening the nen to cl ose ranks and
nove forward. Soon they were faltering too, reeling in their
saddl es like the exhausted cavalry screening the arny's
flanks. Perchers took over their job, relaying Crovax's
increasingly shrill orders to the rearnpost el enents of the
force.

Crovax's outriders spotted a band of elves on the open
plain sone mles fromthe forest. They weren't rebels, just
a hunting party, but the Rathi cavalry rounded them up and
herded them back to Crovax.

Tired, his sable arnmor coated with gray dust, Crovax was
in a foul nood when the elf prisoners were brought before
him They did not cower or beg for nercy fromhim That
annoyed Crovax. Wthout even asking any questions, he
ordered five of the eight elves beheaded on the spot.

The remai ning three hunters, ashen-faced, huddl ed
together in a circle of Rathi lancers. Crovax willed the
fl owstone up around their ankles, both to restrain them and
to denonstrate his mastery of the nano-nachi nes.

He di smounted and wal ked over to the eldest elf. "Were
i s El adanri ?"

The el f, whose white hair was turning anber with age,
shook his head. "I do not know El adanri."

Crovax clasped the elf around his waist and thrust a
| ong dagger through his ribs. He held his blade there,
staring into the eyes of his victimas the elf's blood
coursed over his feet.

Crovax withdrew his dagger with a swift jerk, releasing
at the same tinme the elder elf's feet fromthe fl owstone.
The hunter folded |like a candle held too near a flane.

Crovax wi ped the blood fromhis blade with two fingers.
He stood close to the next prisoner and flung the dead elf's
bl ood in his face.

"Where is Eladanri ?" he asked agai n.

The second elf held his chin up and shook his head,
unwi I ling to answer. Crovax, dagger in hand, crossed in
front of him The elf shut his eyes, dreading the thrust he
t hought was coming. Crovax circled behind himwhile his eyes
were closed. He put the dagger in his teeth and | eaped into
the air, kicking the elf in the snmall of his back. Because
his ankl es were held by the fl owstone, he couldn't fal



natural ly, and when Crovax bore down on his back with al
his weight, the elf's | egs snapped at the knee. He screaned
as Crovax stood on his back, unnoved by his agony.

"My lord-" began one of the troopers.

"The next man who speaks will be given to the noggs,"
Crovax said quietly.

He squatted on top of the nmoaning prisoner and asked his
guestion again. The elf could only choke in the dust. Crovax
took the prisoner's head in his hands and, in one powerful
wrench, broke the elf's neck

The third prisoner was the youngest, and he openly
trenbl ed when Crovax approached.

"Eladanri lives in the village of Sweetwater!" he said,
unconsciously tugging at his captive feet. "He left there
five days ago to neet Dal, Kor, and Vec chiefs, to convince
themto join the rebellion!"

Crovax's face shone with pleasure. Everyone around him
assuned he was pleased to finally be getting information
but in fact he was in the throes of ecstasy after inbibing
the life-forces of the two elves he'd killed. He sniled at
the third elf in a dreany, |anguorous way.

"Where did this neeting take place?"

"I don't know. | don't know, great |ord! Spare ne,
pl ease spare ne!"
Crovax, still smling, laid a hand on the young elf's

cheek. "Wat's your name, boy?"

"Valin, merciful lord."

Crovax nodded. He drew back his hand and struck the
prisoner hard on the jaw Wth a crunch of bone, the youth
fell to the ground unconsci ous.

Crovax released the elf fromthe fl owstone. "Chain him
and put himin with ny personal baggage. He may have nore
information to tell us.™

* * k* K %

H dden anong the "waves" in the fl owstone sea, the
rebel s watched the gradual disintegration of Crovax's arny
with satisfaction. Years of soft living inside the
Stronghol d had taken the iron out of the soldiers' |egs.

El adanmri's ardent young followers urged himto nmake a
spoiling attack on the colum before it reached the
Skyshroud Forest.

"Not yet," the elf leader said. "lIt's a long march to
the forest, and a | ot of useful obstacles lie in between."
"But our hones-our families!" Gallan and the others

pr ot est ed.

"Send word for themto retreat to the tree tops, deeper
in the forest."

Wrd was sent, but the hotheads around El adanti
continued to seethe with pent-up frustration. Their anger
was fanned when they heard about the capture of the hunting
party. Eladanri's scouts saw the whol e epi sode and reported
it to their chief. Eladanri received the news inpassively.

"W nust save the survivor," Gallan urged.

"He's lost," said Eladanri. "He was |ost the instant the
riders took him"

"But he lives!" said Cardanel, another of his youthful
fol | oners.

"What woul d you have ne do, lose ten to save one? That's



what our eneny wants us to do."

"Qur people are dying, and we're doing nothing!" Gallan
sai d.

El adanri swept the remains of their meager |unch from
the stone around which they sat. "1 shall destroy their
arny. Isn't that enough?"

"But when?"

"In less than a day the enemy will reach Skyshroud. By
then the colum will be stretched out hal fway back to
Chireef. We'll hit them before dawn, when nost of themw ||
be asleep.” He threw down a snakeskin scroll and added, "Two

t housand warriors from Skyshroud, the Dal and the Vec, wll
conbine for the attack. If the gods favor us, Crovax and his
men will be snake food by this tinme tonorrow "

The elves cheered fiercely and cl asped each other's
arms, pledging their lives to victory. Eladanmri did not join
in, but silently left the rock crevice where they'd been
eating. Wien he was gone, Cardanel took Gallan aside.

"Some of the lads want to do sonething about the hunter
hel d by Crovax," he said, his voice low "H s nane's Valin.
He's Firanu's grandson, did you know that?" Gallan shook his
head. "There's four of us ready to take Valin away if you
give us | eave."

"I won't go against Eladanri's orders,"” Gallan replied.
Car-darnel's face fell. "But if you four should happen to
slip away tonight, | may not be able to renenber where
you' ve gone."

The el ves cl asped hands. "May the gods bl ess your faulty
menory, " Cardanel said, grinning.

* * k* K %

On the underside of the Gtadel, near the lava inlet to
the great flowstone works, Greven il-Vec was supervising the
repair of his airship. Wrknen, nogg | abor gangs, and
fl owbot machi nery swarnmed over the broken hull, slaving
around the clock to rebuild the ship.

Greven applied hinmself to the task at hand. He tried to
forget his humiliation at the hands of Crovax, tried not to
t hi nk about the fact that the insol ent usurper was |eading
the arny-his arny-agai nst the rebels even now. G even had
hunted El adanri for years, and he respected the elf's
cunni ng. He sensed, deep in his much-altered chest, that
Crovax was courting disaster. Ruthlessness was no substitute
for experience, and in his own brooding way, G even wel coned
t he day when Crovax woul d neet defeat.

Overhead, a hull frame slipped fromthe grasp of a
fl owbot crane and crashed to the floor, crushing a pair of
noggs loitering there. Greven threw down the blueprints he
was hol ding and stormed out onto the dock

"Dung for brains!" he bellowed. "Don't you know you
can't hoist a hull frame with just one crane? Use two, you
wort hl ess wornms!" A second fl owbot arm | owered and grasped
the fallen frane. "Now you see, you've bent it!" Geven
raged. He ordered the danaged frame to be returned to the
foundry and pounded strai ght again.

Greven retrieved the fallen plans. Wen he straightened
he found a slender, ethereal Kor standing not two feet in
front of him

"How did you get in here? \Wat do you want ?"



The Kor pressed a hand to his chest, a gesture of
respect Kor perforned instead of bowing. "G eetings, Dread
Lord. My nane is Furah, of the Fishers of Life."

Greven knew the tribe; they lived outside the Stronghold
crater. They were harnl ess, al nost invisible people who
never troubled the authorities.

"What is it?" Greven asked inpatiently. "I'mquite busy,
as you can see."

"Certain informati on has cone to ne, information of
value to you, | believe."

" About what ?"

"The activities of a certain resident of the outer
| ands-the Skyshroud Forest, perhaps."

Greven's teeth began to grind. Talking to a Kor was |ike
trying to swat flies with a broadsword-things never seened
to connect.

"Speak plainly before 1 have your |egs broken!"

"I speak of the elf Eladanri, Dread Lord."

"You have news of El adanri?" Geven tried to take the
Kor by the arm but he m ssed sonehow his hand swept through
enpty air. Furah stepped back just beyond his reach

"Forgive me, Dread Lord, but | dislike being touched-a
qui rk common to ny people."

"CGet to the point!"

Furah pressed a hand to his chest again. "El adanri has
been trying to enlist the cooperation of the Dal, the Vec,
and the Kor in his war against you," Furah said. "I nyself
went to a conclave in the forest on behalf of ny people.”

"And how was El adanri's nessage received?"

"Wth great enthusiasm Dread Lord."

"But not by you? Why are you inform ng on them Furah?"

Behind Greven, a trio of noggs overturned a crucible of
nolten flowstone on their way up a ranp into the airshinp.
The liquid stone, imune to commands or programing, formed
into legions of tiny silver spheres and skittered in al
directions. Wrkers who stepped on the fl owstone slipped and
fell, all over the dock. Wth a snarl, Geven left the Kor
man and roared for all work to cease. The tumul tuous airship
dock fell silent, save for the hiss of the waiting flowbots.

"Everyone stand still!" Geven shouted, and he was heard
t hr oughout the dock. "Wen the stone solidifies, it will be
safe to nove again."

A tiny silver bead whirled in place at Greven's feet. As
it cooled, the flowstone slowy flattened into an egg, then
a disk, and finally spread itself as thin as paper. It |ost
its silver color and took on the patina of whatever
substance it was |ying on.

"Resunme work!" Greven called. The dock exploded wth
activity all over again.

He turned around, expecting to find the Kor waiting for
him but there was no sign of Furah. What shoul d he make of
this information? If Eladanri had forged an alliance with
restive elements anong the outland Dal and Vec, then the
simpl e, annoying elf rebellion could turn into a full-blown
civil war.

Crovax ... Crovax had taken half the arny on a nogg's
errand into the worst swanp on Rath. He was expecting to
tranple over a few hundred el ves, when in fact he was facing
an unknown force of much greater size.

He shouted for his Vec foreman and ordered himto keep



the repairs going no matter what.

"Where are you going, Dread Lord?" asked the foreman.

"To see the enissary."

He found Belbe in the evincar's suite. She was sitting
in one of Volrath's grand chairs, watching Ertai wash
hinmself in the evincar's ornate bath.

"Hell o, Greven," Ertai said breezily. He sat in steam ng
water up to his hips while a jointed fl eshstone appliance
scrubbed his back with a sodden rag.

"What in the overlords' nane-?" Greven spotted Belbe in
Volrath's chair, observing Ertai's abl utions.

"It's called a 'bath,"" Belbe said. "Evidently a custom
anong humans. The ritual serves both as rel axation and
hygi ene. "

"I know what a bath is, Excellency." Geven's nolars
were ready to pulverize iron at that moment. "Way is this
eneny of Rath, this prisoner, in the royal bath?"

"Because | was dirty," Ertai replied. "It's hardly
fitting for a sorcerer of my skills and a candi date for
evincar to go around snelling |ike one of your noggs."

Wrds failed Greven conpletely. He spread his powerful
hands and | ooked to Bel be for enlightenment.

"It's true," she said. "Crovax, while presenting
excel l ent qualifications, cannot be the sole candidate. It
woul dn't be efficient to award the position to hi mw thout
conpetition. Since Ertai has denonstrated outstandi ng
magi cal ability, including sone untutored influence over
flowstone, it's efficient to offer hima chance to try for
the job as well."

Bel be descended fromthe high chair. She was clad in a
| arge, belted scarlet tabard that flowed from her shoul ders
like a cape and swept to the floor. Against the nonochrone
decor, she blazed like a flane.

"Which rem nds ne, Lord Greven. Wuld you like to be
consi dered for evincar as well? You have many years of
ef fective service on your side and manifest talents for the
job."

There it was, plainly stated at |ast. Geven had
pondered this possibility since Volrath's departure, and he
knew what hi s answer nust be.

"Thank you, Excellency, but | nust decline," he said.

"As you choose, but why?"

"I"'mcontent to remain a | oyal servant of the throne."

"It would nmean the end of the control rod."

"I"ve considered that. | served Volrath for many years,
and |'ve seen firsthand the effect unfettered power had on
him | would rather be the blade than the hand that w el ds
it."

Ertai plucked the washcloth fromthe fl eshstone
scrubber's soft claw. He wiped his face with it and said,
"Why is that?"

He coul d not explain his past to these-children. G even
had once been en-Vec, a |eader of a great warrior nation
Treachery and jeal ousy cost himhis position, his clan, and
his life. Wth no other recourse but ignom ni ous death, he
fell into the hands of Volrath and becane il-Vec, the hated
out cast .

He said sinply, "Because the victimcurses his killer
not the blade that cuts him"

"Bl ades have no choice who they cut. Men do," Erta



replied.

"I have given ny answer!" Greven thundered. He struggl ed
for calmin the presence of the em ssary. "Excellency, |
have news of grave inport." Geven recounted his odd
conversation with Furah. Bel be |istened while wal ki ng around
the edge of the tiled bathing pool.

"You believe Crovax has led his arny into a trap?" she
asked after some contenpl ation.

"l do, Excellency."

"How woul d you renedy this situation?"

"l doubt | could reach Crovax with a relief force before
the rebels strike," Geven said. "Wrse, Crovax woul d
pr obabl y comrandeer any conpani es | brought, enlarging
El adamri's bag of killed or captured.”

"That sounds like him" Ertai said, digging at his ear
with the washcl ot h.

Greven ignored him "1 can, if Your Excellency desires,
puttogether a force and go to Crovax's aid," he said. "I can
have a scratch force prepared in two hours."

"No, " said Bel be.

"No?" Greven and Ertai asked together.

"This expedition is Crovax's audition, his way of
proving he is strong enough to be evincar. Very well, |et
himprove it. If your informant is correct, Crovax faces a
nmore skillful eneny than he inmagines. This is his chance to
prove his nettle."

"Cold," muttered Ertai. Wen Bel be asked himto repeat
hi nsel f, he said, "The water's gone cold."

"Then get out," snapped G even.

Ertai | ooked fromthe hul king warrior to the gam ne
em ssary and shook his head. "I can wait."

Greven gritted his teeth, then he continued. "W may
| ose many sol diers, Excellency."

“Yes."

"And val uabl e arnms, and a host of noggs."

"Quite possibly."

"Does any of this concern Your Excellency?"

"What matters in a test of strength is who wins," Belbe
sai d. She paused, |ooking into the pool where Ertai sat. Her
crinmson-draped reflection wavered with every ripple of the
water. "Victory belongs to the strong."

"Don't forget luck and brains," Ertai added. "The
strongest westler may fall if he slips up-and a snart
fighter provides his own bar of soap." So saying, he
squeezed the cake of soap in his fist. It squirted free,
| anding at Greven's feet. He kicked the perfuned bar back
into the tub.

"So, | amto do nothing?" G even asked once the
nmet aphors had settl ed down.

"Put the garrison on alert," Belbe said. "And try to
trace this Furah-if he spies on his friends, he may be
spying on us as well."

"l fear insurrection should Crovax be defeated," G even
said gravely. "There are thousands of Dal in the crater
city, and thousands nore Vec and Kor below the G tadel. |
don't think the shorthanded garrison could defend the
Citadel in the face of a general uprising.”

"Host ages," said Ertai.

"What ?" Bel be and Greven questioned in unison.

"Take hostages fromthe leading famlies of the Vec,



Dal, and Kor," Ertai said. "That way they'll not be inclined
to act up, should the worst happen.™

Greven was inwardly surprised. This cocky boy, not |ong
ago his helpless victim had hit upon a real stratagem Was
he a serious contender for evincar after all?

"A useful idea. Dorian il-Dal knows the people in the
Stronghol d. Have hi mwork out who will be taken and how nmany
fromeach race,"” Bel be | ooked up fromthe tub. "Lord Greven
you wi Il round up hostages as Ertai has suggested. Be firm
but don't rough themup. Hold themin a secure place unti
Crovax's fate is known."

"It shall be done, Your Excellency." Wth that, the
stalwart warrior departed.

* * k* K %

Once Greven was gone, Bel be sat down on the edge of the
bat h and di pped her bare feet in the water. She snmiled with
delight at the sensation, sw shing her feet back and forth
in the suds.

Suddenly she stopped. "This water's still warm"

Ertai slipped carefully through the shallow pool unti
he coul d | ean on the edge besi de her

"Bel be," he said confidentially. "Watever happens,
don't let anyone hurt the hostages."

"Why? If no threat is perceived, taking hostages has no
strategic value."

He laid a danp hand on her knee. She froze, shocked by
the sudden, intimate contact. "If you hurt the hostages, you
really will have a civil war on your hands."

"Then why did you suggest it?"

He | ooked around furtively. "May | speak freely?" She
nodded. "It's part of my plan to becone evincar."

"l don't understand."

Ertai | owered his voice further. "Past evincars rul ed by
fear, yes? Fear of death, fear of soldiers, fear of the
overlords and their machines? | won't rule that way, Bel be.
Shoul d | become evincar, it will be with the support and
acclaimof the people, not through terror. If Crovax w ns
his battle, | want to present the hostages their freedom |If
he |l oses, | want to save them from Greven's revenge."

There was no sound but the drip, drip of water fromthe
fl ow stone spigot. The humidity was such that Belbe's hair
rel axed, and dew fornmed on her cool skin.

"Rul ership is inposed, not granted," she recited, as if
reading a text.

"Tyranny is inposed,"” Ertai countered. "Freedomis the
will of the people."

"Freedoma lack of political or social control. Also
known as anarchy, denocracy, or nob rule."

Ertai pushed away. He waded to the opposite end of the
pool where a heap of towels and a dressing gown |ay. He
gl anced back once out of self-consciousness, then clinbed
out of the bath. Bel be did not |ook at him She stared
bl ankly at the |apping water

"I forget who you are, where you conme from" he said,
even though she wasn't |istening. "You don't understand
anyt hing but brute force, do you?"

On a hunch, he read her aura. To his surprise, she was
not so dark as Crovax or Geven. Belbe had a streak of



vi ol ence in her nmakeup, but radiating outward from her
physical self were the bright coronas of other attributes-
passion, intelligence, reason. The strongest force at work
in Bel be was curiosity-an interesting discovery.

Ertai tied the sash of the gown tightly around his
waist. His fingers twinged fromthe effort, as if from
rheumati sm Not fully heal ed, he nmused. Perhaps he shoul d
visit Volrath's | aboratory |ater for another infusion. That
woul d make his studies in magical flowstone manipul ati on go
nmuch easier.

"CGood ni ght, Bel be," he said.

Still pondering, she didn't answer.

* * k* K %

Ni ght fell, and Crovax allowed the arny to halt its
headl ong advance. The Hub had conpl eted a hal f-revol ution
that night, and wind fromits notion whipped through the
canp in heavy, humd gusts. On the horizon, the dark profile
of the Skyshroud forest beckoned. Tonorrow the arny woul d
penetrate the forest.

In his tent, Crovax received the reports of his scouts.
O the twelve condemed officers, only eight had returned
fromthe forest to relate what they found. The other four
entered and were never seen again.

"Large sections of the forest are inpassable, my lord,"
sai d one scout. He was coated head to toe in sticky gray
mud. "The ground bel ow the forest canopy is very swanpy and
entirely unpredictable in depth. | walked for a mle in
knee-deep water, then w thout warning, stepped in a hole
deeper than ny head."

"So the swanp is a swanp," Crovax said dryly. "Thank you
for that valuable information! How do the elves traverse the
Skyshroud? The hunting party we captured hadn't a speck of
mud on them"

Anot her scout saluted. "They use the trees, my lord.
saw bridges nade of vines connecting tree to tree."

"They may use trees for small groups, but | can't
bel i eve they use them exclusively," Crovax said. "There nust
be dry paths built up above the | evel of the swanp. | want
themfound.” A jingling sound fromthe next conpart ment
di stracted him He gl anced that way and added, "Find ne a
way into the forest. | don't care if it takes all night, you
hear? Find it!"

The filthy, fatigued soldiers saluted and fil ed out.
When they were gone, Crovax disnissed the guards fromthe
door and sent his aides to inspect the canp. Once al one, he
went to the |l arge brass-bound hanper in the corner of the
tent and threw back the lid. Athin scrap of tapestry inside
squirmed. Crovax slowy lifted the cloth.

"Hello," he said.

He reached in and dragged out the elf prisoner, Valin.
The youth's hands and feet were chained, and a strip of rag
gagged his nmouth. Crovax sat down on a pile of carpets and
regarded his prisoner.

"Do you believe in curses, boy?" he said. Valin could
only grunt in reply. "You should believe-they're real
Sonmewhere in the distant past, ny famly was cursed by the
gift of an anulet. My ancestors thought it was just an
heirloom but it held a captive angel inside, who served our



famly for generations."

Hi s tone was so neasured, so reasonable, Valin regained
his composure. He sat up with his back agai nst the hanper,
cradling his shackles in his |ap.

"Her nane was-well, it doesn't matter. Suffice to say,
destroyed the anul et out of anger, and the angel was freed
because of me. She fell under Volrath's spell and fought for
his cause until | was able to find her again. W fought. |
killed her.... As ny family's heir, ny soul was bound to
hers, though I didn't know it. When she died, part of ne
died with her. That was the curse, you see-that ny life
shoul d continue only by the death of others,"”

Crovax poured wine into a heavy silver goblet. "At first
| was devastated by her |oss, but I know now that Selenia's
death was a necessary part of ny evolution. The overlords
i nstructed nme. They changed what seened |ike a foolish
tragedy into the source of nmy strength. | know now the path
of greatness is strewn with corpses. 1'll pave ny way with
as many dead bodies as it takes."

He downed the wine in a gulp and let the cup fall to the
carpet. The flowstone lanterns in the room di nmed. Crovax
stood, his eyes glow ng pale red.

"They blotted out ny feelings to cure me of ny

weakness, " Crovax said flatly. "Funny, the changes carry
over to so many small things ... wine has no taste anynore.
Eating is just exercise for nmy jaws. The only food | crave
nowis the life inside other living things. So far, |'ve
only tasted life fromthe dying. Tonight I'Il dine on the
[iving."

Valin's eyed widened in terror. He struggled to stand
and run, even though he was hobbl ed by thick chains. Crovax
wat ched himthrash toward the door. In tw steps he caught
the elf and seized himby the back of the neck

"I't's an honor, really," Crovax whispered in his ear
"At |east | know your name, Valin. The thousands who foll ow
you wi Il be as anonynous as cattle."

CHAPTER 8
FAI LURE

Four shadows slipped through the wire grass. Wapped
head to toe in dark gray cloth, they were armed with short -
shafted spears, cut down to allow for fast handling in tight
pl aces. The four elves were going to a tight place indeed:
the canp of the Skyshroud Expeditionary Force.

Cardanmel and his conrades Kaneko, Darian, and Sanyu,
dropped to the ground side-by-side a dozen yards fromthe
pi cket line. Every few minutes a pair of kerl-nmunted nen
rode by. In between the nounted patrols, tw foot soldiers
mar ched past in the opposite direction. Barely thirty
seconds passed between the concentric rings of sentries. Not
much time to run twenty yards and stop somewhere out of
sight. "Let's take out the men on foot," Kameko suggested.
Even close together, it was hard to hear each other. The
wi nd was up and would stay up until the Hub ceased rotating.

"The first riders to mss themw Il sound the alarm"”
Cardanel said

"So what do we do?" asked Sanyu.

Cardanel eyed the long rows of tents. If they could
reach them there were plenty of dark places to skulk there.



"We'll have to do it one at a tine," he said. "Run
straight for the tent line and hide until the |ast one
crosses over."

No one had any better idea, so Cardanel's approach was
adopted. After the next pair of kerls clopped by, he
sprinted for the tents. Massed canpfires inside the canp
robbed the night of its cloak of black, and Cardanel knew he
was hi ghlighted against the sky. He ran for all he was worth
and slid to a stop between two tents, just as the paired
foot sol diers appeared around the curve.

"He made it," said Kanmeko. "I'm next!"

Kaneko sprinted into Cardanel's arnms, and they hugged
the dirt as the next patrol came by.

Dari an rubbed dust on his hands and crouched in the tal
grass, ready to run. The caval rynmen passed, and Sanyu
sl apped hi mon the back

"ol "

Dari an wasn't much of a runner, but he was a | eaper. He
was six feet fromthe tents when the foot guards appeared,
so he gathered hinself and junped headl ong into the shadows
with his friends.

One of the Rathi soldiers unslung his crossbow "Wat
was that ?"

"What? | didn't see anything," said his partner

"You didn't see sonething hurtle across, right there?"

"No. What was it?"

"I don't know. Kind of big-a bird, maybe." The sol dier
licked his lips. "Fresh neat would be great! W coul d roast
it when we got off duty."

He left the path and probed cautiously into the shadows,
bow | evel ed. H s partner waited at the perineter

"Hurry up," he said. "We'll be punished for |eaving the
pat h!"

"Here, birdie," chirped the Dal soldier

Kaneko rose up and snatched the crossbow fromthe
ast oni shed man's hands. Cardanel clanped a hand over his
mout h and dragged himinto the darkness. Darian shoved a
kni fe under the hungry soldier's breastplate, and he stopped
struggl i ng.

"Come on," called the waiting sentry. "We'll get in
trouble.”

Kaneko rai sed the crossbow and put an iron-ti pped
quarrel through the second sentry's throat. Sanyu burst out
of hiding, grabbed the dead soldier's feet, and dragged his
body to the tents just as the next nounted patrol appeared.

Cardanel thought fast. He donned the bird hunter's
hel met and cl oak, took the crossbow from Kaneko, and stepped
out into the open

One of the oncoming riders called, "Sentry! What are you
doi ng?"

"I had to answer nature," Cardanel replied

The riders snorted derisively. "Were's your partner?"

Sanyu was ready for this question. He donned the other
guard's helmet and cl oak and stepped out besi de Cardanel,
shaking a |l eg as he went.

"Ah!" he said broadly. "I needed that!"

The riders spurred on. The two el ves kept their faces
averted under the hel net brins.

"Peasants,"” said one rider as they trotted by. "Stick to
your assigned route! You' ve seen what Lord Crovax does to



those who fail in their duty!"

"W know, " Sanyu muttered.

Bef ore the next patrol came, the elves conferred. They
had no choi ce. Cardanel and Sanyu woul d have to wal k post
for the dead sentries, or the game was up.

"It"1l work," Cardamel said. "Once you find Valin, cone
back here and wait until you see us march by-then you'l
know it's safe.”

"How wi | | we know which sentries are you?" asked Darian

"Wait at this exact spot," Cardanel explained. "Each
time | march by here, I'lIl tap the bow agai nst ny hel net
like this." He tapped out a ping-ping, ping-ping sound
against his helm "Then you'll knowit's us."

They ran to catch up to where the sentries were supposed
to be, leaving Darian and Kaneko to rescue Valin.

The canp was very large, and the elves had to nake
certain assunptions if they hoped to find their brother elf.
A prisoner held for interrogation would likely be near the
conmander of the army-Crovax, in other words. Crovax's
quarters would be the largest in canp, probably in the
center of the sea of tents.

The el ves made for the heart of the eneny canp, skirting
bright canpfires and small groups of noggs. The soldiers
were dead tired frommarching all night and all day, so nost
of the tents were full of snoring nen.

Kaneko crouched between two tents and poi nted ahead. The
center of the canmp was an open square, dotted with posts
newly sunk in the ground. Several Rathi soldiers were tied
to posts. Their bare, bloody backs were nmute evidence of the
floggings they'd received, no doubt for some petty violation
of army rules. Atall Vec soldier with sergeant's insignia
on his helnmet was directing the distribution of water to the
puni shed sol di ers.

"A provost! If we grab him he'll know where Valin is,"
Kameko sai d. Darian nodded.

They wat ched the sergeant tick off that each fl ogged
sol di er had received a dipper of water, then he rolled up
his scroll and made to | eave. The elves flitted between
tents ahead of him and when he turned off the main path to
reach his bedroll for the night, they tackled himhigh and
| ow.

The sergeant fought, but Darian pressed a snakebone dirk
agai nst hi s w ndpi pe.

Kanmeko hissed, "Be still or die!" The Vec soldier
stopped fighting but remained tense, ready to spring.
"Where's the elf prisoner? Wiere is Valin?" "EIf prisoner?"
repeated the sergeant |oudly. Kaneko nicked himw th the
dirk for being noisy.

"Do that again and you'll have a second nouth in your
neck! Where's the elf prisoner?"

The sergeant smiled. "In Lord Crovax's quarters.” Hs
smrk infuriated Darian, who punched the sergeant hard in
the gut. "Take us there! If you give us away, you'll be the
first to diel"

The two el ves foll owed the sergeant to a conpl ex of
conjoined tents in the northeast corner of the square. There
were no guards at the entrance. The sergeant ducked i nside.
Kameko and Darian foll owed, and Kaneko pulled the sergeant
back.

"I'f this is your commander's tent, why are there no



guards?" he said.

"Lord Crovax doesn't require them" The el ves exchanged
| ooks. "Do you want to find himor not?"

Dari an shoved the sergeant forward. "Go on." The tent
was a maze of flaps and canvas roons. It seened deserted
until Kaneko heard a sigh emanating from an adjoining room
Using the Vec soldier as a shield, he pushed into the room
The sergeant pronptly stunbled over a body on the floor.

" Kaneko, | ook!"

Stretched out on the carpet was the young hunter Valin,
enpty eyes staring at the ceiling. The sergeant had fallen
to his knees, but in the center of the room sitting sl unped
on a heap of carpets, was Crovax hinmself. He | ooked passed-
out drunk.

Kaneko knelt by the dead elf. There were no signs of
vi ol ence on him no blood, no bruises.

Crovax did not react at all to the intruders. Darian

rushed forward, ready to kill the eneny comander where he
sat. Hi s blade went up but froze there.
"Kaneko ..."

The elves | ooked into Crovax's face. A strange, rosy
light shone in his open eyes, even though they were rolled
back in his head. Thin vapor, |like breath on a cold norning,
trickled fromhis open mouth. Hi s teeth appeared sharp, |ike
those of a wolf or a shark, and his body was | arger and
stronger than it had | ooked when the el ves had seen himfor
the first tinme back at Chireef. Wrst of all, something was
nmovi ng under Crovax's skin-small bunps in the flesh of his
face noved about of their own volition

The forgotten sergeant threw hinself on Darian. Down
they went in a heap, grappling for the elf's bare knife.
Kameko was about to help his friend when the seemingly inert
Crovax grabbed himby the wist.

"Darian! Hel p!'"

Dari an had his own problenms. The Vec sergeant was strong
and outwei ghed himby thirty pounds. Darian raked the Vec's
cheek with his knife tip, drawi ng bl ood. The sergeant
responded wi th several pounding blows to the face, and
Darian saw the room swi mming away in a bl ack haze.

Crovax lifted his head. He pursed his lips and whistled-
a slow, eerie tune. Kaneko drew his knife with his left
hand, but before he could thrust it through a joint in
Crovax's arnor, the eneny commander effortlessly crushed his
wrist. Bones snapped and ground together, a sickening sound.
Kameko screamed and fell to his knees, dropping his knife.

* * k* K %

Mar ching side by side in their stolen hel mets and
cl oaks, Cardanmel and Sanyu heard shouting inside the canp.
Al the cavalry on the perineter turned and gal | oped down
pat hs between the tents, toward the center of the canp.

"What do we do?" Sanyu asked.

"Keep wal king. W're sentries-we can't |eave our post,"
Cardanel replied

After much shouting and dashi ng about, a percher
appeared, flapping its narrow wi ngs and bl aring the message
given to it.

"Assassins! Assassins have tried to kill the conmmander
Two el ves are caught! Mire may be around! Stand your ground!



Assassi ns! Assassins ..

"We've got to get out of here," Cardanel said, throw ng
down the crossbhow.

"But our conrades-"

"Qur conrades are dead, and we will be too if we don't
| eave now "

They bolted for the wire grass. Twenty-five yards away,
four kerl riders spotted them and gave chase. The el ves
split up, Cardanel running to the right and Sanyu to the
left. Two riders followed each fugitive. Cardanel knew he
couldn't outrun the tireless kerls, so after topping a
slight rise, he whirled and drew the short spear off his
back. He knelt on one knee and braced the spear with his
f oot .

The first rider came tearing over the hill and pl owed
right into Cardanel's spear. The kerl nmade a flat, bleating
sound and heel ed over, greasy green bl ood gushing fromits
chest. The rider hit the ground heavily and | ay stunned.
Cardamel planted a foot on the thrashing kerl's chest and
yanked out his spear. The second rider hauled on his reins,
twisting his beast away fromthe fallen kerl. Cardanel
| eaned back and cast his spear. It caught the cavalryman in
the chest. His arnor saved him but the inpact knocked him
backward of f the kerl's abbreviated runp. Before he could
rise and call for help, Cardanel cut his throat.

Running for all he was worth, Cardanel despaired. Kaneko
and Darian lost-Valin was as good as lost. He prayed Sanyu
woul d evade pursuit and make it back to El adanri

He ran nore than a nile before he felt safe enough to
check behind him Wre grass whipped in the Hub w nd, but
there were no signs of further pursuit. Wary, Cardanel
slunped to his knees. His bold plan was in ruins, and his
brave conrades sacrificed. Wiat a terrible farce

"Get up."

He | ooked up into the grimface of Eladanri. Cardanel
opened his nmouth to speak, but the rebel |eader cut him off
with a curt wave of his hand.

"Save your entreaties! You di sobeyed ne, Cardamel! How
many warriors did you | ose on your nbgg' s errand?"

Mut el y Cardamel held up three fingers.

"So. That's the price we've paid for your night of
fool i shness. "

Just then a courier ran up. "Eladanri! El adanri, a
nmessage from Tant Jova!" He handed the elf | eader a square
of cloth on which the Vec matriarch had penned a note.

El adanmri read it and hurled the scrap into Cardanel's face.

"Wirse news! Your bungling has raised a general alarmin
the enemy canp, and their cavalry have found the Vec
warriors hiding at the edge of the swanp! Al our
preparations are in jeopardy!"

M serabl e, Cardanel drew his knife. He sat there
despondently fingering the blade. El adanri took it away from
hi m

"There's no point in dying now, " he said evenly.
"There's fighting to be done."

Cardanel |ooked at his leader. "May | go in the
vanguar d?" El adanri nodded, and gave hi m back his knife.

The clanmor of distant conbat grew until it overcanme the
constant wind. It was not yet mdnight, hours before the
pl anned attack, but all of a sudden the elves had a ngjor



battle on their hands.

* * k* K %

Ertai slid off the crystal base of the power infuser
Hs formerly aching body felt supple and fit after a few
m nut es of exposure to the power stream Cracking his
knuckl es, he tried the passing fire exercise again. This
time the tiny flane was black fromthe start, even though he
willed a yellow flane. He snuffed the ebon flicker and for a
nmonent had the frightening thought that the treatnments woul d
alter himpermanently, |ike the unfortunate guards who first
brought himthere.

Scroungi ng around the | aboratory, he found a netal tray
anong Volrath's equi pnent and anxi ously studied his
reflection init. It was still Ertai who gazed back at him
wasn't it? Sane shock of blond hair, same flat nose, sane
weak chin. He thrust his jaw forward as he often had when he
was a boy, trying to correct the receding line of his chin.
It sank back into place when he relaxed. Sanme old Ertai

He was glad to be healed. Hi s talent was too valuable to
wast e on a neani ngl ess death, but he wondered what sort of
bargain he'd nade. Could he really becone ruler of an entire
worl d? Ruling Rath could not be a confortable position
Myst eri ous overl ords above and seething revol uti on bel ow no,
bei ng evincar was no job for a sane man. Let Crovax have it.
Sanity was not a handi cap Crovax enjoyed.

H s stomach grow ed. Meals were a problemin the
Citadel . Bel be never ate, and neither did Greven. O course,
he was sure he didn't want to see what-or who-Geven il-Vec
ate. But hungry he was, so he returned to Volrath's study
deep in the | aboratory. Am dst the bizarre apparatus and
dri pping, vile-snelling beakers was an island of cabinets,
chairs, and a nmonunental desk. A dark, polished wood cabi net
| ooked prom sing, and the | ock broke easily when he applied
a psychokinetic spell. It contained a nunber of obvious w ne
bottl es and some paper-w apped bundles that Ertai assuned
were food. The bundl es contai ned hard yell ow biscuits. He
sat down in one of Volrath's many oversized chairs and
ni bbl ed a biscuit experinentally. It was dry and slightly
salty but better than nothing.

Ertai propped his feet up on a mi sshapen nogg skul
lying on the floor. Marks on the bony craniumreveal ed the
former master of Rath once had the same habit.

VWhat was his best course of action? Crovax would |ikely
mur der him given the slightest provocation, |ikewi se Geven
Bel be was friendly enough but cold as ice. If it served her
m ssion for himto die, he wasn't sure she woul d object.

The cracker gone, he began on another. There was stil
t he Phyrexi an transpl anar device in Portal Canyon. If he
could get there, Ertai knew he could operate it. Trouble
was, Portal

Canyon was a long way fromthe Stronghold. Getting there
was a problem and getting there w thout being stopped was
an even bigger conundrum

The only course, as he sawit, was to continue to play
along with Bel be. That way he had the freedom of the Citade
and coul d inprove his magi cal know edge and his control of
fl ow stone. Then, when the time was right, he'd get to
Portal Canyon.



"There you are."

Ertai saw Bel be standi ng nearby. Lost in thought, he
hadn't noticed her arrival

"What are you doi ng?" she said.

"Contenpl ating nmy options."

She pointed. "Wat's that?"

"Food. Do you want sone?" He handed her the package, now
hal f enpty.

"I don't eat," Belbe said, sniffing a biscuit. "Were
did you find these?"

"In there. Volrath rmust have kept them on hand for

snacks. "

"Volrath was energy sufficient, Iike ne. He didn't need
to eat." She read the Phyrexian script on the biscuit
wrapper. "lI'msure he never ate this."

"Why?" asked Ertai. "Wat is it?"

" 'Mogg wafers,' it says."

Ertai grimaced. "This is nmpogg food?"

"No, it's nmade of nbggs. | imagine Volrath fed these
wafers to his experinental animls."

* * k* K %

Crovax emerged fromhis stupor to find three dead el ves
in his tent, Sergeant Tharvell o wounded, and his entire
staff ranting about a night attack by the rebels. He shouted
for silence.

"Send the First Cavalry Conpany to fend off the rebels,"
Crovax said. "Hold the Third and Fourth Cavalry in reserve,
north of camp. Get the infantry and noggs noving. | want a
standard echelon formation with no nore than ten yards
bet ween each conpany. String the noggs out in front as
skirm shers. Wiat is the strength of the eneny?"

"Unknown, " said Nasser. "The scouts estinmate nore than a
hundred, all on foot."

"It may be a diversion," Crovax said. "Maintain a sharp
wat ch on other fronts. To your posts!”

He stepped over the corpses w thout a second | ook
Tharvell o, his face bl eeding, went to his conpany w thout
any questions or thanks from his comrander.

Crovax emerged from canp and stal ked qui ckly through the
wire grass. The night was tinged cobalt by the distant gl ow
of the Stronghold' s energy colum. Overhead the clouds
swirled in a wide spiral pattern, flashes of green |ightning
arcing fromone band of clouds to another

A cavalry officer galloped in, his |lance bl oody. "M
lord! The eneny is retreating to the swanp!"

"Who are they? \What were they doing?" Crovax demanded.

"They're Vec, ny lord. Qur riders first spotted them
craw i ng through the grass toward the canp."

"Vec? So Eladanri has allies. No matter. Harry themto
the forest edge, Captain, but don't enter the swanp. There
may be nore of themlying in wait for just such a nove."

The captain saluted and gal | oped away.

Crovax called for his kerl. Behind him the
Expedi ti onary Force was drawing up on the plain in a
checkerboard formati on. Each bl ock represented a troop of
fifty nen, and four bl ocks made a conpany. Mbggs forned a
ragged |line ahead of the regular troops. The Rathi battle
formation was a mle long fromwest to east, with the canp



nestl ed behind the center of the line. The bal ance of
Crovax's cavalry was positioned north of the tents, in
reserve.

Crovax rode out to see the actual fighting. In the eerie
hal f - darkness, the Rathi cavalry was circling small groups
of Vec warriors, who popped up now and then to throw
hat chets or stone-tipped spears at the kerls and riders.
Crovax saw a stone spearhead shatter on a cavalryman's
shi el d and | aughed.

"Move in on them" Crovax cried. "They're just savages!
They' re using stone spears! \Wat are you, a gang of npbggs?"
Stung by his taunts, the cavalry overran the Vec, |ancing
nomad warriors right and left. Goups of Vec not yet engaged
began to run for the swanp, half a mle away.

Crovax slunped in his saddle. This was no contest.
"Recall the troopers," he said. Perchers took to the air,
screeching his orders

Nasser approached and Crovax called to him "Any
novenent on other fronts?"

"No, nmy lord. |I've sent scouts out in all directions.
They report no rebels in sight.”

They rode together back to the battle line. To Crovax's
surprise, the soldiers in the front ranks rai sed a ragged
cheer.

"They' ve changed their tune," he said.

"Al'l soldiers want is victory," Nasser replied.

The wind died for the first time in nmany hours. A
fragile stillness ensued. The night grew darker as the
cl ouds spread apart, filling the whole sky. A series of
wavering orange |lights appeared on the plain north of the
Rat hi canp. Far away, the Hub reversed its rotation, sending
a fresh wind rushing fromthe north. It arrived on the
battlefield heavy with the odor of snoke.

"Canpfires?" Nasser wondered. Crovax stood in his
stirrups. A snmear of white snoke rolled down the plain. Wth
hi s enhanced eyes he could plainly see his reserve cavalry
sil houetted agai nst the w nd-driven cloud.

" Somet hing' s wrong. "

Fl ames | eaped skyward fromthe dry prairie. The plain
north of the canp was on fire, and the w nd' s change of
direction was propelling the flames toward Crovax's arnmny.

"Face about!" Crovax shouted. "The enemny's behind us!"

El ves, whirling torches around their heads, ran through
the high grass, applying brands to the thickly grow ng
weeds. Now a wall of flane a mile |long cane sweeping toward
Crovax. Behind it were nore than a thousand el f warriors.

The cavalry kerls were dunb beasts, bred for endurance
and passivity, but they would not stand in the way of fire.
Two cavalry conpanies mlled about in confusion as their
mounts bleated in growing terror. Reluctantly, Crovax
ordered them out of the way and sent the infantry narching
back through the canp to neet the eneny. Tents and stacks of
equi prent di srupted the tight battle formation. The formal
checker board broke down into streans of soldiers, |eaning
forward into the wind and snoke.

The gap between the Rathi soldiers and the el ves closed
to a few yards. Tents were burning all along the north side
of the canp. Behind the snmoke and flanes, the elves hurled
sal voes of spears. Their snakefang tips were keen, and
t hough they didn't always pierce Rathi arnor, they did find



enough chinks to inflict casualties on the advancing

i nfantry. Wen the soldiers slowed under the hail of spears,
the fire caught up to them The |ead ranks wavered and began
to fall back. Mggs were already scanpering through the
canp, hooting in alarm

"Why are they retreating? | ordered no wthdrawal!"
Crovax shout ed.

"Men can't fight in a fire,’
abandon t he camp!"

"G ve up the canp to rebel s? Never!"

He spurred forward, tranpling nmen and noggs who got in
his way. A wave of fire was inundating the tents and had
al nost reached the center of canp. Soldiers staked in the
square for punishnent screanmed for help as the flanes
advanced. Some of their conrades tried to reach them but
the conflagration rapidly engul fed the area, turning the
square into an enornous funeral pyre.

Crovax held his shield over his head to ward off the
rain of elven spears. H s kerl blubbered and pranced,
anxi ous to escape the flames. Crovax ignored the protesting
beast, standing in his stirrups and staring through the fire
for a glinpse of Eladanri and his rebels.

Conmander or not, the kerl had had enough. It |ay down,
rubbed Crovax off, bounded to its feet and gal |l oped away,
bl eating. He didn't have tine to curse the stupid beast
before flames washed over him He threw an armover his face
and waited for the searing pain.

It never canme. Crovax felt the heat, but it never
crossed his threshold of pain. Pleased, he junped to his
feet. The fire had passed him still propelled by the Hub
wi nd.

In the flickering light, hundreds of lightly armed el ves
darted in and out, lofting their spears over the advancing
fire. Roaring, Crovax charged into the nearest group
slashing at themw th his sword. Every elf evaded his bl ade,
nmelting back into the darkness beyond the firelight.

"I am Crovax! Crovax of Urborg!" he bell owed. "Cone out,
El adamri, and fight me face to face!"

Nasser said. "W nust

* * k* * %

Less than thirty yards away, El adanri saw Crovax
striding about, shouting and waving his sword. The rebe
| eader sinply watched Crovax rave.

"WIl you fight hinP" Gallan asked.

"Look at him" Eladanri said. "He's utterly nad."

"He's the eneny conmander. Wy don't you kill hin®"

El adanri | eaned on his spear shaft. "Did you see what he
did? He fell fromhis animal, wallowed in the fire and got
up, unhurt. He's not flesh and bl ood-he's been altered, like
Volrath. He's not going to fall to a snakefang spear." He
laid his spear on his shoulder. "It's tine we put an end to
this battle. Lord Crovax will have to wait another day to
die."

El adanri put a hand to his nouth and uttered a | oud,
trilling cry. It was echoed by the throats of a thousand
el ves along the battle line. The sound halted Crovax's
futile ranting, and he turned his back on the elves, wal king
swiftly back to his singed and shaken troops.

El ves circled wide around the western flank of the



burni ng canp. There Darsett waited with over four hundred
Dal in full battle gear. Beside himwas Tant Jova and the
mai n Vec force, three hundred strong, nost arnmed with Rath
weapons scrounged from Crovax's fallen soldiers. El adanti
whacked Darsett on the back and cl asped hands with Tant
Jova.

"Time to wash our spears in eneny blood," he said.

The three rebel elenments swept forward, shouting,
scream ng, banging their weapons on their shields. To the
Rathi infantry, it seened as if an entirely new eneny force
sprang out of the darkness and hurled itself on them The
flustered Stronghold troops forned a holl ow square and
fended off waves of rebel attacks, the dead and wounded
piling up deeper each tine a fresh attack broke over them
Moggs outside the infantry squares were slaughtered in great
nunbers. Gadually, the exhausted Rathi |ine was pushed
backward, changing froma square to a narrow triangle.

El adanri kept the pressure on all through the night while
segnents of his force were sent away to safety in the
forest. The Hub wi nd di ed before daybreak, and the fire went
out. The canp was a heap of cinders. O the ten thousand

sol diers who arrived on the edge of the Skyshroud the night
before, two thousand were dead or dying, and another three

t housand were wounded. Only a few hundred nbggs coul d be
found. Crovax had | ost over half his arny in a single
battl e.

El adanri was not in a celebratory nood. Wth far
sl enderer resources, his | oses nunbered just over one
hundred el ves, three dozen Dal, and nearly two hundred of
Tant Jova's Vec nomads killed. No rich haul of captured
weapons coul d be expected following the all-consuning fire.

He bl amed hinsel f, and he bl aned Cardanel for ruining
his trap. "Another six hours and we could've had themall, K "
he stormed at the post-battle council deep in the forest.
"Not just their lives but all their weapons and supplies
too! That's what your little adventure cost us, Cardanel."

The young el f, who lost a hand in the fight, said
not hing. Tant Jova tried to cal mEl adanri. "W have beaten
themin open battle for the first tine, my brother," she
said. "Their new commander, Crovax, is disgraced. There's no
one to | ead them now. W've gained tine as well as a
victory-time we can parley into a bigger and better arny."

The aged Vec matriarch shuffled to the center of the
tree house. "Another thing, perhaps nost inportant of all-I
have this norning received a sutmons fromthe Oracle en-Vec.
She has tidings, she says, of the Korvecdal ."

The Korvecdal was the fabled deliverer of Vec prophecy,
a hero who woul d overthrow the Stronghold and | ead the
peopl es of Rath to freedom Wen Weatherlight cane to Rath
there was tal k that her captain, Gerrard Capashen, was the
Korvecdal . No one thought so now, as he'd left in his flying
ship, and the Stronghol d was unbowed.

Every eye in the roomturned to El adanri. El adanri
si ghed deeply. He'd won an expensive victory, and his first
t hought was the preservation of his arny. Holy prophets were
not his concern.

"W' |l withdraw to Korai," he said, rubbing the snoke
fromhis eyes. "There we can take stock of our |osses and
maybe gain a glinpse of the future.”



CHAPTER 9
VI CTI M5

The operation began at sunrise. It was not going well
It should have taken a few hours to cull hostages fromthe
| eading fam lies of the Dal, the Vec, and the Kor, but as

Dorian il-Dal stood on a broken wall in the ruined city
quarter, studying his timepiece, he saw the roundup was
entering its eighth hour. It would take [onger still to get

t hi ngs recorded properly.

G even descended on the crater with two thousand
sol diers and as many noggs. He had a list of names drawn up
by Dorian and his fellow courtiers, and he had to go house
to house to find the people he wanted. Quotas called for no
| ess than two thousand hostages from each group. Wrd
qui ckly spread about the roundup, and finding the |isted
host ages got harder and harder. There were scuffles but no
real fighting. Mbst of the hostages were quietly anxious or
stubbornly sullen, but few offered open resistance.

Li nes of captives, sorted by famly and race, narched
four abreast out of the City of Traitors under the
Stronghold to the ruins beyond. Soldiers lined the way with
arns ported.

"I'f I put whips in the hands of ny npbggs, the lines
woul d nove faster," G even nused

Dorian was horrified. "You can't do that! Mggs whi ppi ng

the evincar's subjects! They'll riot-they' Il rebel."
"Easy, old man," Greven said. "This job's about stopping
a rebellion, not starting one. | was just thinking like a

soldier." Thinking like a savage, Dorian thought. So the
chanberl ain stood on a tumbl ed-down wall with a trio of
scribes below him totting up the people as they trudged by.
Each |ist was checked agai nst Greven's master |ist to nmake
certain the exact nunber from each group was represented. In
an operation like this, Dorian stressed, no one race should
be seen as being favored by the authorities. The resent ment
t hus caused woul d undo the salutary | esson of taking
hostages in the first place.

Greven turned away from surveying the operation. "Wat's
t he count?"

Dori an sl apped his secretaries on the shoulder in turn
"One thousand, three hundred and forty-four of the Dal,"
said the first.

"One thousand, two hundred and ei ghty-nine of the Vec,"
said the second.

"Ei ght hundred and seventy-five of the Kor," added the
t hird.

"Why so few Kor?"

"They're nore elusive," Dorian said. "lI've had reports
that Kor from outside the Stronghold have not been taken at
all." "The Fishers of Life?"

The chanberl ain consulted a scroll. "Yes, that's the
clan. How did you know?"

G even didn't answer. |Instead he asked, "Have the
hol di ng areas been prepared ?"

"Such as they are. If we have to hold these people nore
than a few days, they'll not stand for the conditions here."
"They'l|l stand for what they're told to stand for,"
Greven snapped. He signaled his escort to formup. He wanted

to see the hol ding area hinself.



At the far edge of the ruins, near the city noat, three
| arge squares had been cleared by nogg | aborers. Rough walls
made fromthe debris of fallen houses were piled up to
create crude stockades. Each stockade had a single entrance.
Host ages were nmarched into the stockades according to their
race.

Sone hours passed, and the lines began to thin.
Eventual | y

Dorian and his secretaries appeared with the soldiers
who' d been driving the lines forward. The chanberl ain | ooked
happy.

Greven turned his eyes to Dorian. "Wat's the final
count ?"

"W made up the Kor tally. A whole band of themarrived
at the last minute,” Dorian said under his breath. "The
gquota is within 20 persons of being prefect."

"Where are the Kor?"

"There, at the end of the line. They turned thensel ves

"What ! "

Dori an shrugged. "They appeared on their own behind the
escort detachment. One of them spoke to nme and asked to be
added to the tally."

Greven grasped Dorian's soft armin a painful grip. "The
Kor you spoke to-was his name Furah?"

The chanberlain grunted in pain. "Dread Lord, you're
hurting me."

"What was the Kor |eader's nane?"

"Furah sounds right, or Furdah-sonme such uncouth nane."

Greven rel eased Dorian with a shove and waded t hrough
the ranks of guards. In front of themwere the | ast
hostages, in this case over a hundred Kor in identical gray
| eather outfits. Though Greven had lived his entire life on
Rath with both Dal and Kor as nei ghbors, he'd never seen an
entire clan ook so identical

Startled, Greven called out, "Furah! Furah, | want to
speak to you!"

In one notion, a hundred-plus Kor turned and | ooked back
at Greven. They were all Furah. The warrior shook his head.

"Did you see that?" Geven asked a nearby sol dier

"See what, Dread Lord?"

"Not hi ng. Never nind."

in.

* * k* * %

The ni ght of the Hub wi nd, Bel be made her first
i nspection of the flowstone factory. She did this al one, or
rather, with six noggs to carry the new nachinery sent with
her from Phyrexia. The court advisors she quickly dism ssed
as usel ess sycophants. G even and Dorian were busy rounding
up thousands of hostages, and Ertai was nowhere to be found.
This last fact annoyed her in sonme ill-defined way. Bel be
found herself wanting Ertai's conpany, and not havi ng what
she wanted nade her feel thwarted.

She soon forgot about Ertai, G even, hostages, and
everything el se once she was deep in the fl owstone works.
Unli ke those parts of the G tadel adapted for habitation
the factory was the nbst Phyrexian part of the Stronghol d,
and in Belbe's short life, Phyrexia meant hone.

The structure of the factory was purely organism c-the



adamantine frames of the building were |ike bones, and the
cl addi ng was applied Iike nuscle and skin over the factory's
skel eton. The entire fortress cantil evered out fromthe side
of the Stronghold cone and was studded with flues, exhaust
ports, and enormous conduits channeling liquid fl owstone
outside the crater. Over the years, residue fromthe great
wor ks accreted outside |ike scar tissue, blunting the |lines
of the severe architecture. By the tine Bel be arrived, the
Citadel was |like a vast wasp's nest, growi ng organically and
i nfested with thousands of poi sonous inhabitants.

In the donmed control center atop the factory, Belbe
stood in rapt fascination of the great cauldron at the heart
of the Gtadel. Here lava, the raw material of flowstone,
nmet the energy beam sizzling down fromthe Hub. Atons
disintegrated in the energy stream were whirled about at
extreme velocities and reforned i nto programmabl e nano-
machi nes-fl owstone. It was all so wonderful, magnificent,
and efficient.

Moggs lolled on the floor behind her, taking a breather
whil e Bel be was lost in admiration of the factory. She
recovered her sense of purpose and ordered themto bring up
t he Nano- Machi ne Conversion Accel erator. This was a gl obe
ei ghteen inches in dianmeter, whose outer skin was encrusted
wi th extruded tubing, wires, and output jacks. It was a
sel f-aware devi ce, capable of accepting verbal orders and
i mpl enenting themthroughout the factory. Phyrexian
techni ci ans had desi gned the Conversion Accelerator to
optim ze production of flowstone. As things stood, the
factory ran at one speed all the time. Actual output varied,
however, according to the anount of energy fromthe Hub, the
quality and amount of lava, and the purity of the raw
material s used. The Conversion Accel erator woul d harnoni ze
these el enents so as to produce nore fl ow stone when
conditions warranted, and expend | ess energy when conditions
wer e unfavorable. Overall production efficiency was expected
to increase by al nbst twenty-seven percent.

The nbggs maneuvered the heavy nodule into place. Bel be
made the master power connections, and the Accel erator cane
tolife

"Inpl erent final installation,” she comranded.

"Under stood." The devi ce extended sharp-edged feelers to
the control console. The tubes punched through the fl owstone
skin. Thin yellow oil wept fromthe incisions, but they
qui ckl'y heal ed.

"Connection conplete,"” said the Accelerator. "lnput flow
nomnal. Qutput flow at 117 percent."

"Reduce output to 100 percent."

"That is not maxi mum" countered the nachi ne.

"This is a test of your verbal command structure. Reduce
to 100 percent."

The Accelerator vibrated slightly on its new nmounti ngs.
Lights all over the factory di nmed, brightened, then settled
down. The constant drone of the nolecular whirlpool in the
factory core declined half an octave.

"Qutput flow 100 percent," the Accel erator announced.

Bel be adjusted some of the external controls on the
nmodul e. One of themwas the voice comrand recognition
circuit.

"Who am | ?"

"Emi ssary from Central Control, unit number 338551732-"



"Stop, you are correct. Do you acknow edge ny
aut hority?"

"Command authority is authentic.”

"Are there any default authorities?" she asked, curious.

"The Evincar of Rath."

"Any ot hers?"

"No others."

"Very good. Seal command authority to my voice and the
evincar's."

The unit clicked loudly and said, "Sealed."

One task done, another mmjor task remai ned. The npggs
had a second carton to deliver. In her belt pouch she had
the control unit for a transplanar portal, the only portable
device of its kind on Rath. The second carton in her baggage
was a Portal GCenerator, a special device that could open a
portal to any plane in the nultiverse.

The portal, if opened, would need space. It al so needed
to be out of the way. Wiere to install it? Belbe ran through
the conplex floor plan of the Citadel in her head. There was
a place ... she called the nmoggs. Installation of the
Accel erator had taken so long, the noggs had fallen asleep
| eani ng on the second carton. She shouted at them and they
twi tched awake.

She took the catwal k that circled the mghty centra
crucible. This close to the factory, static fromthe
tremendous energy input could be felt through the walls of
the furnace. The npbggs didn't like it one bit and sl unk
al ong, scratching their tingling skin on every avail able
protrusion. Bel be found the prickling sensation stinulating,
not unlike her experience with Volrath's bath.

VWen she reached the place she'd chosen, she checked
carefully to be sure she was not observed. Location of her
portal equipnment had to be secret. There were people in the
pal ace who would kill for a chance to | eave Rath, and Bel be
had explicit orders fromher nasters not to all ow anyone
access to the portal

An hour later, the portal device was deposited in a
seldomvisited part of the Citadel. Bel be made a nental note
to ask Greven to execute the noggs who hel ped her instal
the machinery as a standard security precaution

Bel be had mi nimal need for sleep. The glistening oil in
her veins kept her active long after ordinary beings craved
rest. At daybreak, she descended to the | ower airship dock
to see what progress was bei ng made on Predator. She found
the hull had been reassenbl ed and new deck fittings were
being installed. Al that remained after that was the tricky
job of installing the engines and rigging.

She spotted Greven's Vec foreman and asked hi mwhere his
nmast er was.

"I haven't seen himsince yesterday, Excellency," said
the Vec. "He left with Lord Dorian, and | haven't seen
ei ther of them since."

"Thank you-"

"Excel | ency, when you find Lord Greven, ask him pl ease
to cone back as soon as he can. W don't dare set the
engines in place without him"

Bel be promised to pass the word to Greven. On her way
out of the ship dock, a guard stopped her

"I'f you' re looking for Lord Greven, Excellency, you'l
find himin the ruins beyond the City of Traitors."



She searched her inplanted menory and found she didn't
know this place. "Where is that?" Bel be asked.

The guard stepped to the edge of the docking platform
and pointed to the floor of the crater

"See the lights down there, Excellency? That's the City
of Traitors. If you head that way," he pointed to the far
side of the crater, in the direction of the nbgg warrens,
"there's a lot of fallen-down buildings. That's where you'l
find Conmander G even."

Bel be | eaned on the railing. A warmupdraft, snelling of
nmol ten rock and ozone, ruffled her hair and the tight
sl eeves of her teal gown.

"What's Greven doi ng down t here?"

"Haven't you heard, Excellency? That's where he's taken
t he host ages-the hostages fromthe City of Traitors."

Bel be had a sudden urge to descend to the ruins and
observe the operation for herself. Wthout the airship, it
was a long journey to the crater floor. Bel be disnissed the
guard and stood by the rail, gazing down at the haze-
shrouded area, pondering how best to get there.

"Your Excellency?"

The second word was enunciated with ironic precision
There was Ertai, |eaning casually on one of the inverted
buttresses supporting the airship dock. Something was
different. It wasn't just his appearance, though he had
finally given up his tattered robes and donned Rathi garb-
hi gh col | ared doubl et, knee breeches, and ankl e- hi gh
fl eshstone boots, all in different shades of gray. It was
somet hing el se about him |ess tangible than a change of
war drobe. Ertai's presence was different.

"Someone needs to speak to the tailors in this place,"”
he said. "They have no sense of color at all. But | did want
to be presentable, since you called ne."

"I didn't call you."

"You were thinking about nme. I came to find you."

"I had work to do," she said, pretending not to care.
"In the factory."

"Then I'mglad | mssed it. There's nothing as boring as
machi nery." He came to the rail and | ooked down on the city.
"Awful place,"” he remarked. He gl anced upward at the vast
overhangi ng bulk of the Citadel. "It's like living in a well
wi th a boul der bal anced over your head."

"I want to go down there," she said, pointing to the
di stant ruins. Ertai asked why. She rem nded himof his
host age idea. "Greven and Dorian are down there now,
gat hering them™"

Ertai's face darkened. "I'msorry | suggested it. |
don't know how such an idea canme into nmy head." He shrugged.
"OfF course, it's a very good idea, froma certain point of
viewlike all ny ideas. But no good will cone of it."

"I want to go there," Bel be repeated.

Ertai took hold of her hand. She made a mld attenpt to
free herself, but he held on

"Let me take you there, Excellency."

She stopped struggling. "You don't have to call ne
that."

"Don't |?"

"No. "

"Very well, Belbe. | can get you down there faster than
an airship or any silly flowbot crane."



" How?"

He Il et go of her hand, turned, and wal ked about six feet
away. He sat down on the gritty floor, folding his legs in
front of him Ertai pressed his pal ns together and cl osed
his eyes.

"Visualization," he said softly, "is the nost inportant
part of spellcasting."

Bel be watched himclosely. Ertai trenbled. H's fingers
went white fromthe pressure, and nost of the col or drained
fromhis face. The collar of his new doublet wilted from
perspiration.

Sonet hi ng di sturbed the air behind her. Bel be turned and
saw a | arge, vague shape with flapping wi ngs hovering a few
yards fromthe platform Ertai's expression grew nore
strained, and the outline of the flapping object grew nore
distinct. Air itself seemed to be congealing to formthe
creature, which gradually assumed the form of a great
predatory bird.

"What is it?" she asked, inpressed.

Ertai did not answer. He opened his eyes and stiffly
unbent his legs. Hi s brow was etched with deep furrows as he
fiercely maintained his concentration even with the
di stracti ons of open eyes and novenent.

He extended a hand toward the phantom bird, drew it
back, and closed his outstretched fingers into a fist. The
giant bird flew into the dock, its wings and head passing
t hrough the solid structure of the platformw thout
resi stance. Yet when it reached Ertai, it extended a tal oned
cl aw and grasped hi maround the waist. He repeated the
cl aspi ng gesture and the spectral falcon took hold of
Bel be' s wai st as well.

"What's this?" she protested, trying to open the bird's
tal ons. Though solidly in the creature's grip, her efforts

to repel the bird met no solid flesh at all. It was nost
di sturbing, being lifted by visible, yet untouchable claws.
"Stop it," she said. "I'll use the Citadel egress. It'l

only take a few hours to go down there-"

Bef ore she could finish the sentence, the spirit falcon
rocketed away fromthe airship dock. Belbe, to her
consternation, saw she was dangling beneath the transl ucent
creation, hundreds of feet in the air. Some primtive part
of her was thrilled with terror-an enoti on she was | earning
on Rat h-but her good sense told her interrupting Ertai's
nmental focus would be disastrous for them both.

The fal con descended in a rapid spiral through the hot,
| ava-scented air. They circled quite close to the upward
flowi ng colunmm of |ava. Between the giant falcon claw
cl anped around Bel be's wai st and the stifling heat of the
lava, it was hard to breathe. Fortunately, the fal con's next
| oop took them away fromthe |lava flow, well out over the
City of Traitors.

As they coursed through the thin clouds, Belbe started
to enjoy the experience. The sweep, the feeling of speed and
power flying conferred was intoxicating. She | ooked down on
the city below, marveling at the gridwork of streets and
houses. It was sone minutes before she realized the streets
and squares were devoid of activity. Not a single Vec or Kor
could be seen. Ertai started to choke loudly. H's face had
gone ghastly white, and bl ood was dripping from both
nostrils. He let out a wacking cough, and to her horror



Bel be felt the falcon's claws thin and slip. They were two
hundred feet above the city. If she fell fromthis height,
not even her netal skeleton would save her, and Ertai would
surely die.

They descended too rapidly as the falcon's w ngs faded
in and out of existence. At fifty feet, rooftops rushed by,
and chi meys becane serious hazards. Ertai was hanging
linply in the falcon's evanescent grip, blood staining the
front of his new clothes.

Thirty feet. Bel be | ooked up. The body and w ngs of the
fal con were al nost gone, just the faintest outline was left.
Abruptly, the magical creature vani shed. Bel be | unged for
Ertai. She caught him twisted in md-air until her feet
were down, and braced for inpact.

They hit the roof of an enpty house, broke through, hit
the floor of the second story, and went through that as
wel | . When Bel be hit the ground, her |egs jackknifed hard,
but the Phyrexian alloys took the stress. Her augmented
nerves signal ed nassive pain, then shut down. Over and over
they rolled in the dust and debris of the abandoned
dwel ling, comng to a stop agai nst an outside wall

Bel be rose fromthe rubbish. Her ill-used | egs quivered
fromthe strain. Already her inplanted healing systens were
kicking in, repairing torn nuscles and |iganents, and
liberally dosing her nervous systemw th pain suppressants.
She turned Ertai over. H's color was already com ng back
and his nose had stopped bl eeding. Bel be had taken the ful
force of the fall for him

"Ow," he said, clasping his head. "Wat a headache. What

happened?"
"Your magical bird failed."
"My spell, fail? Inpossible!" Hs conviction, strongly

spoken, made his head throb unmercifully.

"It dropped us. If | hadn't caught you, you'd be dead
now. "

The diminterior of the ruined house, the drying blood
on his face and neck, and Bel be's unflinching manner nust
have convinced Ertai that she was telling the truth.

"The Spirit Falcon is a taxing spell to perform but
I've never heard of it failing like this," he said,
genui nely puzzl ed.

"It began to fade after just a few m nutes."

He scratched his rusty blond head. "There nust be
something interfering with the flow of nagical energy."

"Perhaps it's your healing treatnent. The native
energies of Rath nmust be very different fromthose of your
horme world."

Bel be hel ped hi m st and.

"Good thing we fell on an enpty house,"” he said quietly.

For reasons she did not entirely understand, Belbe
| eaned forward and pressed her lips to Ertai's. He was so
startled by this unexpected action he failed to respond in
ki nd. Bel be drew back, expressionless.

"Did | do it incorrectly?"

"I don't know," he said. "I wasn't prepared-"
"Prepare yourself then," she said. "It may happen
again." In awkward silence they made their way out of the

rui ned house.
The unpaved street was covered with sickly yell ow npbss
and gray lichen, and clogged with bl ocks, fallen pedinents,



bricks, and shards of pottery. Belbe and Ertai picked their
way through the ruins to the next street. This w de path was
clear of debris, and the thick dust had been stirred
recently by a large crowd of people.

"The hostages cane this way," Bel be said.

"Must be hundreds of them"

"Thousands. Lord G even is not one for half neasures.”

They wal ked down the broad, enpty road. Ruddy light from
the rising colum of |ava painted the ruins in shades of
pi nk.

Ertai | ooked at Bel be. "May | ask you a question?"

She put her arms behind her head and stretched her
healing linmbs. "OF course.™

"Do you ever ask yourself if you're on the right side or
not ?"

She | ooked at her feet. "OF the road?"

"No, in this struggle."

"No. "

"\Why not ?"

"The right side is the side that succeeds," she said
simply. "This is the basic truth ny nasters taught ne."

"They could be wong."

"It is possible but not likely. Time will tell."

"I used to think I knew right fromwong," Ertai said.
"That was before |I began ny advanced studies in magic. Then
| learned that power is power, regardless of its origin. Any

species can be used to kill or cure, and if that's so, how
can any of it be good or evil? It sinply is. | think people
are like that, too. W simply are."

"I will ask you a question," she said. He agreed. "Do

you regret com ng here? Do you miss your conrades on
Weat her | i ght ?"

He stopped, feet stirring little gouts of fine dust.
"They left me here," Ertai said. "I was angry at themfor
that. Now, in an odd way, | think they did me a favor."

Amid the ruins, the sanguinary light of the lava col um,
the still, humid air at the bottomof the crater, Bel be had
a strange, new experience. A nore worldly woman coul d have
told her she was feeling affection for the first tinme. As it
was, she had to figure it out herself.

* * k* * %

The hostages filled the stockades with resignation. Each
fam |y staked out a place in the dusty encl osures and waited
for word they could go hone again. Soldiers stood atop the
| ow rubble walls, eyeing their qui escent charges.

Bel be and Ertai arrived to find Greven seated on a
broken monolith. Dorian il-Dal was with him a picnic |unch
spread out on a cloth between them Wen they saw Bel be
approachi ng, both nen rose and bowed.

"Greetings, Excellency! You are |ooking well today. Wy
didn't you let us know you were com ng? | would have
prepared a repast for you as well." Dorian said effusively.

"It's of no matter," she replied. "I do not eat."

"Are the hostages here?" Ertai asked inpatiently.

"Si x thousand of them" confirmed G even

"Five thousand, nine hundred ei ghty-eight, to be exact,"
said Dorian. He held up several |oose scrolls. "I have the
tallies here if Your Excellency would care to see.”



She ignored the proffered scrolls and wal ked to the
mout h of the Dal stockade. Moggs grunted and sidl ed away
fromBel be. GQuards on the wall snapped to attention

Dorian, Ertai, and G even canme up behind her

"What does Your Excellency require?" asked the
chanber | ai n.

"A better view, first." She |ooked |eft and right,
judged the far wall to be straighter, and sprang from a
flat-footed stance to the top of the seven-foot-high
structure.

Bel be | ooked out over the dusty arena, jamred with
al nrost two thousand Dal. Wth designed thoroughness she
cat al ogued the crowd: one thousand, five hundred and thirty-
three adults, four hundred and sixty-one children. Mbst of
the adults were elderly or female. She started counting
crutches in the cromd and stopped when she passed one
hundred and fifty. Distaste rose in her throat. She turned
to the trio of nmen waiting bel ow her.

"Who chose these peopl e?" she shouted.

"Why, | did, Excellency, with Lord Greven's help,"

Dori an replied.

"Why take these particul ar peopl e-worren, children, the
aged?”

"Come down, Excellency. 1'd rather not have this
conversation yelled fromthe stockade wall," G even said
hi s face hardening.

She did cone down, |anding inches in front of the
towering warrior. "Explain your choices, Chanberlain."

Dorian's lip trenbled. "The-the Dread Lord and
di scussed it. W agreed these would make the nost effective
host ages. "

"Go on."

Greven stepped up. "Qur goal is to keep peace inside the
Stronghol d. W chose peopl e who have strong bonds with those
not chosen. Dal nmen will think twi ce about rising against us
if they know we have their nmothers, fathers, wves, and
children in our power."

"I think you' ve erred, Commander," Bel be said. "Now
we' re as much hostages as those peopl e beyond the wall!"

Ertai spoke up. "Wat do you nean?"

"I'f any harm cones to these people, it will foment
rebellion rather than quell it." She was angry, and she
didn't know how to handl e the enotions stirred up by the
plight of the hostages. "Wy didn't you round up young nal es
i nstead? They're the potential allies of Eladanri, not these
hel pl ess fol k. "

"In matters of civil unrest, there are no innocent
byst anders,"” G even said.

"Be at ease, Excellency!" Dorian pleaded. "No one w shes
harmto these people. Wen Lord Crovax returns triunphant,
all will be well."

"And if Crovax | oses?" asked Ertai

The silence that foll owed was suffocating.

CHAPTER 10
Rl VALS

The Skyshroud Expeditionary Force renained on the field
for two days, burning its dead and buil ding tenporary
defenses out of turf, rocks, and the weckage of the arny's



equi prent. Everyone expected the rebels to attack and w pe
themout, but they didn't. Cavalry patrols were sent out to
| ocate El adanri's band, but they returned in a few hours and
reported finding no sign of the eneny.

The rebels didn't | eave behind a single scrap; every
t hrown spear, every bent sword, every broken hel net was
scavenged fromthe field of battle. Nor were any rebel dead
| eft behind. The plain around the burned Rathi canp had been
tranpled flat by nen, elves, noggs, and kerls, but no other
evi dence of Eladanri's force remained.

Crovax withdrew to his nakeshift quarters-a pile of
scorched sod with a square of canvas for a roof-and brooded
over his defeat. Organization and defense of the Rath
position fell to Nasser. Aside fromgrunting approvals to
Nasser's suggestions, Crovax did not speak for two whol e
days. Late in the afternoon on the second day after the
battle, he emerged fromhis hut. Nasser had been lingering
outside, waiting for his commander to appear

"My lord," said Nasser when Crovax stood unblinking in
the late day sun. "What are your orders?"

"Any sign of the eneny?" asked Crovax quietly.

"None, ny lord."

"Break canp. W will march." Crovax turned to go back
i nsi de.

"Very good, ny lord. \Were to?"

"The Stronghol d."

The arny had been waiting for just such an order, and in
| ess than an hour they were ready to march. The cavalry
fanned out to watch for rebels, and the infantry col um,
much reduced in length, shoul dered their weapons and started
of f.

The Corps of Sergeants waited patiently for Crovax to
join them The commuander's kerl was tethered to the stunmp of
a lance outside his quarters. Mre than half the arnmy was on
the path back to the Stronghold, and there was no sign of
Crovax.

" Soneone shoul d rouse him" Tharvello said. The other
sergeants shook their heads. No one wanted to incur his
wr at h.

"Nasser, you're his favorite. You do it," said
Thar vel | o.

"I can wait."

"Ha! You're afraid of himtoo!"

Eyes narrowed to slits, Nasser dismunted his soot-
snudged kerl and tossed the reins to the nearest nogg. He
squared his shoul ders and wal ked to the door of the little
sod hut-just a flap of tattered canvas, waving slowy in the
Iight breeze.

Five feet fromthe hut, Nasser halted and called out,
"My lord! The armnmy is underway. WIIl you take your place
with us?"

A muffled thud, and a cloud of dirt whirled away from
Crovax's hut. Shafts of blinding white |ight burst from
every crack and crevice in the sod walls. Nasser threw an
armover his face, and the hut collapsed with a spurt of
gray dust and ash.

"Sergeants, to ne!" Nasser cried. A dozen seasoned
warriors ran to the destroyed shack and tore through the
pol es and cl ods of earth | ooking for their commander. Wen
they found thensel ves scraping at virgin soil beneath the



hut, the sergeants realized Crovax was gone. Everyone spoke
at once.

"What happened?”

"El adanri-"

"-elven magic!"

"Sonme new weapon- ?"

"-El adanri-"

Nasser squatted in the remains of the hut, toying in the
debris with his fingers. His careful contenplation of the
situation gradually calned his fell ow sergeants.

At | ast soneone said, "Were did he go?"

"Maybe back to where he cane from" Tharvell o said.

"What do we do now?"

The senior sergeant dusted the drab soil of Rath from
his hands. "I will take conmand."

They were nore than happy to | et himshoul der the
burden. Tharvello said, "Wat are your orders, Nasser?"

"Wthout a body, | can't assunme Lord Crovax is dead. The
conmander's | ast order stands," he decided. "W go hone."

* * k* K %

Predat or was airborne again, thanks to Greven's tirel ess
efforts. After the hostages were secured, Greven returned to
the airship dock, where he oversaw the replacenment of
Predator's powerful engines. The hull was floated out the
| ower dock and carefully steered to the upper |anding pylon
There the final refit would take place, and G even woul d
take on new crew to replace those lost in the costly battle
wi th Weat herl i ght.

Ertai disappeared into the libraries of the Ctadel
beset by the conundruns of his place in the schene of
t hi ngs. Days passed, and Bel be saw little of him Wen she
finally did, she was amazed by the changes slowy
transforming him Early one norning she found hi mperched on
a table in one of the old scroll depositories, surrounded by
heaps of discarded docurments. It was stifling in the narrow
room and Ertai had stripped to the waist to better bear the
heat .

Never a nuscular fellow fornerly, Ertai now di splayed a
form dabl e breadth of shoul der as he sat hunched over a

scroll. That, and the fact his hair had becone copper-brown
made Bel be doubt she was seeing himat all
"Hell o," she said uncertainly. "I see you're naking use

of the libraries.”

"These scrolls are all wong," Ertai said, pushing the
heavy scroll aside. "Their description of energy crossover-"

"What's happening to you, Ertai?"

He | ooked at her from under heavy-lidded eyes. "VWhat are
you tal ki ng about ?"

"You' re changing. Your hair, your physique-"

"It's to be expected," he said, stretching his bare
arnms, now covered with thin, ropy nuscles. "The energy
i nfusions you started me on are doing it. Every time | go
back to Volrath's |aboratory, | change a little nore."

She drew back. "You're still using the infuser? Wy?"

"I magi ne ny chagrin when | discovered the effects of the
device were only tenporary. When ny injuries return, | have
to go back to the infuser for another treatment. | shoul d ve
known it wouldn't actually heal ne. If | hadn't been so



hurt, 1'msure | would have thought of it.

"Thought of what?"

Ertai |eaned his cheek against his knee. "Only natura
life-energy can heal human flesh. O her varieties can nmask
damage by transforming it into sonmething else. In ny case
Volrath's device seens to be making ne into a | esser version
of our friend Geven."

"No! "
"It doesn't matter. | can't stop now, anyway. If 1 mss
a day at the infuser, the msery of the torture session
cones back. | can't bear it.... alittle nuscle won't hurt
me, and ny mind is still my own. Maybe even better, if
that's possible. |I'mreading eight books a day, did you know
that? I'lIl be through this library soon, then I'lIl nove on

to the next."

"Be careful, Ertai."

He smiled in his own wy way. Ertai held up his hand,
pal mout, to the closest scroll-laden shelf. The fl owstone
rippled like a reefing sail. He sustained the notion for
several seconds before it faded.

"Your influence is inproving," she said, pleased.

"Yes. | may give Crovax a surprise before long."

She wanted to speak to himabout his growi ng power, but
Ertai lowered his head to his reading again and quickly
forgot Bel be was present. She backed out of the close little
room Her heart was beating fast, and she didn't know why.
It took several minutes to slowit to a normal rhythm

Bel be continued her rounds of the Citadel, stopping by
the factory control roomto check on the Accel erator unit
she'd installed. The stubborn device kept trying to raise
production to inefficient |evels above 100 percent, which
forced Bel be to inprovise a nethod to hanper the machine's
excessi ve enthusiasm for production. She settled for
tanmpering with the output meter, resetting it by hand to
fool the Accelerator into thinking the factory was produci ng
nore fl owstone than it actually was. However, there was a
problem wi th her makeshift solution. Like every other
mechani smin the factory, the output neter was self'
correcting. In the course of several days' production, it
woul d di scover its readings were inaccurate and correct
itself. Thus Bel be woul d have to return to the control done
every other day to reset the output meter to naintain
maxi mum ef fi ci ency.

Wi |l e she was adjusting the output neter for the first
time, she spotted a ball of white light, about two feet
wi de, circling and descendi ng the energy col um. The bal
darted first in one direction, then another. Belbe lost it
for a second against the glare of the beam then adjusted
her vision to see past the colum's corona. H gh above, the
white ball of Iight hovered over the upper airship dock. It
di pped behind the pylon and was | ost from sight.

Curious, she left the control station and nmade her way
back to the residential wing of the Ctadel. Everything
seened normal. Servants and courtiers bowed as she passed.
Guards stood at their stations, unal arned.

She reached the main intersection in the heart of the
pal ace. From here, stairs and flowbot lifts branched out al
over the structure-up to the evincar's quarters, down to the
| aboratories, libraries, map room arnories, and prison
Bel be strained every nerve in her being, searching for the



fiery intruder. The strongest trace (which was very weak

i ndeed) cane froma wi ndow in the outside wall. Fromthere
she | ooked down on the nbgg warrens, map tower, Volrath's

| aboratory, and the roof of the Dream Halls. The arched roof
of the hall bore ghostly heat trails, crisscrossing back and
forth. The phantomvisitor was there.

For the first tine in her short |life, Belbe ran. Her
legs were quite healed after her fall in the ruins a few
days ago, and she ran to the physical limts of her alloy
frame. Flashing down the dark corridors of the pal ace, she
passed unsuspecting courtiers and soldiers in a blur. Wthin
seconds, Bel be was at the doors of the Dream Halls. Her
hands were just about on the handl es when the tall double
doors swung silently inward. Bel be rushed into the vast,
silent hall.

"Ah, my young mistress."

"Crovax!"

He was still in his dusty arnor. She could snell bl ood
and smoke, and saw bits of wire grass snagged in his boots.

"WAas that you?" she said, incredul ous.

"You saw me? Ch yes, you're the em ssary, you see
everything." He seenmed dizzy and shuffled his feet to keep
hi s bal ance. "A bonus fromour nasters,” he said. "I can
will nyself frompoint to point."

"Tel eportation.”

"I's that what it's called? Hard on the head, if you ask

me." He called up a flowstone stool out of the floor and sat
down.

"What about the arny? Wiy did you | eave then®?"

"My arny?" he exploded. "Worthless, cowardly cattle! |
woul d have killed themall if |I were Eladanri!"

"You |l ost your entire arny?"

Crovax's face contorted. "I lost little of value."

"How many survived? \Were are they now?"

He | eaped to his feet. "Who are you to question ne?"

"I amthe emnmissary of the overlords," Belbe said calmy.
"I ask you again, where is your arny?"

"Qut there." He flung a hand. "W fought a night battle.
The rebels started a fire upwind of our position, and many
of the soldiers were trapped by the flanes."

"And El adanri ?"

Crovax's voi ce was al nost inaudible. "He escaped.”

The di stant dream machi nery near the ceiling clicked and
whirred. For sonme seconds, it was the only thing noving or
maki ng noise in the Dream Hal | s.

Then Bel be spoke. "You failed."

The cold, hard edge returned to his voice. "This is only
the first round. There are many acts yet to play."

"A new evincar nust be naned soon."

"Then name nme! Who el se can you choose? Greven? He's
been a slave too long to know how to rule.”

"There is another candidate.” The fl owstone around Bel be
heaved |like a sea swell. She ignored it, and when it was
cal magain she said, "I refer to Ertai."

"That boy? Do the overlords know you're considering that
arrogant little cur?"

"The overlords know everything | do," she said stiffly.
"Ertai has magical gifts far in excess of anyone el se on
Rath. His influence over flowstone grows daily."

"Can he conmand an arny? Can he govern? Can he rul e?"



"Those are questions still unanswered about you, Crovax.
As for Ertai, he's intelligent, clever, and has many
insights. It was Ertai, for exanple, who devised the
stratagem of taking hostages fromthe |ocal population to
i nsure they wouldn't |end support to Eladanri's rebels."

Crovax broke into an awful, face splitting grin.

"Host ages? What a delightful idea. | give the pup credit."
He wal ked a slow circle around Bel be, cl ose enough for her
to feel his cold breath on her face. "How many hostages?"

"A thousand." Wiy she gave himthe wong figure, she
didn't know.

"Where are they?"

"The ruins outside of the City of Traitors."

He stopped his peranbul ation directly behind her. "I
see. Thank you, Excellency."

"For what ?"

"For restoring ny faith in the wi sdom of our nasters,"”
he said. Cool fingertips brushed the back of her neck. "But
hear ne, girl. | will be Evincar of Rath."

"Are you threatening ne, Crovax?"

The fingers were withdrawn. "Certainly not, Excellency.
| merely pledge to do ny utnost for the cause. You do your
best for the overlords, don't you?"

"l do the task I was made for."

He suddenly enfol ded her from behind in his powerful
arnms, one around her waist, the other around her neck. In a
split-second decision, Bel be decided not to struggle but
remai ned as rel axed as possible.

"We're allies after all,"” he said softly in her ear
"Cooperation can be as satisfying as conpetition-with the
ri ght conpany."

“I"'mhere to choose the best person for the job, whoever
that is." Belbe still didn't nove.

"No enotion involved?" Crovax asked.

"Enmotion is not efficient.”

Crovax tightened his grip.

"You can't overpower ne, Crovax."

"I wouldn't dream of trying, Excellency." He dropped his
arnms, and Bel be stepped away. Adrenaline coursed through
her. She felt like a coiled spring, all wound up. Crovax
appeared quite calm

"I want a full report on the battle in witing,
detailing your |osses, Eladanmri's tactics, and the state of
the arny," Belbe said, inwardly shaking with excitenment. She
kept thinking about what it would be like to break Crovax's
arms and | egs. She knew just howto do it, even through his
ar nor .

"As you wi sh. Wen shall | present ny report?"

"You will wait upon ny pleasure." Bel be imagined his
face exploding in a shower of blood and bone fragnments, his
teeth falling like hailstones to the polished floor. "Where
are the survivors of your force?"

"A few days' march from here."

"WIl they nmake it back on their own?" Wth one kick she
could crush his w ndpi pe, and he would slowy strangle to
death. . ..

He shrugged. "That has nmore to do with El adanri than ny
soldiers."

"Predator is flying again. 1'll send Greven to find your
men and escort them home. The ship has no weapons on board



yet, but the rebels won't know that." Wth one bl ow she
could drive the cartilage in his nose back into his brain.

He saluted. "Your Excellency is wi se and frugal."

Crovax departed, and the Dream Halls doors cl osed
silently behind him Belbe | eaped into the air, kicking her
feet and pounding the air furiously with her fists. Wen
this failed to satisfy her, she ran to the wall and punched
an el aborate bas-relief depicting one of Volrath's dreans of
glory. The flowstone walls, made to initate marble,
splintered under Bel be's bl ows. No sooner had the fragnments
fallen to the floor than they began clinbing back up to
rejoin the broken structure. She pounded on the wall unti
her knuckl es were scored and weeping glistening oil. Panting
with excitenment, she stood back to catch her breath.

Her violence triggered the dream devi ce overhead. Wth a
hi ss of servos and uncoiling wire, three dream catchers
dropped to Belbe's eye level. In each was a dirty white
"pearl ", representing some dream experience the device
t hought appropriate to Belbe's current state of mnd. She
stared at the trio of machines and with a howl of pure fury,
sei zed one in each hand and ripped them | oose. The third
dream cat cher hastily retracted

Bel be enjoyed crushing Volrath's dreans under her heel

* * k* K %

The arny reached Chireef, the | ast outpost before the
Stronghol d, three days after the battle. A march that had
taken Crovax a day and a half Nasser was content to do in
twice the time. His nen were tired, nmany were wounded, and
no one was in a hurry to return home froma defeat.

Ri ders came back with the news that the bl ockhouse at
Chi reef seened abandoned. The doors were cl osed and barred,
and none of the garrison responded to the scouts' hails.

Al armed, Nasser and the Corps of Sergeants rode ahead of the
mai n body with all the remaining cavalry to investigate what
happened at Chireef.

The bl ockhouse | ooked deserted. Arrow slits were vacant.
No sentries wal ked the roof. Some unknown banner hung linply
fromthe flagpole-the air was too still to stir it. Despite
repeated calls, no one inside the bl ockhouse responded.

The door was a massive bronze affair, and the Rath
sol diers were not equipped to batter it down. A team of four
men was ordered to scal e the bl ockhouse walls with ropes and
grappl i ng hooks. The outside of the bl ockhouse was as snooth
as glass (to prevent just such attenpts at clinbing by the
eneny), so it took sone tine before the soldiers were able
to reach the roof. Three nmen were detailed to enter the
bl ockhouse and open the outer door while the fourth haul ed
down the nysterious flag and tossed it to Nasser

It was a triangle of rough green cloth with a sinplified
i mage of a red snake's head, fangs bared, in the center

Wth a loud clank, the doors of Chireef rolled back. The
caval rynen who' d entered the bl ockhouse emerged | ooki ng
puzzl ed. No one was inside, alive or dead. The place had
been stripped cl ean-not even garbage was |eft.

"What about the cisterns?' Nasser asked. The arny was
thirsty.

"Enpty," the scouts reported. Someone had broken off the
flowstone valves, allowing all the water to drain fromthe



st orage tanks.

This was plainly the work of Eladanri and his rebels,
but the nysterious state of the bl ockhouse was unsettling.
Why were there no signs of a fight? Where were the dead or
t he wounded? They coul dn't even find any bl oodstains. How
could a band of rebels, arned only with hand weapons,
capture a well -defended bl ockhouse the arnmy had visited only
a few days earlier?

A snudge of dust on the horizon warned Nasser the foot
colum was on its way. Tharvello and sone of the sergeants
wanted to keep the troops away from Chireef, hide the
strange fate of the garrison fromthe rank and file. Nasser
would not allowit.

"Let everyone know," he said grinmy. "This is what they
can expect at rebel hands! Let them contenpl ate Chireef and
fight harder to avoid their conrades' fate."

Each conpany narched past the enpty bl ockhouse. Smashed
val ves and puddles at the foot of the wall made it clear
there was no water for them Wrd filtered through the ranks
about the di sappearance of the entire garrison, and a chil
envel oped the already dispirited arny.

Nasser ordered the march to continue until dusk. Though
they were within a night's march of the Stronghol d, the
seni or sergeant didn't want his dejected troops to arrive
hone in the mddle of the night. He decided to canp one nore

night and march into the city by the full |ight of day.
Nasser sent a percher ahead with this news. Not know ng
where Crovax was, he addressed his nessage to Greven il -Vec.

He halted the arny astride the main road fromthe
Stronghold to Chireef, The tired nmen filed out of formation
and dropped their packs in the dirt. Details were sent to
gat her tinder for canpfires, and the comunal pots were
unpacked for dinner.

These nundane tasks occupied the arnmy in the | ast hour
of daylight. Nasser and his conrades were about to sit down
when sentries reported an unknown light in the sky.

Nasser overturned his bow in his haste to stand. He
didn't have to go far before he spied what the sentries had
seen: a bright golden light, lowin the air and noving with
consi derabl e speed. It was approaching fromthe southwest,
directly away fromthe Stronghold.

"Ai rshi p?" suggested Tharvello. "An eneny airship?" "I
don't know. Alert the troops. If we're going to be attacked
the nen nust di sperse.”

Trunpets and perchers blared, and the sol diers gave up
their neager neals to stand to arns. The aerial beacon was
easily visible to all now as it maneuvered bel ow t he
sl uggi sh cl ouds. Anxious nurnurs passed through the ranks.

The hum of aerial engines reached the soldiers. The
first dimoutline of the ship behind the light could just be
made out. "It's a big one," Tharvello said. "Shut up,"
Nasser replied.

The gil ded searchlight raked the grassy plain, right,
| eft, ahead, and back. Some cavalry were caught in the beam
and the kerls pranced nervously when the light hit their
weak eyes. Nasser raised his hand to alert the troops. At
his signal they would scatter to avoid the airborne attack

No missiles or bonmbs erupted fromthe airship. |Instead,
it slowed and began to descend. The searchlight swung down,
hi ghl i ghting the patch of ground where the ship would



alight. In the reverse glow, Nasser recogni zed the | ong
prow, the jutting boarding nmandible. "It's Predator!"

The Rathi troops let out a concerted shout of relief,
and hundreds rushed forward to greet the |anding vessel.
Predat or dropped to within a few feet of the ground and
hovered. Lanps bl azed fore and aft, and against the |ight
Nasser could see crew nenbers scurrying about on deck.

A rope |l adder unrolled to the ground, but the first man
off the ship didn't use it. Geven il-Vec junped fromthe
deck, landing lightly. He stooped to clear the overhangi ng
bul k of the airship, standing erect once he saw t he Corps of
Sergeants drawn up to greet him

"Dread Lord!" Nasser said, over the throb of the
hovering ship's engines. "It's good to see you!"

"I's this all that remains of the force?" Geven said
sternly, surveying the nen clustered around Predator.

Taken aback, Nasser recovered his professional denmeanor
and replied, "It is, Dread Lord."

"Where's Crovax?"

Nasser | ooked Greven in the eye. "He's not here, sir. W
haven't seen him since this norning."

"What ?" Greven thundered. Every man present, veteran or
recruit, flinched. "Were is your commandi ng of ficer?"

Nasser expl ai ned how Crovax vani shed when the strange
expl osi on denolished his hut. He expected a further display
of temper, but instead the giant warrior seened pleased to
hear of Crovax's unexpected departure.

"CGone, is he? Hi s chance to be evincar is gone, too."
Greven noticed the press of soldiers around himand snarl ed.
"Do you men have nothing better to do than stand here,
gawki ng |i ke a bunch of hungry noggs?"

The relieved soldiers returned to their canpfires.

G even ordered Predator aloft to watch for trouble while he
remai ned on the ground. He wanted to hear a full account of
the battle with the rebels. Then he announced he would
personally | ead the remmants of the Skyshroud Expedition
into the Stronghol d.

Greven got the whole story from Nasser and the
sergeants. They blanmed the wind and fire for their debacle
and confirmed that Eladanri had Vec and Dal allies in the
fight.

Greven listened to every word. Hi s i nhumanly hard
features were a mask to the assenbl ed sergeants. As G even
sat there, thinking yet saying nothing, one by one the
sergeants slipped away to catch a bit of sleep. Nasser was
the last to go.

"I'f there's nothing else, Dread Lord, 1'll say good
night." Geven gazed at the dying canpfire. Nasser sal uted
curtly and di sappeared into the outer darkness.

He hadn't gone ten yards before Tharvell o grabbed him
from behi nd.

"What is it?" said Nasser.

"You heard G even back there. This nmeans the end of
Crovax, doesn't it?"

"Such decisions occur far above ny head."

"Come now, you and | took up Crovax's mantle gl adly,
thinking it would advance us in the arnmy and get us out from
under that bastard Greven's thunb. Well, Crovax botched it!
We shoul d nake amends to G even."

"You talk like a soft-handed courtier,"’

Nasser sai d.



"I'"ll not sell ny loyalty at the first sign of adversity."

Tharvell o grinned. "So you're staying with Crovax?"

"I serve Rath, not any one man. If you think Crovax is
finished, you re badly m staken. Defeat or no defeat, he'l
be back stronger than ever. Mark what | say."

Nasser left him

* * k* K %

Tharvel | o opened his hauberk and pull ed out the percher
he' d hi dden underneath. Perchers renmenbered the | ast words
spoken in their presence.

Your words are marked, Tharvello thought, stroking the
wi nged creature

CHAPTER 11
BANQUET

Ertai strolled down a vacant corridor, a long scroll in
one hand, a hunk of soft bread in the other. The end of the
scrol |l dragged on the floor as he went, munching his snack
He stepped out into the main corridor just as Dorian il -Dal
cane barreling al ong. They went down in a tangle, the scrol
entw ni ng around them both as they struggled to free
t hensel ves.

"Be still, will you?" Ertai said. "You'll tear the
scrol 1"

"Help! I've no time for this foolishness! Ugh! Where is
the em ssary, young man?" Ertai slid out of the tangle. "I
haven't seen her."™ "I mnust find her! She nust be told about
this terrible thing!" "Wat terrible thing?"

Dorian tried to shuck the coils of parchnent and
untangle his legs fromErtai's. "The hostages! The hostages
have di sappeared!"

Ertai shoved Dorian backward. The chanberlain's head
t hunped on the floor, and when it did, the fl owstone gripped
hi s bal ding head and held it there.

Eyes wi de with shock, Dorian babbled, "You control the
stone!"

"In small ways," Ertai replied, rising and dusting
hinsel f off. "Now, what's got you in such a panic? Six
t housand people don't just disappear. G even must have noved
them™

"Greven flew out in Predator this norning-and not a
singl e hostage remains in the holding areal™

Hi s words speared Ertai through the heart. Wth his
concentration rattled, his control of the flowstone
evaporated. Freed, Dorian sat up and clutched Ertai's |eg.

"I received a report fromthe conm ssary officer not two
hours ago. He went to the stockades to distribute food and
wat er and di scovered everyone was gone."

"What about the guards?”

"CGone, too." Dorian began to weep. "There were | arge
nunbers of footprints |eading out of the city into the
caverns, but there's no way out of the crater there."

"Did you send anyone out to search?"

Dori an nodded, wi ping his nose on his sleeve. "O course
| did! Some cane back saying the tracks lead right up the
crater wall-but there's no tunnel or cave at the spot, just
a blind wall! Four men were |lost during the search. | fear



the Death Pits-"

"What' s that?"

Dorian squirmed with reluctance. "A fable, nostly. The
resi due of the flowstone creation process is punped into
renote caverns and crevices. It looks like tar, but it's
very poi sonous. The credul ous believe the Death Pits are
sentient. It's just a nyth."

"You said you feared it," Ertai objected.

"It is poisonous!" Dorian began to tear up again. "If a
single hostage dies, it will be very bad for us!"

"Come," said Ertai, hoisting the rotund chanberlain to
his feet. "We'll find Belbe."

"l1've | ooked and | ooked. No one knows where she is."
Ertai closed his eyes and held his hands six inches
apart, right in front of his chest. Magical energy crackled
bet ween his pal ns, quickly solidifying into a spinning star-

shaped obj ect.

"What's that?" asked Dorian, drying his eyes.

"Aferret." Ertai inmparted a single nmental conmand to
his magi cal creation: Find Bel be. The star spun away. He
grabbed the front of Dorian's robe and said, "This way!
Don't |ose sight of it!"

They followed the flying ferret through dark halls and
light, and before long it becanme obvi ous where it was goi ng.

"She's in the great hall," Ertai said. "Were she
arrived."

One of the huge doors was ajar. The spinning star
hovered outside, unable to pass the powerful wards placed
around the DreamHalls. Ertai dispelled the ferret with a
wave of his hand. Wth Dorian in tow, they entered the vast
hal I .

Ertai's foot crunched sonething. The floor was littered
with shiny gray shards. It wasn't flowstone but sonme kind of
crystal. As far as the eye could see, the concourse was
peppered with the stuff.

Several yards away there was a crash, followed by the
tinkl e of broken bits. Ertai raced ahead and found fragnents
of a newly smashed gl obe still spinning on the mrror-black
fl oor.

"Bel be?"

He heard a | ow voice nuttering, and another gray gl obe
cane crashing down a few feet away. Ertai | ooked up and saw
a figure nmoving in the di mheights overhead.

"Bel be?" he called nore |oudly.

"Go away, |'m busy."

He frowned. What had gotten into her? "It's about the
host ages! They're m ssing!"

She was silent for a nonent, then said, "Come up."

He cast about for a |ladder, stairs, any way up. "How?"

"You're the magician."

Angrily, he went to one of the monunental pilasters that
supported the glass roof. He placed his hands agai nst the
hard fl owstone surface, and scooped handhol ds formed for
him He clinbed steadily, noting the handhol ds snpot hed out
after he passed them The ceiling was very high, and it took
hi m several mnutes of clinbing before he reached a sort of
nmezzani ne made of a black metal lattice, invisible from
bel ow. Here were stored all the strange devices Volrath used
to explore and preserve his dreans. Bel be had been going
along the platformprying out all the dream storage gl obes



and hurling themto the fl oor

She sat astride the nesh | edge, her feet dangling in the
open air. Ertai cautiously slipped onto the platform and
tried not to | ook down.

"What are you doi ng?" he denanded.

"It's called 'cleaning house,'" she said. "l've been
getting tid of Volrath's collection of terrors and
pl easures.” She held up a broken shell. "In his case, there
wasn't much difference.”

"Bel be, the Dal, Vec, and Kor hostages are m ssing!"

She tossed the shell into the void. "D d they escape?”

"I don't know! Dorian says even the guards have
vani shed. "

"Ah. | wonder ..."

"You know sonet hi ng?" He | eaned over and grabbed her
hand. "Bel be, what's going on? The safety of thousands is at
st ake! "

She | ooked away. "It's probably Crovax's doing."

"Crovax? |s he here?"

"Crovax has returned, and his powers have greatly
i ncreased. He could open a tunnel through the crater wall
with a wave of his hand."

"By all the colors-if he hurts those people, every
menber of their famlies will join Eladanri's rebellion!"

"Crovax ..." She gripped the nesh platformon either
side, each finger in a different perforation. Wen she said
Crovax's nanme, she closed her hand, tearing the enornmously
strong nmetal lattice like rotten cloth.

"Let's get down from here," she announced.

"I can nmake handholds, if you want to go down with ne."

"Too slow. " She grabbed an enpty dream catcher and
hugged it close. "Conme here, Ertai." He crept to her. She
scooped himin with her free arm "Hold on."

"What are you-?"

Bef ore he could finish his question, Belbe slid off the
platform They plunged down, Ertai yelling all the way.

Hal fway to the floor the dreamcatcher's wire spoo
tightened, slowing them It adjusted for their extra weight
and | owered themgently to the concourse.

Hi s feet on solid ground again, Ertai said, "You could
have warned ne!"

"Candi dates for evincar should be bold," she said. She
opened her arms, releasing Ertai and the dream catcher. The
enpty mechani smwhirred, and with a snap, flew back to the
rafters.

Wth Dorian in tow, Belbe and Ertai rushed out of the
hal | . She detoured through the garrison to turn out the
pal ace guard.

Seal the Citadel, she ordered the guards; no one was to
get in or out wthout her approval. Then she, Ertai, and
Dorian piled into one of Volrath's fl eshstone wal ki ng
machi nes. Even with extrene haste, it would still take a
coupl e of hours to circumavigate the crater to the point
out side the Stronghol d where the hostages' tracks had | ed.

* * k* K %

Deep within the Skyshroud Forest |lay the Eye of Korai, a
flat-topped nound created over the course of severa
centuries by the elves of the forest. Baskets of dirt and



stone were brought from outside the Skyshroud and deposited
in a spot located within the densest part of the swanmp. Over
the years, an artificial island was created, rising sone
twenty-two feet above the stagnant black waters. The fl at
top covered an acre and a half and was paved w th t housands
of carefully fitted stones, brought in by hand by
generations of elves. The nound was called the Eye of Kora
after the great elf chieftain who began it.

Early in the rebellion, Geven il-Vec found the Eye from
the air, and the site was badly damaged by bonbs. The Eye
was repaired, and a giant camoufl age net was fabricated to
cover the nmound. Woven of living vines, the net blended in
with the natural tree canopy, hiding the elves' sacred
assenbly site.

It was at the Eye of Korai that the elf tribes gathered
to celebrate their nost solemm cerenonies, to honor their
dead (who were buried in tonmb chanbers deep in the nound),
and to consult each other on inportant issues. It was only
natural the Eye was chosen as the place El adanmri and his
allies were to neet the nmost revered holy figure on Rath,
the Oracl e en-Vec.

No one knew her real name. She was incredibly old, far
ol der than matriarch Tant Jova or any of her sisters. It was
runored the Oracle dwelt on other planes and could see not
only the future of this world but the future of other worlds
as well.

No one saw her arrive. Eladanri and his people went to
bed one night after their arrival and awoke the next day to
find a strange pavilion had appeared in the exact center of
the Eye. The pavilion resenbled a Vec nomad' s tent-conica
roof, sloping walls-but was |arger and changed col or
constantly as light and shadow pl ayed over it. There was no
obvi ous entrance. El adanri was anused when Darsett wal ked
around and around the pavilion, |ooking for a door and
finding none. "It's a blasted trick," Darsett grow ed.

"Of course," Eladanri said. "Wat better way to preserve
your privacy than to live in a house wi thout a door?"

Tant Jova and her young femal e bodyguards joined the Dal
and el f. She | eaned on the arm of one of her proud
granddaughters, the warrior Liin Sivi.

"Lady, how do we speak to this oracle of yours?" Darsett
finally asked.

Tant Jova answered, "You can't, O Darsett. Wen the
Oracl e has sonething to say, she will call you."

They lingered by the mysterious pavilion for sone tine,
hal f - hopi ng to be sumoned into the presence of the faned
oracle. Wien mnutes turned into hours, Darsett grew
irritated and left. Eladanri |ikew se had pressing matters
to attend to and took his | eave. Only Tant Jova remai ned.
Sivi found a folding stool for her grandnother to sit on and
stayed with her.

After his defeat of Crovax, Eladanri sent runners to
every district bearing the news. As he hoped, new recruits
trickled in, wanting to fight the disarrayed government
forces. He established a nunmber of recruiting canps on the
fringes of the forest. There, trusted |ieutenants weeded out
the treacherous and the lazy fromthe stream of volunteers.
Those who showed commitment and staying power woul d be taken
deeper into the Skyshroud and begin training for war.

Daylight was failing when El adanri and Darsett were



alerted by Tant Jova that a door to the oracle's tent had
appeared. The three allied | eaders stood side by side

out side the pavilion, gazing at the fluttering canvas
opening. The oracle's tent was hal oed by a faint greenish
glow. This troubled the Vec matriarch.

"It's a bad sign," said Tant Jova.

"How so?" asked Darsett.

"To ny people, green is a color of ill-onen."

"Anong mne, it's a good sign," Eladanri said
cheerfully. "Green is the color of our ancient trees.

Per haps she wears this aura to honor me." Tant Jova did not
| ook convi nced.

"l suppose we should go in," Darsett nurnured. El adanr
nodded and took the | ead. Darsett followed, and a worried
| ooki ng Tant Jova brought up the rear

Entering the tent was |ike walking into a fogbank. Every
visible feature, including the entrance, di sappeared once
they were inside. The faintly greenish nmist smelled strongly
of incense and rare spices. The odors were strong enough to
make El adanri's head swim He kept going straight ahead- at
| east he assuned he was-for several yards, which didn't nmake
sense. The pavilion was no nore than fifteen feet across as
seen fromthe outside. Was he wal king in some kind of dazed
circle?

"Seeker, cone. You are welcone," said a sourceless
Voi ce.

"Where are you?" said El adanti

"Here, all around you."

He funed a little. Wiy were these nystical types al ways
so obscure? "I want to speak to you face to face," he called
out .

No sooner had he said so than a dark outline appeared in
the mist. Eladanri approached cautiously. The silhouette
resolved into a seated Vec wonan, dressed in nomadic robes
densely patterned with green and brown enbroi dered swirls.
She sat at a tall, bow -shaped table filled with a silver
liquid. Her face was averted, her arns gripped the bow on
ei t her side.

"Are you the Oracl e en-Vec?" asked El adanti

"I"d hoped your first question would be nore
intelligent."

Startled by her impudence, the elf |eader replied, "What
is this? Did you adnit me to snipe at ny wits?"

"Peace, O Eladanri. Take no offense at ny free tongue.
When past, present and future exist in your mnd at the sane
time, it's difficult to spare enough thought for nmanners."

She rai sed her head. Eladanri had heard the oracle was
an aged crone, but the face he saw was as fresh as an open
lily. He took her to be no nore than fifteen years ol d.

“I'"'mmuch older than that," said the oracle. "Wat you
see is anillusion | wll you to see.™

"You read m nds?"

"When they're sinple enough, | peer behind the thinker's
eyes and read his words before they formon his lips."

"More insults! Wiy am | here, O Oracle?"

She bl ew on the surface of the bow, and the silver
liquid rippled to the edge and back. "Your cause is just, O
El adanri, and your triunphs genuine, but final victory is
beyond your grasp.”

"Al'l things are possible with the gods' help,"’

he sai d.



"Are you telling me the rebellion is doonmed?" "It will never
succeed on Rath."

He didn't want to believe it. For all his invocation of
the gods, Eladanri was a realist, believing first and

forenost in Eladanri. It rankled himfor this ancient
oracle, this freak, to tell himflatly his cause was
hopel ess.

"Not hopel ess,"” she said. "You will defeat your enem es

one day, elf lord, and be hailed as the savior of a world
not your own."

"Enough vagaries," he said. "Tell ne something useful
What is Crovax doing at this nonent?"

She pursed her brown |ips and bl ew agai n over the silver
pool . Though El adanri could see nothing in it, the oracle
peered closely at the bowl. She shuddered violently and
struck the fluid mrror with the pal mof her hand.

"Ch! Oh!" was all the Oracle could say. "Wat is it?"
"Horrible! I cannot-" "Wat?"

"Bl ood and nore blood ... he feasts on their |ives!
Abomi nati on!"

El adanri | eaned forward, resting his hand on the edge of
the bowl. He thrust his face close to the oracle's and for a
i nstant caught a glinpse of her true visage-deeply winkl ed
skin the col or of mud, sunken eyes, a nose little nore than
two holes in her face. He blinked and the inpression was
gone. The dewy eyed girl was back

"Speak plainly," he urged. "I must know Crovax's
doings." "l cannot speak it...." she whispered. He turned
away in disgust. "This is useless! Can you tell me nothing
of val ue?"

"Two things, O Eladanri. Your destiny lies in the
Stronghold, not in the forest or on the plain. A door wll
be offered to you, and you nust enter. To do otherwise is to
doom all you cherish!"

"The Stronghold! Should | attack there before a new
evincar is chosen? |Is that what you're telling ne?"

The oracl e sagged in her chair, covering her face with

her hands. "No ... no attack on the Stronghold will succeed.
It will fall to the quietest of all, no man, no elf. You
must go there in chains, O Eladanri. Go in chains, go in
chains. The Dead One will open a door for you, and you mnust
go."

"I don't understand! WII | be captured? Is that what
you nmean?"

The mi st thickened between them He tried to reach
through it and take hold of the oracle, but it was |like
sei zing a shadow.

"Where will this door take nme?" he cried.

Her reply was a fast fading whisper. "To a | and of |ight
and color. Go there. Go there and be the Korvecdal "

The nmi st di sappeared, and El adanri found hinsel f
standing in the open atop the Eye of Korai. The oracle's
tent was gone. Darsett and Tant Jova were a few feet away,
their eyes closed. Eladanri shook off the aftereffects of
the oracle's intense illusions and called to his friends.

Bot h awoke at the sane tine.

"She's gone!" said Darsett.

"Was she ever here?" Eladanri asked, even though he knew
t he answer.

"I heard everything,'

Tant Jova said. "Her prophecies



and her proclaimng you the Korvecdal!'"

"I heard it too, but | couldn't see or speak," Darsett
sai d, puzzl ed.

"Yes, yes," Tant Jova said. "The word nmust be shouted in
every village and every tent-El adanri is the Pronmi sed One.

El adanri is the Korvecdal!"

Rebel s on the mound gat hered qui ckly when they heard the
Vec matriarch shout. They took up the refrain, "The Pronised
One! The Korvecdal!" and shouted it as loudly as they could,
over and over. Liin Sivi and Gallan raised El adanri on their
shoul ders. Despite his m sgivings about the oracle's murky
predi ctions, El adanri was vastly relieved. Al his life he
had dreant of this nonent. So nmuch had been sacrificed, not
| east by himhis wife, his only child, a safe and normal
life-all lost to the dark forces of the Stronghol d. Now the
final fight could begin. He would be the Korvecdal, no
matter what gl oony and anbi guous prophecies the Oracle en-
Vec made.

They carried El adanri around the perinmeter of the Eye,
shouting and singing war songs. They were about to start a
second circuit when four weary, bleeding elves appeared at
t he edge of the nmound. The triunphant parade abruptly
ceased, and El adanri was set back on his feet.

He greeted the harried new arrivals. "I know you
Brother," he said to the eldest elf in the group. "You're
Raydon, of Mbdss-bridge village?"

"I am Health to you, Brother." Raydon had a number of
si zabl e sword cuts on his arnms and visible blade marks on
his breastplate. "My nephews and | are all that's left of a
band forty strong. W were on our way here to join you
El adanri, when we were attacked by the evincar's flying
ship."

Alarmricocheted through the crowd.

"What ?" said Darsett. "Predator flies again?"

"It does, or its twin," said the weary Raydon. "W took
a shortcut across the plain from Mssbridge, and the devils
fell upon us w thout warning."

"You have hand weapon injuries,’
t hat happen?”

"It was their nmethod, Brother," said the elf. "They did
not rain fire and arrows on us, as in the past. The flying
ship alighted, and a hundred soldiers cane out. Geven ii-
Vec led them™

Mention of the Rathi warlord provoked fresh outcries for
vengeance. Eladanmri quieted his friends and allies.

"Thi s changes much," he said. "I had hoped to forge an
arnmy to meet the Stronghold's soldiers in open conbat, but
we dare not expose ourselves to destruction fromthe air."

"What can we do?" asked Gallan

El adanri pondered for a noment. "We must go on," he
said. "We'll go back to the old ways-anbush, hit the eneny,
and run. W'|l steal their weapons and bide our tine as our
strength grows."

"W can't win by anbushing outposts,” said Darsett.

"It's that flying ship," Tant Jova said, striking the
ground with her staff. "Wthout it, the Stronghold woul d
collapse like a rotten cask!"

The allies fell to arguing strategy. Voices rose as they
di sagreed on how to fight under the threat of aerial attack

Gal lan turned to Eladanri. "What is our best course of

" Bl adanri said. "How did



action, Brother?"

"Destroy the flying ship."

"You make it sound easy," Darsett said sourly.

"It won't be easy," Eladanri answered, "but it must be
done. ™

"But how? Predator roosts inside the Stronghold,” Gallan
obj ect ed.

“Yes."

Darsett snorted, "Are you proposing we stormthe
Stronghol d just to destroy the flying ship?"

"Not 'storm' Darsett. Just pay a little visit, a few
friends and I."

Tant Jova | ooked stunned. "You're not going to raid the
Stronghol d, O El adanri!"

"No," he said. "I'mgoing to give nyself up."

* * k* K %

It would have been faster to seek Crovax by air, but
Greven had taken Predator to find the Skyshroud
Expedi ti onary Force, so they were forced to rely on one of
Volrath's ol d two-1egged wal kers. The Headl ess Turkey, as
Ertai called it, lunbered across the undul ating | andscape
bel ow the crater. The wal ker nmade sl ow progress over this
uneven terrain.

Opposite the Stronghol d's mai n causeway, the plain was
| evel and covered with knee-high yellow grass. As the Turkey
clinmbed out of a shallow gully, Belbe's acute eyes spotted a
snmudge on the horizon-a crowd of people.

"Faster," she said.

Volrath's old nachi ne covered the flat ground at an
admrable clip, each sweep of the netal-toed feet tearing up
a dusty divot. Ertai was at the controls, which consisted of
two | evers, one each for the right and left |eg. He had them
shoved forward as far as they would go, maxi num speed. Bel be
stood at the front of the car, hand to her brow, scanning
ahead for obstacles. Bouncing in the back was Dori an,
gripping the sides of the wal ker with white-knuckled hands.

VWhen they were still a mle away fromthe evident crowd,
Bel be stiffened and signaled for Ertai to sl ow down. He
haul ed back on the levers, bringing the Turkey froma gallop
to a lazy | ope.

"What do you see?" asked Dorian

"People," she replied, puzzled. "They seemto be
floati ng above the ground.”

A far-off shriek reached out to them a thin wail of
pure terror and utnost anguish. Ertai dropped his hands, and
t he wal ker stopped.

"He's not-!I"

"He is." Belbe vaulted over the side. It was eight feet
to the ground, but she landed lightly on her toes and took
of f running. Ertai shoved the controls forward, sending the
wal ker pounding after the fleet em ssary.

Bel be covered the | ast eight hundred yards in seconds.
What she thought were people "floating" was not that at all
Ahead the plain was thickly studded with sharp poles, forned
fromthe fl owstone substrate under the thin | ayer of
topsoil. Inpaled on the poles were the hostages-thousands of
t hem

Bel be stopped, frozen in her tracks by the scene before



her. Crovax had commanded the spikes to thrust out of the
ground, inpaling the victins where they stood. Sone died

i mediately. Gthers took time to find death, and a few stil
clung to life. Their nmpans were like a swirling wind, coning
fromevery direction at once.

She didn't hear the wal ker thunp to a halt behind her
It squatted, and Ertai got out. Dorian couldn't. He buried
his face in his hands and sobbed.

Next thing Bel be knew, Ertai's hand was on her shoul der
She shrugged it off.

"How coul d he do this?" Ertai whispered.

"Hi s power over flowstone is devel opi ng exponentially,"
Bel be said. "He's learned to fix the forns into pernanent
shapes. | npressive."

"I npressive? How can you say this savage is inpressive?"
Ertai took a step back, a horrified | ook on his face.

Slow y, Belbe wal ked into the forest of death. Mbst of
the poles were eight to ten feet high, tall enough that the
victims feet couldn't reach the ground. The gray neta
spi kes were black with gore, and the air was heavy with the
snell of blood. Ertai tried to follow Bel be, but within a
few yards he broke down, nauseated

Dazed, Bel be wound her way through the maze of spikes.

Since they'd sprung up wherever a person had been
standi ng, there was no order, no pattern to their placenent.
Where a famly huddl ed together for safety, a spike for each
of them had erupted. Standing al one was no safer. Mny
victinms | ooked as though they were caught in md-stride. Age
and gender made no difference-all had fallen to Crovax's
i nsati abl e vengeance.

A scream cane from cl ose by. Numbly, Bel be turned toward
t he sound. She saw a band of noggs manhandling a Dal man.
Wt hout thinking, she hurled herself at them |ashing out at
the I oathsonme gremins with her fists and feet. Bew | dered,
the noggs let their prey go and fl ed, whooping.

Bel be tried to help the nman stand, but he was crazed
with fear and kept trying to crawl away on all fours.

"It's all right, it's all right," Belbe said over and
over. The man, mired in gore, |ooked up at her and started
to speak.

Hi s words were cut short by a spike bursting fromthe
ground beneath him It thrust up so powerfully that the man
was carried four feet in the air before Bel be could even
react. She grasped the still growi ng post and tried to break
it, but even her considerable strength could not affect a
nmetal pole eight feet tall and now al nost seven inches
t hi ck. Bl ood cascaded down the pol e over Bel be's hands.
Trenbl i ng, she backed away and screaned.

Ertai heard her cry. Sick and shaken, he ran to her
calling her nanme. He dodged around a cluster of thick
spi kes, and they fell into each other's armnms. Bel be was
bathed in gore up to her el bows, and a thick spray of bl ood
had at sonme point struck her in the face.

"Bel be! Bel be!" he shouted, shaking her by the
shoul ders. He raised a hand to strike her, but with her
lightning refl exes she caught his hand long before it could
connect.

"Hit me and I'Il kill you!" she cried. To enphasize her
poi nt she squeezed his hand. Ertai bent his legs to relieve
t he pressure on his hand, and Bel be forced himto his knees.



"Don't hurt ne," he said. "Haven't enough peopl e been
hurt today?"

Suddenly shaned, she released him "Crovax. | must find
Crovax. "

Bl ood and dust made a dense brown mud that clung to
Ertai's knees. "I'Il go with you."

They wander ed through what seemed |ike an endless field
of carnage. Ertai kept his eyes on the ground, but Bel be
gazed wi de-eyed at every horror. The sights and snells of
death assaulted her at every turn, and the relentlessly
anal ytical mind given to her by her Phyrexian masters made
her catal og each victimas she passed:

Mal e, Dal, estimated age, 60. Inpaled through the chest.

Mal e, Vec, estimated age, 72. Inpaled through thigh
abdonen, arnpit.

Femal e, Vec, estimated age, 11. Inpal ed through foot,

t hi gh, and head.

Femal e, Dal, estimated age, 44. |Inpaled through abdomnen.

Femal e, Dal, 28. I|npal ed.

Mal e, Vec, 6.

Femal e, Kor.

Femal e.

Femal e.

Male ...

Ertai was clutching her hand. She ceased her macabre
catal og and said, "Do you still want the job?"

"How can | defeat a man who does things like this?" he
said. "How can you allow a nonster like himto rule this
entire worl d?"

"l nust choose the best candidate for evincar," Bel be
said faintly. "I exist to nmake this choice."

Bel be heard voi ces ahead. Ertai dropped her hand and
went on. Bel be foll owed, nethodically counting the dead.

At the epicenter of the death field was a cl ear space
twenty yards wide. In the mdst of the clearing sat Crovax
at a long rectangular table covered in a spotless white
tabl ecloth. His back was to them Assorted noggs armed with
axes and clubs stood idle around the edge of the clearing.
O hers in weirdly comc livery-fancy vel vet uniforns and
Wi gs-bore silver trenchers |aden with food to the table.

"Wl come, Excellency," Crovax said, keeping his back
turned. "Is ny rival, young Ertai, with you?"

"Bastard," Ertai spat, starting forward. Bel be
restrained him

"Are we having |unch?" she said. Some cool ness had
returned to her voice. The sight of Crovax gave needed focus
to her outraged senses.

"Alight repast. It's been a busy norning. Please join
ne."

Ertai's face purpled, but Belbe cautioned himw th a
gl ance. "I do not eat, but thank you," she said. She
notioned Ertai to follow her

They circled the end of the table Crovax had raised from
t he ground. Two hi gh-backed chairs bubbled up and solidified
across from Crovax. Belbe slid gracefully into one chair.
Ertai fell heavily into the other.

It was an extraordi nary scene. Crovax had di scarded his
customary bl ack garb and was clad instead all in white-
bl oodl ess, sterile white, without a speck of gore or dirt on
him A white nantle, edged in gold, draped across his



shoul ders, and on his head he wore a plain circlet wought
in gold and white enanel. He'd cut off his long pigtail at
neck length and I et his hair hang | oosely. Had he not been
backed by a panorama of violent death, Crovax woul d have
been the epitome of a peaceful, civilized nmonarch

"Wne?" he said. Anpogg, inan ill-fitting white cravat,
hopped to Bel be's el bow and held out a silver urn. "It's one
of Volrath's vintages. He drank it for pleasure, I'mtold."
Bel be said nothing, so the nogg filled the heavy crysta
gobl et by her plate. The wine was brilliantly scarlet and
snelled faintly of flowers.

"G ve some to the boy, too. | assune he can drink,"

Crovax said. The nogg waddl ed to Ertai

"Why have you done this?" Bel be said. "Wy slaughter
t hese i nnocent peopl e?"

"You surprise nme, Excellency. Didn't the overlords teach
you that the nost valuable tool of rulership is fear? This
smal |l exercise will insure the loyalty-or at |east, the
conpl i ance-of the civil population during the coning
canpai gn agai nst El adanri."

"Smal | exercise?" Ertai shouted. H s goblet overturned,
spilling bright red wi ne over the snow tablecloth. Before
it |apped the undersides of the heavy silver dishes, the
scarlet liquid vanished, as did Ertai's cup

"No nore wine for you," Crovax said.

"Five thousand, eight hundred sixty-eight killed hardly
qualifies as a 'small exercise,'" Bel be said.

"It's nmore than a thousand,"” he said, tweaking her for
her lie. "But they were expendable. Dorian chose only the
ol d and the weak."

"You're a nonster," Ertai said flatly.

Crovax sawed off a bit of rare cutlet and forked it into
his mouth. "This fromthe boy who would be evincar! I'mtold
t he hostage i dea was yours."

"No one was supposed to get hurt."

"You're sentinental, Ertai," Crovax said. "There's no
roomfor sentinment on Rath."
"What you call sentinment, | call prudence,” Bel be said.

She coul d see her reflection in the enpty silver plate
before her. The wild, blood-sneared face could hardly be
hers. "Your actions are precipitate, Crovax. There's no
evi dence the people of the Stronghold intended to rise in
rebellion against us. It is you who've given them common
cause with Eladanri by nurdering their famlies."

"Wth all respect, Excellency, you don't know what
you're talking about. | was with the army when we were
anbushed by the rebels. There were Dal and Vec warriors wth
t he Skyshroud el ves."

"So you avenge your defeat on hel pl ess old people and
children?" said Ertai

"Yes." He sipped wine. "As evincar, | wll brook no
resistance to my rule. The only | aw of the real mshall be-
obey, or die."

“You're not evincar yet," Bel be said.

Crovax sl ammed down his goblet, snapping the stem "Then
declare ne so! Now "

"There are other factors to consider."

"What ? H n?" Crovax whipped a knife off the table and
thrust it at Ertai. "I can kill himw thout |eaving ny
chair!"



"We've seen what you've learned to do," Bel be replied.
"Your mastery of the flowstone increases daily, but you | ost
a battle and a sizable part of your arnmy with it. You show
littl e understandi ng of how people shoul d be governed,
relying on naked force instead of statesnmanship. In short,
Crovax, your nethods are inefficient, and as far as I'm
concerned, the issue of who will succeed Volrath is still
unr esol ved! "

He sat back. "You constantly amaze ne, Excellency. O
course, you're right. W'Ill see in the com ng days who the
best man is, won't we?"

CHAPTER 12
GHOST

Beneath the mai n causeway | eading into the Stronghol d,
the remmants of the Skyshroud Expeditionary Force marshal ed,
awai ting the orders of Geven il-Vec. Predator droned
over head, searching the wi de plains for the eneny. The
airship had attacked several bands of rebels the previous
day, | anding troops beside (and sonetimes anong) the
startled foe. These small actions had done nuch to restore
the arny's norale, and Crovax or no Crovax, they were
marching into the Stronghold as an arny, not a defeated
rabbl e.

A percher landed on Greven's shoulder. "Urgent from
Predator! Urgent from Predator!" it squawked.

He hated the raucous, |eathery creatures. "VWat now?"

"Unknown intruder! Unknown intruder-" Geven grasped the
irritating creature by the neck. The percher's heart
fluttered wildly.

"Land in the holl ow bel ow Three-Toe H I,
the nessenger. "I will neet you there."

He flung the percher into the air. It circled once, then
flapped away to find the airship.

G even hollered orders at Nasser. "Take the men to their
barracks. Send the wounded to the healers, then confine
everyone to quarters until | return.”

"Troubl e?" asked Nasser.

He had no idea but answered, "No."

he said to

Three-Toe Hi Il was a forty-foot high pronmontory half a
mle east of the causeway. There was a wi de but shall ow
hol | ow bel ow the hill where the airship could | and and not

be seen while on the ground. By the tinme G even wal ked there
as no kerl existed big enough to carry him Predator was
wai ting.

The airship's boatswain, Narner by name, was on the
ground waiting for Greven. He ran up the slope when the
conmander' s huge sil houette appeared on the hilltop.

"Dread Lord!"

"What's this about an intruder? Can't you handle a | one
man on foot?" said G even.

"There's nore to it than that, Dread Lord." Narnmer
| ooked quite disturbed. He wung his hands and scuffed his
feet continuously in the dry turf. "I thought this should be
brought to your attention inmediately."

"Al'l right." Geven unlocked his jaw. "Let's find this
i ntruder of yours."

Narmmer put a hand to the warrior's nmassive chest. Geven
was frankly surprised the boatswain dared touch him



"There's no need, Dread Lord."

"What ? Why not ?"

"We picked himup," Narner said. He pointed to Predator
hovering a few feet off the ground. A figure appeared at the
rail, deeply clothed in the shadow of the hill behind them
"He wi shes to speak to you."

Greven went slowy to the dangling rope | adder. For one
of the fewtimes in his life, he actually experienced a
feeling of dread. The shadowed figure | eaned on the rail. As
Greven's eyes accustoned to the shade, he saw the intruder's
face.

* * k* K %

"El adanri, you're insane."

Darsett en-Dal and the inner circle of the rebellion
were seated in the great room of Eladanri's hone. Their host
sat on the floor by the door, casually whittling a bl ock of
wood. The garnet on the pommel of his carving knife gl eaned
in the cool light of four foxfire |anps.

"I mean that with all due respect," Darsett added when
no one seconded his opinion. "What | nean is, this schenme of
yours seens far nore desperate than circunstances require.”

"I'"ve been hunted by the airship for years," El adanri
replied. He scored a hole in the end of the stick and bl ew
away | oose wood chips. "My wife died in an airship attack
There's no way the rebellion can proceed with that machine
flying over us, spying on everything we do and raining death
on us from above."

"Granted, O El adanri, but why nust you go on this raid?

How do you know Greven il-Vec won't have you killed on the
spot ?" said Tant Jova.

"I know him" said the elf. "If he thinks he can |ay
hands on nme, killing ne is the last thing he'll want to do.
Geven will want to know all the details of the rebellion,

i ncluding the nanes of nmy allies.”" He smiled at his Dal and
Vec friends. "In either case he'll want ne alive, for a
tine. That's all | need."

In the past few weeks, Eladanri had aged noticeably. The
hard, deternmined elf he'd al ways been had given way to a
contenpl ative, alnmost wi stful one. He'd not worn a hel net
since neeting the Oracle en-Vec, going bare headed with his
long hair tied back in a rough ponytail. Deep |ines etched
his face, and his eyes betrayed a weari ness never present
bef ore.

"I wish you'd let some of us go with you," Gallan said.

"That would only increase the danger," Eladamri replied.
"There are no elves in the evincar's arny, and ny escort
nmust pass close inspection as Rathi soldiers.”

"There are no wonen in Volrath's army, either," Gallan
protested. "Yet Liin Sivi is going with you!"

"Sivi is the best fighter in ny clan,” Tant Jova
protested. "She's an adept of the toten-vec." This was the
uni que whi p-kni fe conbi nati on weapon used only by fenal e
warrior societies of the Vec. "I'm not happy El adanri has
chosen this course, but | feel better in nmy heart if Sivi is
with himin the Stronghold."

"It's settled," Eladanri said. He slipped together the
two hal ves of the fetish he'd carved. Alittle glue and the
joint would be invisible. "W'll |eave tonmorrow at sunset.



Do we have enough captured uniforns and equi prent ?"

"Enough for a reginent," Darsett said, grinning.
"There's a surfeit of officer's outfits. We can all be Rath
officers if we want. They died especially often.”

"I'f I show up at the Stronghold the prisoner of ten

officers, | think they'll be a little suspicious,"” El adanri
said. "It would be best if you went as the lowiest of
privates."

El adanri's plan called for a hand-picked force of ten
warriors drawn fromhis Dal and Vec allies to don Rath
uni forms. They would wal k to the Stronghold with El adanri as
their "prisoner"” and present himto the authorities there.
Once inside the Stronghol d, they would find where Predator
was nmoored and destroy the airship. Gllan and Tant Jova
woul d assenbl e the rebel arny, now al nost el even thousand
strong, and when El adanri and his teamreturned, a ful
scal e war on the Stronghold woul d commence.

"What if you don't find the Predator conveniently
docked, waiting for destruction?" asked Gall an

"Then we'll wait until it returns,” replied the elf
| eader. "And if Greven nmurders you before the airship cones
back?" El adanri was nonmentarily silent while he bored a hole
in the top half of the inage he was making. He licked the
end of a length of string and threaded it through the hole.

"This war is not about nme, Gallan. Understand that now.
Wiether | live or die, this is not Eladanri's rebellion. It
bel ongs to every free person on Rath, not to me. If | die on
this operation or any other, you nust fight on, do you hear?
O herwi se everything we've fought for becones just vanity,
an enpty struggle for glory. WIIl you swear to carry on the
fight no matter what happens to ne?"

"It is sworn, O Eladanri," said Tant Jova. "I swear,"
Liin Sivi added.

"You're a fool," Darsett said, scratching his bearded
cheek. "A gallant, dedicated fool I'mproud to know. |

swear, too."

Gal l an was al one. Everyone in the room watched him
struggle for the words.

"I will fight on," he said at last. "But if you die, |
further swear to show no nercy to Crovax, Geven il-Vec, or
any other Stronghold | eader. They will all die-by ny hand,

i f necessary."

El adanri continued to carve. The pile of white shavings
at his feet grew | arger

"Thank you, Gallan," he said.

* * k* K %

"Crovax's arny has returned," Ertai said.

He was standi ng by one of the odd, protrudi ng egg-shaped
wi ndows in the evincar's quarters. Far below, he could see
the soldiers fanning out fromthe causeway to the Dal city
| ocated on the lip of the crater wall. Overnight word had
spread about the nassacre, and there'd been trouble in al
the settlements. Nothing najor-no attacks were nmade on the
Citadel -but small bands of outraged city dwellers had roaned
the streets all night. Sone nbggs had been killed and snal |
groups of soldiers set upon, but when the Citadel garrison
turned out, the troubl emakers went home. The know edge t hat
both Crovax and Greven were present in the crater deterred



the common folk fromtaking matters too far

Inside the G tadel, however, a siege mentality took
over. Patrols constantly circled inside the fortress, making
sure all entrances were secure. Dorian il-Dal was prostrate
after witnessing the aftermath of Crovax's revenge, and he
had abandoned his regul ar duties. Fearing assassination
courtiers | ocked thenselves in their roons. Bel be w thdrew
to the evincar's suite. Before long, Ertai joined her, his
clothes stuffed with scrolls borrowed fromthe Citadel's
libraries. They spoke little. Ertai dragged a chaise to the
wi ndow and read there, occasionally glancing outside to see
what was happeni ng. Bel be huddl ed in one of Volrath's
oversi zed chairs, her knees drawn up to her chin. She stayed
there for a conplete night and half of the foll ow ng day.

"I"'mafraid," she finally said.

Ertai | ooked up fromhis scroll. "Wy are you afraid?
You're the em ssary of Phyrexia. O the people here, you're
probably the safest one of all. No one dares harmyou."

"Perhaps | misuse the word. |'ve never felt this way
before. |I think it's fear."

"VWhat are you afraid of?"

"Hurting someone."

Ertai left the chaise and | eaned on the arm of Bel be's
chair. "You're afraid of hurting sonmeone el se, not being
hurt yoursel f?"

“Yes."

"Who're you afraid of hurting?"

"Crovax. "

The young sorcerer did a double take. "By all the

colors,"” he said. "Wiy should you be afraid of that?"
"Because | want to hurt him | think about it all the
time. | want to break his linbs, put out his eyes, disnmenber

him castrate him"

"I get the idea," Ertai said hastily. "No one woul d weep
if you did kill Crovax."

She seized his hand in a powerful grip. "Listen to what
| say! | want to hurt him and when |I'm done, | want to hurt
himall over again. Killing himwuld be mercy. | don't want
himto find any nercy!"

"Bel be, nmy hand-"

"At first the images were just fleeting. | could
di stract nyself with other things. In the DreamHalls
broke Volrath's dreamrecords because | really wanted to
break Crovax's skull."

Her fingers were digging into his flesh. Ertai tried to
pry her fingers |oose, but even his newly grown nuscles were
no match for Bel be's enhanced strength.

"I"'mnot supposed to care what Crovax does so long as it
serves the purposes of nmy masters. Hi s nethods are coarse,
but he is the strongest candidate for evincar. Wy don't |

nane himto the post and depart? | have the means. |'m not
responsi ble for the people here. Is it because | know in
time Crovax will kill every living thing on this world to

feed his appetite for destruction?"

Ertai made a fist and hit Bel be as hard as he could on
the jaw. Her head snapped back, and for a brief instant he
saw the light of rage in her eyes. Hi s heart shrank to a
hard ball, and a holl ow pl ace opened in the pit of his
stomach. Bel be nust have seen the expression of fear on
Ertai's face, and she abruptly rel eased him He backed away



qui ckly, rubbing his sorely bruised hand. "I’
didn't nean to hurt you, Ertai."

"I hope I'm not around when you do mean to hurt
someone, " he said ruefully. H's nood quickly changed. "Do
you really have a way to | eave Rat h?"

"OfF course. | cannot allow you to go," she said,
| owering her feet to the floor

"Even if it neans Crovax kills nme?"

“Yes."

Ertai paced up and down. "You know | can't conpete with
himfor the evincar post. Although ny know edge and tal ent
far exceed his, | can't match himin sheer power."

"No one can. Crovax feeds on death. Every tinme somnething
near himdies, he absorbs the life-force fromit, increasing
his own power. Comnbined with his innate lust for

msorry. |

destruction, no one will be able to stop him"
"How | ong have you known t his?"
She | owered her head to her knees. "It became clear to

me yesterday. | kept trying to determ ne why his power keeps
i ncreasing, despite the m stakes he nmakes. Then | realized
his nodi fications on Phyrexia were | argely neurol ogical, not
nmechani cal . Though he was obviously given muscul ar and size
enhancenents, the inportant changes nust have been made on
the inside. He still eats food Iike a normal being of flesh
but it's just a habit he hasn't given up yet. H s comand of
the flowstone is growi ng exponentially. It doesn't cone
fromrare cutlets and sour wi ne. Obviously, he has another
source of power.

"Then | realized what was happeni ng-the deaths of so
many soldiers in battle fed Crovax enough energy for himto
teleport for the first tine fromthe battlefield to the
Citadel . Slaughter of the hostages has boosted his power a
t housandfol d nore. Soon he'll be unstoppable. That's why I
want to hurt him | want himto know what it feels like to
suf fer at another's hands."

For a monent, Ertai forgot about escape. "Wy don't you
kill hin? He'll kill us both if we get in his way."

"I must put the best possible candidate on the throne of
Rath."

"Why?" he shouted. The fl owstone around himrose in a
hundred tiny peaks.

"I't's nmy purpose,” she replied hotly. "It's the reason
exist."

"I have a notion for you, Belbe. Exist to be yourself!
Loyalty is an admirable trait, but you can't cling to it in
the face of certain destruction!”

She stal ked across the floor, flattening the fl owstone
waves with her feet. An inch fromhis face she stopped.

"This is why you and your kind will fail-you think only
of yoursel ves, your own petty individual concerns above the
wel fare of your race! My masters will destroy you and anyone
el se who stands in their way. It's the |l aw of nature that
the efficient shall displace the inefficient "

Ertai carefully lifted her hand and clasped it with his
own. "You're the sane race as |," he said. "You' ve no common
cause with beings whose sole purpose is to force people Iike
us into slavery."

H s touch was firmand warm Belbe stared at him at
their hands. She dropped Ertai's hand and turned away.

He put his arns around her. Unlike Crovax, his touch was



gentle. "Why do you always turn away at the |ast nonment?" he
sai d.

"l cannot do what | imagine."

"Why not ? What stops you?"

Bel be shuddered. "I am not al one and never have been
There is a ... device in ny body which transmts everything

| see and do to ny nasters on Phyrexia."

He turned Belbe to face him "Were is this device?" She
took his hand and pressed the tips of his fingers to her
breastbone. He felt the curved surface of the Lens inbedded
there.

"Can it be renoved?"

"Per haps on Phyrexia. Not here."

He cl osed his eyes and probed the Lens with his m nd
Touching it, even psychically, was like entering a vast
enpty well, black and bottom ess. There seemed no end to it,
as it stretched all the way fromRath to the secret pl ane of
her overl ords.

Bel be | owered her head to his shoul der.

Ertai sighed in awe. "That thing could swallow ne
whol e. "

"Coul d you break it, or block it?" she murnured. "At
least for a little while?"

"Hhm rmaybe. Your nasters can't bear the natural life-
force, right? Perhaps if | send a charge of such energy into
this device it will blind them"

He cupped his pal ms together over the inmbedded orb and
sumoned all the natural magic he could reach on this
unnatural world. Belbe felt a buil dup of heat in her chest.
It didn't burn, but slowy diffused outward through her
neck, arns, and abdonen. Ertai renoved his hands.

"Did it work?" she asked.

"There's no way to know for certain."

She draped her arms around his neck. "I don't care
anynore. I'mtired of being a lens. | want to be alone with
you, if only for a while."

* * k* * %

After sone hours in each other's arns, Ertai was spent
and Bel be drai ned of her storny enotions. He fell asleep on
t he chai se. She watched hima while, breathing deeply, his
lips just apart. Hi s hair was russet brown now, and next to
her pale skin the increasing grayness of his flesh was quite
noti ceabl e. He was indeed beginning to resenble a | esser
version of Geven il-Vec.

Bel be got up, careful not to disturb her sleeping |over
She was cold, and though she tried to dispel the goose
pi npl es on her arns and | egs, she found she couldn't. This
puzzl ed her until she decided it nmust be due to Ertai's
spel . Her Phyrexian systens weren't nmeant to handle natura
magi ¢, and her |oss of metabolic control was probably due to
t he presence of his nmagical charge in her system She
gl anced back at the naked, sleeping Ertai. It was worth it.

She wandered t hrough the enpty suite, letting her
fingers drift across Volrath's strange artwork. She hadn't
touched them before, and she di scovered sone of the statues
had | atent flow stone responses to being touched. Though
they | ooked |ike stone, when caressed the statues becane
soft as velvet, supple as leather, and warmto the touch



What a strange person the evin-car nmust have been, wasting
his intimacy on inanimate, though responsive, objects.

In Volrath's bedroom she paused by the mirror. Her hair
was di shevel ed, her face flushed, and her |ips bruised.
These were superficial things. Bel be stood closer to the
mrror. She traced the line of her face and throat as she
had on Volrath's statues. Her skin was cool to the touch
and it didn't change texture as her fingertip passed over
it. Wiy was that? Was she | ess responsive than fl owstone? No
one woul d have said so two hours ago. Now that her passion
was spent, was she the sane as she was before?

* * k* K %

Ertai rolled over, enpty arns seeki ng Bel be. Not finding
her, he opened his eyes. Across the chanber, in the shadowed
recesses of the ceiling, he saw what |ooked like a suit of
bl ack arnor hanging by its feet fromthe ceiling. The arnor
noved.

Ertai bolted fromthe chaise

"Who is it?" he demanded. He raised his hand. "Cone
down, or I'Ill knock you down!"

Lilting | aughter was his answer. The intruder dropped
fromthe ceiling, sonersaulted, and | anded on his feet.

"Crovax!"

"Congratul ati ons, Boy," Crovax said. "Met the em ssary
on equal terms, have you?"

"How | ong have you been there?"

"Long enough. Wio woul d' ve thought the overlords woul d
send us such a spirited representative?" He sauntered over
and picked up a piece of Belbe's discarded clothing. Erta
snatched it from his hand.

Crovax | aughed. "Now you're going to defend her, as any
rustic swain would."

"You're a filthy animal ," Ertai said. He was terrified
to be found like this by Crovax, his fear conpounded by not
knowi ng what Crovax would do to himor Bel be.

"And you're a stupid boy, today's performance not
wi t hstandi ng." Crovax sat down on the same chai se where
Ertai and Bel be had made love. "It's a good trick, though,
"Il give you that. Seducing the emissary is bound to be
good for your candi dacy."

"That's not what happened!"

Crovax's dark eyes shone. "Are you going to tell nme it's
| ove?"

"I-1 don't know. "

There was a sharp intake of breath. Both nen saw Bel be
standing in the doorway. Ertai snatched up the first
avai | abl e garnment - hi s doubl et-and hurriedly draped it around
her .

"The proper answer was 'yes,

"Shut up!" Ertai said.

Crovax stood, hands falling slowy to his sides. "You're
wel cone to try and nake me, Boy."

"What passed between us was not about human | ove," Bel be
said archly. "I had some curiosity about the practice of
copul ation, and Ertai was obliging ne."

"So | saw. If all you wanted was experience, you could
have done better," Crovax said. "I'm always avail able for
Your Excellency's enlightennent."”

Crovax said, stretching



Ertai started forward, but Bel be stopped him

"Don't," she said. "He's trying to provoke you. 1've
seen it before.”

Crovax shrugged and sat down again. "Better listen to
her, Boy. | can kill you any time | want." He flung out his
hand suddenly. Ertai flinched, affording Crovax a hearty
[ augh. "You're not a total fool. You' re smart enough to be
afraid of me."

"What do you want, Crovax?" said Bel be.

"I came to tell Your Excellency that order has been
restored in the Stronghold cities," he said. "Wen the arny

returned, | posted soldiers in every square, tavern, inn
and gathering place in the crater. There'll be no nore
trouble."

"Good. You may go."

"One thing, Excellency. Since Master Ertai has 'obliged
you, don't you think it prejudices you in the matter of his
candi dacy?"

"I will choose the new evincar based on total ability,
not by mlitary or magical skill-or biological prowess."

Crovax chuckl ed and made to | eave. He'd gone a few steps
when Bel be, moving with blinding speed, rushed up behind
him She uttered a short, sharp cry. Crovax whirled, but his
fists net only air. Belbe | ashed out with her bare foot. It
caught hi munder the right breast and he flew backwards, his
cuirass deeply dented fromthe bl ow.

"Bel be, don't!" Ertai shouted.

Crovax sprang to his feet, and the flowstone furniture
bet ween t hem coal esced into a solid wall seven feet high and
four inches thick. Belbe could not stop her rush in tine to
avoid slamming into the barrier. Crovax grinned, and the
wal | sl ammed Bel be twice nore. He was about to smash her
agai nst the wall of the Citadel when she | eaped over the
ponder ous bl udgeon and | anded a ki ck squarely on Crovax's
forehead. Down he went, but the floor boosted himback to
his feet. Crovax had a sword, but he didn't drawit. Instead
he willed the floor to hold Bel be by the ankl es-but he was
too slow. She | eaped to a nearby pillar made of natura
i ron-outside Crovax's influence-and clung there by her
fingertips and toes, panting.

Crovax shucked off his breastplate, wincing fromthe
bl ows he'd taken.

"You' ve made your point, Excellency," he said. "I
shouldn't try to bully you. But in the interests of-shall we
say, efficiency?-will you set a date at which time you will
name the new Evincar of Rath?"

Bel be remained on the pillar, her hair awy, |ooking
like one of Volrath's exotic statues. She drew a deep

breath, swallowed, and said, "I will set a date."
"When?"
She glanced at a timepiece on the wall. The Phyrexian

nuneral s dissolved into sinplified Rathi ones.
"Two days from now. At m dday exactly."
Crovax slung his dented arnor over one shoul der and
bowed slightly. "I await Your Excellency's w se decision."
VWen he was gone, Bel be dropped to the floor. Erta
hurried to her, thinking to confort her. He found her
shaki ng fromhead to foot.

"It"'s all right," he said. "He won't hurt you. He dares
not, at least until you choose the next evincar."



Bel be wasn't shaking fromfear. "That was wonderful I'"
she declared. "I want to denmolish himw th nmy bare hands!"

Ertai dropped his conforting arms. Wthout another word,
he retrieved his discarded clothes and hurriedly dressed.
Bel be was so overcome with excitenment she didn't even notice
himuntil, half-dressed, he started to |eave.

"Where are you goi ng?" she asked

"To the library," he replied coldly. "lI've a lot of
reading to do. My final exanmination is in tw days, is it
not ?"

He slammed the ornate fl owstone door behind him

* * k* K %

Sergeant Nasser, bathed and attired in a fresh uniform
waited on Crovax's pleasure in the evincar's council room

"I have my account of the arny's march back to the
Stronghol d, ny lord," Nasser said, holding up a slimscroll
When Crovax did not reply, he laid it on the star-shaped
tabl e before him

"Where is Greven il-Vec?" asked Crovax.

"Call ed away to the airship. Sonething about an intruder
on the east plain."

"I see. Let himchase as many wanderers as he likes. In
two days, the overlords' em ssary will convene a speci al
assenbly. Her purpose is to nanme the new Evincar of Rath."

"The choice is clear, my lord."

"So you say, but our esteened emissary is under al
sorts of pressures and influences. In such circunstances,
she may not make the correct decision. W can't let that

happen. "
"No, ny lord."
"Tormorrow, | want the Corps of Sergeants to return to

the Citadel-all of them Every man is to bring his sword,
shield, helmet, and dagger."

"The pal ace guards won't all ow armed troops inside,"
Nasser protested.

"Then snuggle the arns in! Use your inmagination." Crovax
gl owered. "The cerenony will be at midday two days from now.
At midday less two hours | want the Corps of Sergeants to
gather in the evincar's antechanber. Arrive in tws and
threes-don't conme in a body. Be fully arned.”

Nasser nodded. He knew what Crovax intended, but part of
the price of his conmplicity was nmaking his new lord and
master admit it out | oud.

"What do you intend, |ord?"

"The succession cannot be left to the whins of a hot-
bl ooded girl," Crovax said. He drew his dagger, held it
point up for a second, then drove it into the table to the
hilt. "Before you and all the sergeants, the enmissary wll
nane ne evincar or die on the spot. Her paranour, the boy
Ertai, will die regardless."

Nasser folded his arns. "It shall be done, ny lord."

CHAPTER 13
TRAI TOR

Beset and bew | dered, Bel be escaped the intrigues of the
pal ace by retreating to the factory. No one el se could stand
t he noi se and crackling atnmosphere of the flowstone works



for long, so it was an ideal place to hide-no, sequester
herself. Amd the intake jets, centrifugal distributors, and
flow regul ators she found a neasure of serenity.

O so she thought. Even under the faceted donme of the
control center Bel be was haunted by nmenories and choi ces she
didn't want. Her life, her total existence she owed to
Abcal -dro and Phyrexi a. There was no disputing that. But did
she have the right, as Ertai suggested, to exist for her own
sake? She had never considered what woul d happen to her once
her task on Rath was done. Wuld she be recalled to
Phyrexia? Life there would be severely circunscribed by her
need for an unpolluted environment. Could she |ive under
Abcal -dro's done |ike one of Volrath's experinmental animals,
al ways under the eye of her pol ynorphous master?

Clearly no, if it was up to her

Coul d she remain on Rath? This option had positive and
negati ve aspects. Once an evincar was chosen, she'd no
| onger have any role to play. Bel be mght stay on as advi sor
to the new governor, but tol erance for her position seened
doubt ful . Perhaps she could find some minor role in the
Ci tadel - mai ntai ni ng the fl owstone production facility, for
exanpl e.

No, even that job was destined to be short-lived. The
conjunction of Rath and Donminaria was not far off. The fina
i nvasi on woul d begin then, and she'd be lost in the tida
wave of the Phyrexian onsl aught.

Bel be gazed through the nmany-paned dome at the energy
beam pouring through the heart of the artificial crater
Beyond it, like an azure-tinged ghost, was the pinnacle of
t he pal ace, topped by Predator's high |anding dock

The Accel erator broke into her daydream ng. "Qutput flow
is sub-maximum" it bleated. "lncreasing output to 114
percent."

Absently, Bel be dialed the output nmeter down to 86
percent and recalibrated it to read 100. The entire factory
shifted with the fluctuation in production.

The Accel erator accepted the doctored information with a
flat, "lncreasing output to 114 percent."

Her hand was on the dial. What did that suggest?

She had only a noderate know edge of planar mechanics,
but she knew enough to know Rath and Dominaria were slowy
com ng into the sane planar coordi nates. Wen they matched,
the worlds would interlock and becone one. Rath woul d
overlay on top of Domi naria and be the bridgehead for
i nvadi ng Phyrexi an forces.

She | ooked over the nosaic of dials and sw tches, and
the i mage of the nassacred hostages filled her sight. Al
t hose peopl e, those innocent, |oyal subjects, killed to
gratify the vengeful hunger of one man. Howis it different,
her renmorselessly logical mnd went on, to allow the Hidden
One to slake his hunger for power with the lives of innocent
Doni nari ans?

How is it different? How?

"There is no difference," she declared out | oud.

The critical factor in the congruence of Rath and
Dom naria was nmass. The two worlds actually occupied the
same interspatial niche, but Rath had insufficient mass to
affect a hold on the older, naturally created world. The
greater Rath's nass, the slower its vibrational rate becane,
until at last it resonated at the sane rate as Doninari a.



That's why the flowstone factory had the highest priority
for resources on Rath-each | ayer of nano-nachi nes, no matter
how thin they appeared to be, increased the mass of Rath and
hast ened the day when the two worlds woul d be joi ned.

VWhat if it didn't happen? What if Rath | acked sufficient
mass to permanently overlay Domi naria?

Bel be's hand still rested on the output neter. She could
make a choi ce-the choice-for Rath. If the final conjunction
failed to take place, Rath could be changed. The absol ute
rul e of the evincar could be dispelled. Negotiations with
the rebels could put an end to the guerrilla war. Law and
reason could take the place of rule by fiat. The overl ords
woul d surely strike back, but before that coul d happen, the
energy i nmbal ance on Rath could be reversed, resulting in a
toxi c environment for any potential Phyrexian invaders.

Ertai knew enough about magic to hel p nake this possible.

Unfortunately, for all his talents, Ertai was no match
for Crovax. She could not depend on himalone to alter the
course of Rath's destiny. Greven was nore capable, but his
control rod prevented himfrom openly opposing Crovax.
Dorian and the court were usel ess. The real subversive power
to change things lay in her hands al one.

Bel be touched the Lens lightly. Ertai claimed he had
blinded the inplant. Did she dare believe it?

She had to. Bel be could not face the bal ance of her
life, no matter how short it m ght be, know ng she was
responsi ble for the destruction of two worlds and the deaths
of mllions.

She adjusted the output meter to 50 percent. Warning
lights flashed throughout the factory until she curtly
ordered them stopped. Bel be quickly recalibrated the neter
to read 100. If she could nmaintain the sub-normal flow unti
the predicted time of conjunction, the mass of Rath woul d be
too low to overlay on Dom nari a.

She was confident no one in the Ctadel would notice her
tanmpering. The nmeter would have to be adjusted daily if the
reduced output was to be mmintained, otherw se the self-
regul ating factory woul d conpare fl owstone production to
past rates and correct its output. Belbe regularly visited
the factory anyway, so no one woul d suspect her if she nade
daily trips to the control center

As she was pernmanently disabling the alarm system
Predator entered the crater, passing several thousand yards
over the control center. The done vibrated as the powerful
airship circled around the energy beam Bel be watched the
vessel glide snmoothly to the upper dock and noor there,
wi ngs fol di ng back against the hull. She finished her
alterations and |l eft the done.

She' d just reached the central corridor of the pal ace
when Greven il-Vec and the airship crew arrived on their way
down fromthe dock. Belbe noticed anmobng the usual crew a
tall figure, wapped in a floor-1length brown cape and hood.
No one else in the crew was so attired. She used her
infrared vision to peer through the disguise, but discovered
she couldn't penetrate the apparently sinple cloth wap
What was goi ng on here? Curious, she changed her path to
intersect Geven's. They nmet at the foot of the staircase
that led to the grand convocation room

"Excel l ency," said Geven, bow ng.

"Greetings. How do you find your repaired vessel ?"



"Sound enough, though I'll be glad when the armanent is
back aboard. Scouting is weak tea for a fighting ship Iike
Predator."

The crew waited patiently in Greven's shadow all except
t he hooded one. He sidled to one side, as if to slip away
unnoti ced. Bel be stepped directly in front of him

"l don't know you, do |?"

The hood snapped sharply in Greven's direction

"Excel l ency," explained the warrior. "This is a delicate
matter. 1'd be glad to explain it to you in a less public
pl ace."

She gestured up the steps. "The roomis enpty, |
bel i eve. "

Bel be mounted the steps, followed by Geven and the
hooded figure. The doors to the convocation roomonce the
t hrone room of evincar Burgess-consisted of a series of
giant disks rolled together to forman irislike barrier. At
Bel be' s command, the enornous door dilated to admt them
Wth a scrape like glass on glass, the disks rolled back
t oget her.

"Wel | ?" said Bel be. Her voice echoed in the vast enpty
hal | .

"Your Excellency knows we have a network of spies and
assassins operating outside the Ctadel?" Greven said. "This
is one of our agents."

The hooded figure kept his distance, standing aloof with
hi s hands crossed. Belbe tried once again to see through the
heavy cl oak but with no nore success. She had a fleeting
i mpressi on the person beneath the cloth was evadi ng her
changi ng even as she tried to identify him It was an
unsettling experience.

"I's there anything el se you require?" asked G even
i mpatiently.

"Let me see your face," she said directly to the hooded
one.

"Excel | ency-"

"Let me see your face."

A oved hands rose and fol ded back the deep rimof the
hood. A lean, feline head energed with a wi spy goatee and
bi furcated upper lip. Geven's nysterious compani on was a
Kor .

He pressed his hand to his chest in formal fashion and
said, "I am Furah, chief of the Fishers of Life."

"Furah nust not be recognized inside the Ctadel,"
Greven said. "It would conmpronise his safety as our agent.”
"Of course," Bel be said. "Thank you for indul ging ny

curiosity."

* * k* K %

Bel be departed and Furah raised his hood again.

"Si nmpl e enough," said the Kor. "She won't be a problem"

"Don't underestimate her," Geven replied. "She may | ook
like a child, but she was made by the overlords and has many
talents."

"You' ve grown cautious, Geven. You didn't used to be."

"We're playing a very dangerous gane. | value ny life,
wretched though it is."

Furah fol ded his hands into his vol um nous sl eeves.
"Don't betray me, G even."



The bitter warrior held his chin up and replied, "I
betray no one! Just understand, this is your ganble, your
fight. I will not hinder you-but I can't help you nuch,
either."”

Greven stal ked away. The doors opened for him Furah
remai ned in the convocation roomfor a time, contenplating
the tapestries and bas-reliefs conrenorating the deeds of
t he previous evincar.

* * k* K %

Ten rebels, clad in captured Rathi uniforns, walked
single file across the dry plateau. The six Dal were | ead by
Teynel en-Dal, Darsett's nephew, wearing the helnet of a
Rat hi corporal. The four Vec followed Liin Sivi, now
di sgui sed as a Vec nmale. She'd cut off her |ong black hair
close to her scalp and disguised the break between her hips
and wai st with a bl oodstai ned bandage. The bl ood was real -
Sivi had taken the wapping froma dead Rathi soldier. Her
ancestral weapon, the toten-vec, she coiled around her wai st
under the bandage. The toten-vec consisted of a bone handl e,
six feet of braided snakeskin |eather fashioned |ike Iinks
of chain, and a doubl e-ended, doubl e-edged knife bl ade ei ght
i nches | ong. The snakeskin whip was threaded through a hole
at the base of the knife. Because Vec nonads had so little
access to good netal, they devel oped weapons |ike the toten-
vec in lieu of traditional swords. A skilled user could cut
an eneny's throat fromsix feet away or take out an eye with
a flick of the wist. Sivi was an acknow edged master of the
whi p-kni fe, hence her title "Liin," which literally neant
"striking viper."

El adanri, suitably clothed in rags, sat on the back of a
pl oddi ng kerl, his hands shackl ed together. The kerl's reins
were carried by Medd, one of the Dal inpostors. The elf had
a copy of the shackle key hidden in his sash, so he could
free himself if necessary. He was unarnmed and bareheaded. He
squi nted agai nst the steady stream of dust blown in his
eyes. The tall cone of the Stronghol d broke the silver
hori zon ahead. They were still a day's wal k away.

The rebels were bored. They sang for a while, the Dal
teaching the Vec their songs, and the Vec returning the
favor with their own ululating repertory. After a few hours
the songs ran out, and their throats grew dry. El adanri
refused to Il et thembring adequate water rations. They were
supposed to be stragglers, survivors, not well-equipped
conmandos. |f they arrived footsore and dried out, so nuch
the better for verisimlitude.

Teynel shaded his eyes. "No sign of the airship," he
said. "I kind of hoped they'd spot us and pick us up."

"Are you mad?" Sivi responded. "You couldn't get me into
that flying machine!"

"It's better than wal king," offered Khalil, one of the
Vec warriors.

Sivi shook her head vigorously. "That machine is an

unnatural creation. Some day the gods will strike it from
the skies!"
"Strike away, but until then, |1'd rather ride than

wal k, " said Teynel
"Want the beast?" said Eladanri, holding up the reins in
hi s manacl ed hands.



Shamed, the young Dal declined. "I wouldn't ask Your
Lordship to wal k."

"I"'mnot a lord," the elf said sharply. "I don't carry
any rank, either. Call ne El adanri, or brother, and nothing
el se.™

"I thought only elves called each other 'Brother,
Si vi

"Anyone who fights at ny side can call ne brother."

This put new spring in the rebels' step. They had
covered a lot of ground by m dday when they paused for a
scant neal of Rathi army rations.

What little breeze there was died. Shanus, the Dal on
| ookout, spotted a rising colum of dust in the distance.

" Soneone cones, " he announced.

"Keep your places," Eladanri advised. "You' re not
supposed to be alarmed by the sight of your fellow Rathi
soldiers.”

The origin of the dust proved to be a band of Kor a
hundred strong, nales, females, and children, marching in
| oose formation and bearing everything they owned on their
backs. The sight was so unusual even Eladanri got to his
feet. He whispered a few words to Teynel, who hail ed the Kor
band.

"Hol d!" Teynel shouted. "Wo are you peopl e?"

Four nmal e Kor bearing a stretcher on their shoul ders
promptly lowered their burden to the ground. The wonen
squatted in the grass with the children, fanning thensel ves
in the heat. A Kor elder approached Teynel with arns fol ded.

"Greetings, soldier of Rath!" he said. "I am Theeno, and
these are nmy people, the Fishers of Life."

"Where are you goi ng?"

"To the nountains far to the south, brave soldier. Qur
chief is dead, and we nust |eave our honmes on Bluefire
Mount ai n. "

Now Teynel understood. Many people living outside the
Stronghol d referred to it as Bluefire Muntain.

"Why must you | eave?"

"I't was the dying wi sh of our chief. He was well known
to your commander, Lord Greven."

Teynel stepped past Theeno. The body of a niddl e-aged
Kor lay on the stretcher, draped in a di aphanous shroud.

M dway between the collar and the hips, a dark brown stain
was soaki ng t hrough the shroud.

"This man died violently!" Teynel said.

"It is too true, soldier of Rath," Theeno said. "Cur
chief went to neet the lords of the crater, as was his wont,
only this tinme he returned with his death wound."

El adanri stood over the body. Ruse or no ruse, he had to
know who | ay dead on the carrier

"Forgive me. | nean no disrespect..." The elf lord knelt
and turned down the drape.

The dead Kor was Furah

El adanri covered the body again and stood up. He frowned
at Teynel .

"Be on your way," Teynel commanded. "W have to deliver
this prisoner to Lord Greven."

The Kor stared at Eladanri with slitted eyes. "This is
El adanmri? He is an eneny," said Theeno. "Gve himto Lord
Crovax. He will dispatch himas he did the others."

Sivi stepped forward. "What ot hers?"

sai d



Theeno smil ed, showi ng proninent eye teeth. "Lord G even
gat hered six thousand fromthe peoples of the crater to hold
as hostage agai nst those who would aid the vile rebels of
the forest. Wen Lord Crovax returned frombattle, he spared
us, the Fishers of Life. He knew we were his |oyal servants.
The rest-" Theeno held two clawed fingers in front of his
eyes and made a stabbing notion. "They burn even now. "

"Crovax killed themall?" asked Sivi, voice rising.

"All but the Fishers of Life. Qur chief was friend to
Lord Greven, and so we were spared the great lord's wath."

Teynel again ordered the Kor to nove al ong. The wonen
and children stood, and the bearers hoisted the body of
Furah to their shoulders. Wth much churning of dust and no
speaki ng, the Fishers of Life noved on

VWen they were far enough away not to hear, Sivi
expl oded.

"The butcher! Six thousand peopl e-his people, fromhis
own cities-killed at once! What kind of devil are we
fighting, El adanri?"

"Apparently one with great bloodlust,” the elf replied.
He divided his gaze between the retreati ng Kor and the
di stant cone of the Stronghold. "I thought Volrath ruthless
and cruel, but this Crovax can only be pure evil. MW
overtures to the people of the crater have been roundly
i gnored, you know. | thought themtoo afraid or too
confortable to fight their oppressors. Now Crovax and Greven
have sl ain six thousand. The Oracle en-Vec saw it happen
but she couldn't describe it to me, it was so horrible. It's
a nonstrous crine, but it may yet rebound in our favor. If |
send agents to the crater again, this time the response
shoul d be favorable to our cause." He folded his chai ned
arnms. "Do | sound cal |l ous?"

"Alittle," Teynel said. "Finding advantage in a
cat ast rophe seens cold."

El adanri remounted his sleepy kerl. "A revolution is not
a country dance. W can't save those already dead, but we
can pay back their murderers for their crines.

"See clearly what we're doing, all of you. This isn't a
gane or a contest of honor. It's bloody, vicious business.
The difference between us and Crovax or Greven is that we do
what we do to put an end to oppression and bl oodshed. For
them violence is a way of life and always will be."

He directed the teamto follow the Fishers' track back
to the Stronghold. It gave thema clearly trodden path and
hel ped obscure their own footprints should Predator or a
Rat hi patrol discover them News of the massacre put new
strength in their step. When Teynel proposed they wal k al
night to reach the Stronghold by the next norning, no one
obj ect ed.

* * k* K %

Dorian il-Dal left his chanmbers for the first tinme three
days after the hostage nassacre. He'd not slept in all that
time. Hunger finally drove himout, and he roamed the halls
of the Citadel in his dressing gown, trying to remenber
where the kitchens were.

He found no one but guards in the corridors. The first
dozen he asked gave himdirections to the dining hall, but
each tine he noved on a few yards, he forgot what he was



told. One soldier took pity on himand gave himtwo salty
bi scuits fromhis ration bag. Munbling profuse thanks,
Dori an wandered on, nibbling the hard bread and | eaving a
trail of white crunmbs on the polished black floor

Once he'd eaten his biscuits, Dorian was thirsty. He
drifted ainmessly into one of the | ess used areas of the
pal ace, the storeroons clustered outside the bridge to
Volrath's | aboratory and the map tower. Dorian knocked on
facel ess doors, saying, "Water? Has anyone a cup of water
for Dorian?" The storeroons were seal ed, and he encountered
no hel pful soldiers in the hall.

He started to cry. Tears wore tracks through the flour
on his lips and chin. Sniffing, he shuffled al ong, shaking
door handl es and muttering hoarsely for water. After trying
nmore than thirty sealed roons, his hand fell on a door
handl e that turned. Dorian brushed the tears fromhis eyes.
Soneone in here would give hima drink

The room beyond was short and wide, with a low, ribbed
ceiling. Dorian went in, and he was roughly grabbed by the
front of his robe and jerked into the room He stunbled and
fell to his knees. The door slanmed shut behind him and a
light flared on.

He was surrounded by burly nmen in rough clothes. Arns
were piled on the floor-swords, scabbards, breastpl ates,
hel mets. As he lifted his head, he saw who held the | anp.

Crovax.

"Ah! Hel p! Help!" Dorian shrieked. Lips curled in
di sgust, Crovax indicated he wanted Dorian silenced. A
cal l used hand cl anped over the chanberlain's nouth, and
fists pounded his back and belly. Gasping, Dorian sank to
the floor and whi npered.

"Be quiet, and no one will hit you,'
are you doi ng here?"

"I want a drink of water."

The sergeants exchanged puzzl ed | ooks. Nasser and
Tharvello lifted the rotund Dorian to a kneeling position
and shoved a stool under his runp. The chanberlain's face
was streaked with fresh tears.

"What's the matter with hin?" Tharvel |l o wondered al oud.
"The old fool's never been a hale warrior, but |'ve never
seen hi m wander about the place weeping."

"He seens distressed,"” Crovax said, rising. Dorian
shrank from Crovax's slight novenent. The latter sniled,
sharp highlights growing on his face fromthe lanp in his
hand.

"It's me, isn't it?" he said. "Do | frighten you
Dori an?"

He shut his eyes and shook his head furiously. "My I
have a cup of water?"

Nasser | ooked to Crovax, who shrugged. A sergeant handed
Dorian a bottle. The chanberl ain drank greedily, water
fl owi ng down his chin.

"Enough," said Crovax. "He's revolting." The bottle was
taken away. Dorian grasped at it and cried when it was taken
beyond hi s reach.

"Be quiet!" Crovax snapped.

"I"'msorry," sniffed Dorian. "Wiy are you hiding in
her e?"

"Who says we're hiding?" asked Nasser

Dorian pointed to the heap of arns. "You re not supposed

Crovax said. "Wat



to have those in the pal ace."

"Your mind hasn't conpletely left you, | see," Crovax
said, setting the lanp on the table. "Too bad. As an idiot,
you were harm ess. As a witness with his wits, you're a
danger. "

VWhat ever el se was wong with Dorian, he knew when he was
in peril. He struggled to rise, but six strong sergeants
forced himback on his stool. He tried to scream but
someone shoved a rag in his nouth. Gagging, Dorian |lost his
recent meal of biscuits and water.

"Hold him" said Crovax. He drew a doubl e- edged dirk
fromhis belt.

Dorian's eyes widened in terror. He fought feebly to
st and.

Crovax pressed the needl e-sharp point of the dirk into
the fleshy underside of Dorian's chin. The chanberlain | ost
all his color and ceased struggling. Crovax | ooked down at
t he hel pl ess man and stayed his hand.

He turned to Tharvello and then tossed the dirk to the
young sergeant. "You do it."

"Why ne?"

"Because | told you to."

Tharvel l o put the edge of the dirk to Dorian's flabby
throat. Just as the bl ade was about to cut the chanberlain's
skin, Crovax shouted.

"Stop!"

Al eyes were on him Crovax held out his hand for the
weapon. Tharvello laid the dirk pormel first in Crovax's
hand.

In one swift notion, Crovax closed his hands around the
handl e and sl ashed horizontally with the dirk. He cut a
throat in one clean stroke, but it wasn't Dorian's.
Tharvell o reel ed back against his fell ow sergeants, bl ood
pouring down his chest.

"Traitor!" Crovax snarled. "You neant to sell nme out to
G even and that wormErtai!"

"What ?" said Nasser. His question was echoed by every
man in the room

Crovax shoved his hand into the crunpling Tharvello's
tunic. Qut cane a percher, its legs and wings tied with
strips of ribbon. Crovax held it up and bade it speak

" 'l serve Rath, not any one nan,'" the creature
r epeat ed.

"Your words?" Crovax asked Nasser

"M ne, but |I said nore than that,"'
said calmy

"You're right." Crovax gave the percher a little shake,
and it spoke again.

"*1f you think Crovax is finished, you're badly
m st aken. Defeat or no defeat, he'll be back stronger than
ever. Mark what | say.'"

Crovax crushed the percher to a bloody pulp in his hand
and threw the remains on the dying Tharvell o.

"Very prescient of you, Nasser. Qur friend Tharvello
recorded what you said and went to see Greven il-Vec with
it. Wien Greven woul dn't act on what he heard and appoi nt
Tharvel | o chief of the Corps of Sergeants-over your
"retired" corpse, Nasser-Tharvello swore he would take his
percher to Ertai and the em ssary. As it turns out, | have a
certain amount of influence with Geven, and he reveal ed the

t he seni or sergeant



whol e sordid story to ne."

Tharvell 0o's eyes rolled back. His flesh had taken on the
col or of new parchnent. Fromhis stool, Dorian lifted his
slippered feet and tried not to let the blood touch him

"You'll find me tolerant of many things," Crovax said,
wi ping the dirk on the terrified chanberlain's gown.
"Drunkenness, dueling, ganbling-these are normal recreations
of fighting nen. As long as they don't conprom se your
duties, | don't care what you do on your own. | can even
tolerate failure. W all fail, now and then." He | aughed,

t hough no one else in the narrow roomjoi ned him
"What | won't tolerate is treachery. This is the fate of

traitors.” He kicked Tharvello's still-warm corpse. "Do you
know why | gave himthe knife first?" The sergeants nodded
or grunted ignorance. "To give hima chance to kill me. If
he'd tried to strike ne down with a quick thrust, | would' ve

spared him Assassins | can use. Traitors are just carrion

"You know your places for tonmorrow s operation. You're
the best nen on Rath, the best fighters and true | eaders.
When | am evincar, you will all share in the bounty of ny
victory."

Nasser raised a fist in salute. "Crovax! Victory!" The
sergeants took up the cry. "Crovax! Victory!"

Dorian swallowed the bile in his throat and croaked,
"Crovax, victory."

"Ch, yes, the chanberlain. | alnmost forgot you."

He grabbed Dorian by his thick throat and hoi sted him
into the air. The portly chanberl ain wei ghed easily as mnuch
as two nornal -sized nen, but Crovax lifted himw th one
hand. Dorian's eyes bulged, and froth formed on his red
lips.

"I can't trust you any longer," Crovax gritted. "You' ve
al ways been a fool, but at one time you had enough sense to
keep your nouth shut. Losing your wits has cost you your
life."

He threw Dorian agai nst the fl owstone door and it held
himfast. The door panels flowed outward, gripping Dorian's
head, arns, waist, and |egs.

Crovax twirled the dirk between his fingers. "Observe,"

he said. "I'lIl show you the stroke | used on Tharvell o was
no fluke."
CHAPTER 14
PRI ZE

The pile of discarded scrolls spilled off the table and
covered the floor. A good third of the bookshel ves were
enpty. Ertai slunped over the latest treatise, head propped
on one hand. He couldn't read anynore. For sixteen hours
straight he'd labored in this obscure annex where sone past
chanberl ain had stored all the books he found too old or too
esoteric for the palace's main collection. The technica
i nformati on he gleaned fromthe scrolls was straightforward
enough. The tiny machines were highly resistant to normnal
magi cal influence because it was artificial. Flow stone
exi sted on the nolecular level. In order to survive
programm ng and reconbi nati on, flowstone nol ecul es were
extremely well bal anced harnonically and therefore resistant
to any sort of energy input. In a natural substance-wood,
for example-matter was bal anced statically. At rest, under



normal conditions, wood was wood. Add heat to it, and its
bal ance broke down-burning resulted. No fire in the world
could burn fl owst one because addi ng heat to the harnonically
stabl e substance had no effect. Trying to ignite fl owstone
was like trying to boil an ocean by adding a teakettle ful

of hot water.

The secret of flowstone manipulation lay in focusing
magi ¢ or nmental energy on individual nolecules of the stuff.
Ertai imagined it this way: start with a tall brick tower,
solid and level. A man could not topple the tower sinply by
shoving against it or even by battering it with a sl edge
hamer. But with a chisel and mallet, he could | oosen bricks
around the base of the tower. Wen the foundation becane
unstabl e, the tower could be toppled with a single finger
The real skill was in trying to make the resulting rubble
i nto somet hing useful

Evincars were given this psionic ability by the
Phyrexi ans during their physical netanorphosis. Unaltered
m nds could influence flowstone only through absol ute
concentration or conversely by a massive outpouring of
directed magic. Ertai's effects cane fromthe |l atter nethod.
H s magical skills got himstarted, and the infusion therapy
he' d been taking boosted the avail able power for himto tap.
Now, however, his nethod was at a dead end. Al the natura
magi cal power present on Rath wasn't enough to enable himto
raise up a table or turn the floor to putty as Crovax did.

Ertai's candidacy was, in a word, dooned. The trick was
to make certain he hinmself wasn't doonmed along with it.

He considered going to Crovax and abdi cating his chance
to become evincar. Surely the relieved Crovax woul d spare
him naybe even allow himto depart Rath via the old
Phyrexian portal in Portal Canyon?

O course. Crovax was such a kindly, forgiving fell ow.

Ertai shoved the remaining scrolls off the table. The
smal | fl owstone |anmp overturned, and for a nmoment he feared
it would start a fire anong all the | oose manuscripts. The
yel  owi sh wi ck kept glowi ng inside the glass shield. There
was no fuel as such in the |anp. Commanded to glow, it
glowed. In time the nano-machines in the |lanmp woul d break
down, disintegrate, and the light would go out. It would
t ake several hundred years at |east.

Ertai put his head on the table and stared at the light.
It rem nded hi mof Belbe. Bright, purposeful, untiring, and
si ngl e-m nded. What did she think of their solitary
encounter? He tried to understand what it nmeant to him
Since he was a small boy, Ertai's |ife had been centered on
the practice of magic. For nineteen years it was the first
thi ng he thought of in the norning, and the thing he dream
of at night. At Barrin's Acadeny he'd been too busy for
romance-if sonething didn't advance his know edge of magic,
what use was it? He could |laugh now at his own arrogance,
except he didn't feel |ike |aughing.

Wth thunb and forefinger, he tried to pluck the gl ow ng
wick fromthe lanp. It wi nked out, throwing the cluttered
roominto darkness. He took his fingers away, and the
el ement resuned glowi ng. No flane, no heat. Mdire than ever
it rem nded himof Bel be.

She had her own portal, she said. If so, she nust go and
take himwith her. As Ertai saw it, they had common cause to
| eave Rath together. Once Crovax was in power, no one on



Rat h was safe. Everyone woul d be fodder for his appetite,
his own private herd of two-1egged cattle. As a defeated
rival, Ertai's life was obviously in danger, and he could
see Bel be's would be, too.

Yes, Bel be would be nunber two on Crovax's "to do" list.
VWere to go? Dominaria? It was hone, but very soon it
woul d be the scene of a horrible war. Gerrard and the others
had told himthis, and Belbe confirnmed it. In their private

nmonent s, Bel be expl ai ned how Rath and Dom naria woul d
interm ngle, the |andscape of one becom ng part of the

| andscape of the other. Once the Rathi overlay was in place,
the | egi ons of Phyrexia would pour forth in all their awful,
technol ogi cal efficiency, and life on Dom naria would be

ei ther enslaved or extingui shed.

Ertai considered hinself a realist. CGerrard, Hanna, and
conpany couldn't prevail against the hosts of the H dden
One. He'd thought it possible once but no | onger. They woul d
be faced with an arny of a hundred thousand Crovaxes,
utterly ruthless and totally wi thout nercy. H s homeworld
was dooned.

Bel be's portal could take them anywhere. There nust be a
mllion worlds or nore out there populating the void. Even
t he Phyrexians couldn't reach themall. Perhaps he could
find some peaceful world of nagic to inhabit, where nmachi nes
were nmade of wood and didn't think, where floors existed
only to be wal ked on, and a man and worman of tal ent could
live a good life together until time mngled their souls
into the great firmanment forever

Go out, he willed, and the | anp obeyed.

* * k* K %

Clouds were piling up in high black drifts over the
Stronghol d as El adanri and his team approached the foot of
the main causeway. Teynel had gotten on their |one kerl, as
befitted his senior rank anong the "Rathi" troops. El adanti
wal ked behind, his nanacles tied to a |ong rope. Teyne
| ooped the other end around his saddl e ring.

The causeway rose fromthe plain, a massive raised
bridge of solid masonry. Usually busy, traffic up and down
the road was today only a trickle. It soon becane clear why:
a heavy cordon of soldiers patrolled the end of the road,
and guard posts along the bridge were fully manned.

Teynel waved Sivi and the others forward. They |ined up
and stood at attention. Eladanri cane al ongsi de the Dal
corporal and got down on both knees, trying to | ook
downt r odden.

"Way all the soldiers?" Teynel asked. "Do they know
what's up?"

"No," said Eladanri, his head hanging low. "If they
suspected us, they would have swooped down on us | ong ago.
There's sonething el se anmiss.”

"It can't hurt to ask," said Sivi. "W're all one arny,
aren't we? We've been |lost nore than a week, so it won't be
strange if we don't know what's going on."

"True enough," said Eladanri. He raised his head. "Look
out-we' ve been seen.”

The buff stone barbican at the end of the causeway was a
small fortress in itself. A sentry, standing in the open
arched doorway, spotted the rebels and hurriedly called his



superior. A Rathi captain appeared, eating a bright blue
pear. He shouted an order, inaudible fromwhere El adanri
sat, and 40 soldiers poured out of the barbican, fully
armed. In ragged order they ran at the waiting rebels.

"Now is the time for cool heads," Eladanri said.
"Remenber, you're all Rathi soldiers. Those men com ng are
your conrades."

The sol diers fanned out and encircled the little band.
Teynel | eaned nonchal antly across the neck of his kerl. Liin
Sivi stuck the stemof a long blade of grass in her teeth.

The captain arrived, still clutching his half-eaten
snack. "Who are you?" he said sharply.

Teynel saluted. "Corporal Elcaxi of the Fourth Conpany.
It's good to be honme!"

The captain squinted at him "Fourth Conpany, eh?"

Teynel smiled. "That's right, the Fearsome Fourth."

"Not many of you fellows made it back." The captain
extended a hand. "Wel conme hone. "

Teynel shook the man's hand with genuine relief. "W
have a prisoner to turn in."

The captain stood over El adanri, hands on his hips.
"Why' d you bother? |1'd' ve cut his throat and left himon the
plain."

Sivi stepped forward. "Ch, no," she said. "W caught us
an inportant rebel. This is El adanri!"

The fruit fell fromthe captain's hand. "Stuff ne with
stone! The rebel |eader hinmself? Are you sure?"

"That's who he says he is. Can't think why anyone woul d
claimto be El adamri unless he was. | mean, know ng what's
gonna happen to him yes?" Teynel said.

"On your feet!" The captain signaled his nmen to cone
forward and take the prisoner. Sivi and the rebels closed
around the el f, blocking the soldiers.

"He's our prize," she said. "W caught him we'll take
himin."

The captain burst out |laughing. "You' re the Fourth
Conpany all right! Nobody el se has such brass!" He waved his
men back. "Cone to the guardhouse. 1'll give you a token
that' Il get you through the other stations, and I'll send a
percher to Lord Greven with the news."

"Lord Greven hates perchers,” Teynel said boldly. "Send
a runner instead. We're not in a hurry, and this elf ain't
goi ng anywhere without us!"

Flushed with excitenent, the captain readily agreed. A
runner was di spatched with the startling news of Eladanri's
capture. The rebels strolled to the guardhouse anid the
admring | ooks of the Rathi soldiers. Eladanri dragged his
feet and did his best to | ook dejected.

The captain gave Teynel a pass, an engraved netal disk
four inches wide with the Citadel seal on it. Teynel hung
the cord around his neck and let the token fall across his
chest.

"This is wonderful,’
you capture hinP"

"It was tough," Sivi said. "Qur battalion charged
t hrough the burning canp when we saw this band of elves
cross in front of us. W chased "eminto the swanp, |osing
hal f our nunmber on the way. W killed twenty or thirty
rebel s and caught this one about to skewer hinmself. We tried
to find our way out of the Skyshroud, but we got turned

said the captain. "Tell me, how did



around in all the trees. The rest of the battalion was | ost
to pot hol es, snakes, and fever. W got out eventually, but
the arny had noved on. W made our way back as best we
could."”
The soldiers hung on Sivi's every word. Wen she
finished, they cheered lustily. Sivi couldn't help but grin.
"This is the best news we've had since Predator was
repaired!" said the captain. "Wth their |eader gone, the
rebels won't have the stomach to face us again!"

Surrounded by wavi ng, cheering troops, the team herded
El adanri forward. Wen the barbican had fallen behind them
the el f spoke.

"N ce work, Teynel."

Teynel grinned and nodded. "I was doing my best to sound
i ke an insolent soldier."

"What about ny perfornmance?" Sivi asked.

"Splendid," said Eladanri. "You have the gifts of a
bard." He trudged on, his arnms wei ghed down by the heavy
shackles. "It's one thing to fool conmmon soldiers at the
gate, but Geven ii-Vec will turn up soon and so wll

Crovax, for all we know. So keep your heads."

"I"'mnot worried," Teynel said. "Once word gets around
we're bringing in Eladanri, no one will look twice at us."

And so it proved. At each guardhouse they passed,
soldiers turned out to hail themand to stare at the
captured rebel chief. Not all their |ooks were bal eful
however. Many were sinply curious to see the famed El adanti
the elusive guerrilla | eader who' d evaded them for so | ong.
Popul ar runmor nade El adanmri a wi zard of el ven magic, which
accounted for his many mracul ous escapes. It was
di sappointing for the legend |overs to see the fabled el f
turn out to be a slight, m ddle-aged fell ow wearing rags.

The runner must have had a busy tongue, because everyone
t hey encountered al ong the causeway knew El adanri was
conmng. Soldiers and civilians alike Iined the bridge, and
nore arrived every mnute. Civilians fromthe crater
settlenents cane out to see the procession. The di sguised
rebel s were al nost overwhel med by the hordes of curious Dal
and Vec who wanted to see El adanri

Suddenly, the crowd in front of themnelted away. Kerl -
mount ed cavalry were cantering down the bridge with |ances
| evel ed. People scranbled to avoid the troopers. Behind them
cane a battalion of heavy infantry in tall, conical suits of
arnor. In their mdst was Greven il-Vec, decked out in
fearsone battle gear. Eladamri checked the faces of his
young conrades. Mre than one rebel's face |ost color at the
sight of the towering warlord. O all the rebels, Liin Sivi
was the calnest. H p outthrust, she casually rested her hand
on the handl e of her toten-vec.

"Dread Lord," Teynel said, his voice cracking. "Corpora
El caxi and nen, reporting for duty. We have a prisoner."

The heavy infantry parted ranks, and Greven stepped out
front of them "So you do." He was a good two feet taller
than the nmanacled el f, yet as they sized each other up, a
kind of equality existed between them Not respect, but
recogni tion that each was a formi dable warrior

"I'f you're not Eladanri, you should be," Geven said.

"Do you doubt it, Dread Lord?" said Sivi.

He eyed her as if she were an insect crawling across his
di nner plate. "Doubt keeps a soldier alive," he said. "You



shoul d cherish it as closely as your sword."

He said, "I am Eladanri, son of Kelinmenar. Are you goi ng
to |l eave ne standing here?" For a nmonent, a fleeting
fragnent of a second, he saw i ndecision on the other
warrior's face.

Then it was gone, and G even gave his orders. "Deliver
himto the Ctadel guards on the factory concourse."

"But Dread Lord," Teynel said. "Wat will happen to
hi nP"

"I's it any concern of yours, Soldier?"

"Yes, Dread Lord," Sivi interjected. "As his captors, we
want a reward for taking him™"

Sone of the civilians in the crowd gasped at her
i mpertinence. The genuine Rathi soldiers listened for the
telltale grinding of teeth, but none cane.

"Everything you' ve earned will be yours. This is the
word of Greven il-Vec."

He stood aside and | et Teynel |ead his teamthrough. The
dark, brooding bul k of the Stronghold |ay ahead. El adanri
lifted his face to the sky and took what he hoped was not
his last |ook at the turbulent gray clouds of Rath.

* * k* K %

The tense atnosphere in the G tadel had reached an
unbearabl e | evel. Every mnute was |ike the hour before a
storm when all is still, but the threat of an upheaval is
clearly in the air.

Bel be sensed things were about to break. She donned her
close-fitting arnmor for the first tinme since the day of her
arrival. To her logical mnd, the danger canme fromthe
t housands of Dal and Vec people living in the crater. These
were the people Crovax had wonged by nurdering their |oved
ones, and despite the relative calmof the past two days,
Bel be felt certain a revolution was bubbling just beneath
the veneer of normality.

Armored, with her helnet tucked under one armand a slim
Phyrexi an sword on her hip, Belbe went forth to find the
other residents of the Ctadel. She had little luck. Erta
was m ssing, probably buried in sonme forgotten library.
Dorian il-Dal was nowhere to be found. She went to his
private chanbers and found the door open. Dorian's roons
were a shanbl es. Bedcl othes were torn off the bed. Broken
pottery littered the floor. H's chanberpots were full and
r eeki ng.

VWen she enmerged from Dorian's roons, the hall was ful
of people-courtiers, sone of whom she hadn't seen in a week,
and nenmbers of the pal ace guard. Even off-duty guards in
their padded jerkins were mlling around in the corridor
Bel be stopped an el derly Dal.

"What' s happened?" she said.

"Trenmendous news, Excellency!" said the courtier. "They
say the elf lord El adanri has been taken! He'll be here in
m nut es! "

"El adanri ? Taken?" If the man had told her Greven had
changed sex, she could not have been nore surprised. "How
did it happen?"

"I know not how the rascal was caught, only that he is
conm ng here in chains."

He hurried away after bowi ng nunmerous tines. Belbe, a



bit dazed, stood notionless in a river of nmoving, chattering
peopl e. El adanmri captured?

The ordered tread of guards in formati on awakened her
Turni ng, she ordered themto stop. The twel ve guards halted
and their |eader sal uted.

"W have orders to convey the rebel Eladanri to the
pal ace prison," the senior guard said. "W're to neet Lord
Greven on the factory concourse and take custody of the
pri soner."

"I'" m changi ng your orders," she said. "You will bring
the prisoner to the convocation chanmber. | want to see him"
The captain of the guard sal uted again and continued on his

way.

Bel be ascended the stairs to the convocation
ant echanber. At m dday she was schedul ed to announce her
choice for the next evincar. In preparation for the
cerenony, the antechanber had been polished and decorated
wi th banners and martial flags. Guards in bl ack-enanel ed
dress arnmor already stood by the iris doors. They presented
arns when they saw her

"At ease," she said. "A state prisoner will be brought
here shortly. You will admit him his escort, and anyone
that follows, is that clear?"

"It shall be done, Excellency."

She stepped between them The circul ar panels hissed
apart. "Until then, admit no one," Bel be added.

"Yes, Excellency."

The hall was decked out with a wide seni-circle of
crimson and gold banners, each one bearing the heral dic arns
of a past evincar. Each conpany of the Rathi arny was
represented by a battle flag. The governor's throne,
stripped of Volrath's insignia, had been brought down from
t he upper throne roomjust for this occasion. Flanking the
tall chair were two flanmi ng braziers.

She wal ked sl owWy down the aisle, surrounded by synbols
of Rath's past and present might. Fromthe odor, she
realized the flanes she saw were real, not flowstone
simul ati ons. The braziers were the size of warrior's
shi el ds, nounted on bl ack netal tripods.

Her footsteps were loud in the stillness. She felt
strangel y nunb.

Bel be mounted the shall ow steps to the dais and sat down
on the throne. Her back had just touched the rear of the
seat when she heard a voice say, "How does it feel ?"

Crovax wal ked out of the shadows directly above her.

"Don't you get tired of wal ki ng around upsi de down?"

"An amusing trick of the fl owstone, sometines useful,"”

he replied, wal king down the wall. "But you didn't answer
t he question."
"It's a chair, like any other."

Crovax stepped down to the floor. "Not so. That's the
seat of the Evincar of Rath, the sole arbiter of the lives
of mllions."

"I thought the power resided in the ruler, not the
furniture.”

"You have so little appreciation of the trappings of
power. Anyone who sits there, no matter how base, gets a
taste of ruler-ship. That doesn't happen with ordinary bar
stools or kitchen chairs."

"On Phyrexia, such trappings are unnecessary. Power



cones from know edge and control, not flags and furniture.
My own master " her voice trailed off as she renenbered
the form ess mass of Abcal-dro. "He has no need for chairs."

Crovax descended the dais. "You're here early. Have you
cone to a decision?"

"Yes. "
"Care to share it with me?"
"Not yet."

"Then why are you here, Excellency?"

"Haven't you heard? Eladanri's been captured. Greven's
bringi ng hi m here even as we speak."

Crovax was electrified. "You jest! No, you never do-

El adanri captured!" He cl apped his hands and snil ed broadly.
"Afitting prize to begin ny new era on Rath!"

Noi se swelled in the antechanber, and the iris doors
sci ssored apart. Leading an enornous crowd was Geven il -
Vec, still clad in his battle arnmor. At his heels cane ten
nondescript soldiers with nuddy feet in battered, rusty
arnor. Next were the palace guards in a box formation, four
abreast. In the center of the box wal ked a lone figure in
gray rags, his hands bound by heavy chains. Courtiers in
their baroque finery filled the hall behind the guards, and
a notley collection of off-duty soldiers, servants, and the
odd nogg or two filled out the crowd.

Bel be craned to see the fanous rebel |eader, but with
Greven and a wall of guards in the way, she couldn't get a
clear view of him

Greven halted the procession. A few onl ookers coughed
nervously.

"Your Excellency!" Geven booned. "The soldiers of the
arnmy of Rath bring you tribute!" He stepped to one side.

Crovax stood at the foot of the throne, arnms fol ded. He
opened his nmouth to speak, but his words were stillborn when
Bel be rose fromthe evincar's throne and descended the
st eps.

The hall grew deathly quiet. Her boots clicked on the
nock-marble floor. She felt as though she was confronting a
great nystery, a |ost wonder of nature.

* * k* * %

Teynel, Sivi, and the rebel raiders held their breath.
They never imagined they would get so close to the seat of
the enemy's power. The vast Stronghold inpressed them The
flow stone factory puzzled and frightened them Rank upon
rank of tough, professional soldiers worried them Now, in
the very heart of the G tadel, they were face to face not
only with Geven il-Vec and Crovax, but the persona
em ssary of the dreaded Phyrexi an overl ords.

She was a girl. A young elf girl.

"These are the soldiers who brought in El adanri
expl ai ned.

Teynel saluted with such force he al nost knocked his own
hel met off. "GC- Corporal Elcaxi of the Fourth Conpany, Your
Excel I ency. "

"Corporal ."

"This is nmy second, Private Vertino." Sivi returned
Bel be's vacant | ook with an icy appraisal of her own.

G even

* * k* K %



The rebels parted ranks to | et Bel be pass. Wen they
were clear, she got a better glinpse of Eladanri. He was of
noder ate height, and the color of his hair neant he was past
the prime of life for his race. The |ofty pal ace guards,
chosen fromthe ranks of the regular arny for their size and
strength, still prevented her fromseeing himclearly.

G even nodded, and a door of arnored warriors drew back.

El adanri | ooked upon her face, and she on his.

H s eyes wi dened, and a rush of blood flamed in his
cheeks. Eladanri let out a roar of perfect rage, and though
wei ghed down with thirty pounds of shackles and chains, he
threw hinmsel f on Bel be and bore her to the floor

She thought tinme had stopped. Everyone was fixed, |ike
the statues in Volrath's suite-the guards, hanmpered by their
cerenoni al garb; the ragged sol diers who'd captured El adanri
gaped; Crovax, hovering on the periphery of the scene,
wat ched and smiled. Greven, who al ways seenmed on the knife's
edge of violence, just |ooked on with curious passivity.

They're going to let me die, she thought. They're going
to let this madman kill ne.

El adanri had both hands around her neck. Because of her
gorget he couldn't throttle her, so he raised her head and
slamed it against the floor. It hurt, but only
superficially. Her alloy skull could turn an ax blow. As it
was, each time her head struck the floor there was a dul
netal ['i c thud.

"Assassin! Miurderer!" the elf cried. "Avilal Avila-!"

The footsore soldiers of the Fourth Conmpany noved first.
They grabbed El adanri by the arns and shoul ders and tore him
of f Bel be. Once they acted, the spell was broken, and the
pal ace guards quickly pinned the rebel |eader to the floor
with their polearnms. Elcaxi and his conrades pushed away the
guards' bills and axheads, relying on their bodies to hold
t he ragi ng El adanri

Soneone lifted Belbe to her feet. Her vision cleared,
and she saw her benefactor was Crovax.

"I knew he was crafty, but | never thought El adanri was
i nsane,"” Crovax said mldly. "Are you all right,
Excel | ency?"

Bel be rubbed the back of her head. "No permanent
danage. "

"Damed murderers! They did it on purpose! Devils!

Monst ers! Dear Avila, sweet child, how could they do this-?"

Bel be was still holding the back of her head. "Wat is
he ravi ng about ?" Crovax and G even were cluel ess. "You nen,
| et himgo," Bel be comuanded.

Sivi and Teynel hesitated but followed orders. "Up,"

said Teynel, and the rebels scranbled to their feet.
El adanmri arched his back and sprang to a crouching position
with one flex. Tears streaned down his cheeks. Wth a second
heave, he regained his feet. The pal ace guards interposed a
wal | of pol earns between hi m and Bel be.

"Hold," she said to the troops. "Don't harmhim?" She
turned to Eladanri. "Wy do you risk death to |lay hands on
me? Who is Avila?"

He advanced a step, breathing heavily. "Does ny face
mean not hing to you?"

"I've never seen you before."

He gripped the polearmshafts barring his path. "Were



do you come from Grl?"

Greven backhanded El adanri, sending him spraw ing. The
crowd let out a collective "Ch!"

"You do not question the enissary!" G even barked. Bel be
held up a hand to the hulking warrior. "Be still," she said.
She pushed through the hedge of polearns and knelt beside
the elf. El adanri pushed hinmself up on one arm and dabbed
the blood fromhis freshly split lip.

"Do you attack ne because |I'mthe em ssary of your
eneny?" said Bel be.

"l attacked because you're an abomination, a horrible
lie, ™ Eladanri said in a | ow voice. "You should be
exterm nated, as all unnatural creatures should be."

"I wouldn't speak too lightly of extermination," Crovax
sai d, shoul dering through the press. "Fromwhere | stand,

t he best candidate for extermi nation is you."

El adanri stood. He was wei ghed down by his chains, but
when Belbe tried to assist him he pulled away from her
glaring hatefully.

"Renmove his shackles," Bel be said. Wen no one conplied
wi th her order she shouted, "Do as | say!"

Teynel shoved the key in his |l eader's bonds. He tried to
urge Eladanri to be calmw th a neani ngful glance. The el f
did not nmeet his eyes. He burned holes in Bel be and kept
doi ng so even after his chains fell loudly to the floor

"What are your orders, Excellency?" Geven asked.

"What is the first task of a captor?"

He bowed. "As you command, Excellency." At Geven's
order, the box of guards was reforned. Teynel and the rebels
kept discreetly to the rear

"Don't kill him" Bel be added as the prisoner faced
about. "Find out what he knows, but preserve his life. Do
you under st and?"

G even avowed he did.

Crovax sighed. "So much trouble. | doubt he'll tell us
anything. Better to strike off his head now and be done with
it. I can have the airship drop it on the rebels in

Skyshroud Forest-"

"Shut up," Bel be conmanded.

Crovax shrugged.

The massive crowd tried to get out of the way of
El adanti's escort, but there were so many packed in the rear
of the hall that it took a few mnutes to clear the doorway.
Just as everyone's attention was focused on the departing
rebel |eader, the floor of the hall turned to soft clay, and
the dilating doors nmelded into a solid nass. Everyone was
lifting their feet, |osing shoes and slippers in the sticky
stuff.

Bel be's frustration was witten on her face. "VWat are
you doi ng, Crovax? Restore the door and floor."

Crovax was seated on the throne. He | ooked very natura
and confortable in the tall black chair. Leaning back, he
propped his chin on his hands and waited until everyone was
| ooking at himto respond.

"The noon hour is not far off, Excellency. Wiy not take
advant age of these splendid witnesses and announce your
choice for the next Evincar of Rath?"

She | ooked around. "Ertai is not here.”

"Shoul d he be?"

"He is under consideration for the post."



Crovax flexed his fingers. Four flowstone rods, |like the
ones he had used to slaughter the hostages, erupted fromthe
floor around Bel be. Secondary spikes jutted fromthe foot-
thick shafts, isolating her in aring of artificial thorns.

Bel be glared. "I tire of your displays."

Hs right eyelid twitched. Afifth rod formed between
her feet. It rose slowy to knee level and held there, the
ti p bending backward to caress her leg Iike sonme inquisitive
tentacl e.

"Name your choi ce,’

"Not yet."

The fifth rod | eaped up to her chin. Linp pseudopodia
energed fromit and delicately probed the joints of her
arnor. She knew that with a single thought he could convert
themto steel -hard spikes.

“I'f you kill me, you'll never be named evincar," Bel be
said. "Knowi ng that, do you think you can frighten me into a
deci si on?"

Crovax burst out laughing. It was hard, unfriendly
mrth, but the cage of spikes sank into the floor. The rest
of the crowd found their footing had firmed up. Their exodus
accel erated now that many of them had seen Crovax's talents
for the first tine.

"I defer mnmy decision until tonorrow norning. By then I
wi || know nore about the rebels' plans and can act
accordingly."

Wth that, Belbe strode fromthe hall. El adanri's eyes
hatefully foll owed her out of the room

Crovax said quietly.

CHAPTER 15
PAVWN

Ertai awoke slowy. The roomwas pitch black and so hot
that sweat from his brow had pooled on the tabletop, matting
t oget her several old manuscripts. There was a vile taste in
hi s mout h. Coughing, he sat up and realized he'd chewed on a
scroll in his sleep. That explained the awful flavor of ink

He thought the lanmp into working. It flashed to life,
first red, then orange, gradually brightening to a soft
yel low gl ow. He had no idea what tine it was or how |l ong
he'd been in the dusty, arid annex.

Tranpling through piles of open scrolls, he reached the
door and threw back the bolt. Air poured in like a coo
waterfall. He held out his arms and drank it in gratefully.
These Citadel roons were all but airtight with their doors
closed. It was a wonder he hadn't suffocated in this book-
lined tonb.

Sweaty and with sleep-swollen features, Ertai sauntered
down the corridor. Fromthe amount of l|ight coming from
outside, it seened like late norning or early afternoon
Rat h had no proper day or night, but diurnal variations in
t he great energy beam approxi mated two hal ves of a day. He
want ed a cool drink, some decent food, and a bath. Thoughts
of bathing made himsmle. He'd use the fancy tub in the
evincar's quarters again. Maybe this tine Bel be would join
him It would be a good place to spring his plan about the
two of them |l eaving Rath forever

The side hall connected to a major corridor that was
surprisingly full of people. The G tadel hadn't been this
lively since he'd arrived. Now the place bustled with



servants and el aborately dressed courtiers, sone hastening
frompoint to point, others lingering in handy al coves,
conversing in loud, theatrical whispers. "Pardon ne, but
what's the stir?" he asked a trio of gaudy |oafers.

"Have you not heard? We've captured El adanri!" The fat
courtier, who bowed under a headdress | oaded with gens,
didn't look like he'd ever captured anything but a free
nmeal . "Are you certain? Wien did this happen?" "I saw him
nmysel f in the convocation hall, not half an hour ago," said
the fell ow haughtily. "He's a savage, no doubt about it. He
tried to kill the emissary in front of the whole court!"”

He tugged on the courtier's copious sleeve. "lIs Bel be
all right?"

Lord W dewai st renmoved his gold enbroi dered sl eeve from
Ertai's ink-stained fingers. "No harm canme to Her
Excel l ency," he sniffed.

Ertai made a slight alteration to the fl owstone around
the courtier's feet, uttered a brief thanks, and hurried on
A few nonents later he was rewarded by the sound of the
bl oated courtier falling flat on his face. Ertai had | ocked
his slippers to the floor

The hall |eading to the convocati on antechanber w dened.
Ertai broke into a trot. He dodged around sl ow nmovi ng
loiterers then bunped into the broad back of a man who
wasn't nmoving at all.

"Qut of the way," he said. "This is a public hall, not a
public house."

The big man turned around.

"I know you," Ertai said. "You're a soldier-Sergeant
Sone- body- or - ot her . "

"Nasser's ny nane.

Anot her sinewy fellow noved in

behind Ertai. "This is Sergeant Val noral."
The sweat turned cold on Ertai's neck. "How d'you do?"
They were both in cloth jerkins and trews, so he said, "Is

this your day off, Boys?"

"A sergeant's work is never done," Nasser replied. The
one called Val noral poked the tip of a short but very sharp
knife in the small of Ertai's back. "W know you're a tricky
fellow, so chose your next act carefully."

"You have ny full attention."”

"You'll conme with us," Valnoral said.

"You really think you can abduct nme, here, in front of
all these peopl e?"

"You'll cone," said Nasser. "The life of the emi ssary is
at stake."

"Bel be?" Ertai's eyes narrowed. He could, with a little
effort, send sinultaneous psychokinetic bursts from each
hand and repel these two roughnecks. But then what? For al
he knew, Bel be was already in their hands. He rel axed,
letting his shoul ders sag.

"Good thinking," Nasser said. "This way."

They noved slow y agai nst the general flow of the crowd.
The soldiers stood on either side, steering himwth nudges
fromtheir broad shoul ders. He thought fast and hard.

"At least tell ne where we're going," he said out of the
side of his nouth.

"To a place of calmreflection," Nasser replied.

"l could use sone calmreflection ... ah!" Val nora
pricked himwith the point of his knife.

"You chatter like a percher. Be silent."



They turned off the main corridor to a small side hall
| osing nost of the foot traffic as they did. They went on
quite a ways and turned off again, this tine into a passage
just wi de enough for two men to wal k abreast.

"Fourth door on the right,"” Nasser said.

He sl owed his pace until Valnoral reached out to shove
himforward. As soon as Ertai shuffled forward out of arms
reach, he conmanded the flowstone walls to narrow. Two
bul ges forned in front of the sergeants, blocking their way.
Ertai ran.

"Hol d, You!"

He skidded to a stop at the fourth door and gl anced back
at the trapped nen. One was shouting dire threats, the other
was trying to worm past the obstruction. Ertai put a hand on
t he door handle. It swung inward.

He | ooked into the snmiling face of Crovax.

"Havi ng fun, Boy?" he said. "Good. I'min the nmood for
sone fun, too."

* * k* K %

Teynel, Sivi, and the rebels cautiously trail ed behind
El adanri and his escort of palace guards. It was easy to
follow them even through the crowds because Greven il -Vec
overtopped everyone in sight. As long as they kept the
warrior's towering frane in view, they knew where their
| eader was.

Except for Sivi's toten-vec, they were unarned. Even as
Rat hi soldiers, they had to surrender their weapons when
they entered the pal ace. El adanri had been preternaturally
cal mthrough all the danger until he laid eyes on the
em ssary. Hi s subsequent murderous, inplacable rage was
somet hi ng none of them had ever seen in himbefore.

"The em ssary looks like an elf," Sivi noted as they

shadowed their captive |leader. "lIs that what angered hin?"

"I don't know," said Teynel, "but |I have a bad feeling
about it. | wasn't expecting her, and | don't think El adanri
was either. | didn't think they would act so quickly to

interrogate him"
"We can't let themtorture him" Sivi said.
Teynel turned back abruptly, conming nose to nose with

Liin Sivi, "W have a mssion to perform If you aren't
happy with the way |'mleading it, you're free to | eave!"
Her hostile glare softened, so he added, "I don't intend to

| ose El adanri, but he may have to endure sone hardship
before we can retrieve him He understood that before we
| eft Skyshroud-didn't you?"

El adanri and his captors halted near the mouth of a
gilded bridge that led out into the open crater. A short way
down, a large conical building extended well below the |ine
of the bridge.

They heard Greven speak. "Take a |ast |ook," he said,
his inflection oddly respectful. "You may not see daylight
again."

El adanri inhal ed deeply. "I will know the light far
| onger than you, Butcher."

Any trace of conpassion |left Geven's voice. "Forward!"
he barked. The guards | ocked their shields together
El adanri was now cl osed inside a living cage. Head held
hi gh, he strode in perfect step with the escort.



The rebels were pressed into individual niches in the
wal | just behind the bridge | anding. They saw and heard the
exchange between Greven and El adanri

"What is that place?" asked Sivi.

"A prison, | assume," Teynel said. "lIt's isolated from
the rest of the fortress.”

"How do we get in?"

"W don't. We're followi ng Eladanri's original plan
Sivi, you take half the men and | ook for Predator. 1'll I|ead
the rest and search where you don't. Take no action when you
do find it- we need to nmake sure of the one attack we'l
get. We'll tendezvous in four intervals at the entrance to
the big hall we saw. Then we all go back to the airship and
finish it once and for all."

Sivi stepped out of her niche and tapped the shoul ders
of four of the rebels. Wirdlessly they peeled off and
foll owed her. Teynel watched her take her squad up a spira
staircase. Teynel signaled the remaining rebels to foll ow
him Since Sivi chose to go higher in the Ctadel, they
woul d search | ow

* * k* K %

She could still feel the pressure of his hand around her
t hr oat .

VWhat was it that drove this total stranger to attack her
in full view of the assenbl ed court? Bel be sat sideways in
the throne of Rath and tried to answer the question
logically. He called her an abomination, a lie. Both inplied
representations of truth that were actually fal se. How was
she fal se? She was who she was, nmade on the Fourth Sphere of
Phyrexia for this exact mission. Did she resenbl e soneone
known to El adanri? She rejected the idea as too absurd.

If that was true, who was Avila?

Bel be shook her head. It throbbed a little where
El adanmri had dashed it against the floor. She didn't have
enough information to answer her questions. The only place
she could get nore was from El adanri

The convocation roomwas enpty. Al that remrai ned were
the flags, Eladanri's manacl es, and Bel be. She picked up the
heavy chains. By now the rebel |eader was begi nning his
i nterrogati on. She renenbered what Ertai | ooked |ike after
Greven was done with him A sour taste spread up her throat.
No doubt El adanri was tougher than Ertai, but the thought of
hi m bei ng burned and beaten by Greven's npggs nmade her ill.
It was easy enough to send himthere when he'd just tried to
throttle her. She regretted it now There' d been enough
violence in this place-too nuch. She was sick of it. If she
had authority to stop it, it was high tine she exercised it.

Bel be hurried fromthe hall, still gripping the
manacl es. She'd had enough of Crovax's bullying, too. He'd
hum liated her in the past, but this last time was in
public, and she wouldn't stand for any nore. If Geven would
back her up, she was willing to name Ertai as the next
Evi ncar of Rath.

Crovax wouldn't take it |ying down, but she had a few
surprises for him Anong the equi pnment sent with her from
Phyrexi a was a case of special weapons. She was supposed to
supply these weapons to the new evincar, but she had a
better use for them Her masters m ght not approve, but she



had al ready gone too far down the road of resistance to fee
fainthearted. Wth Ertai at her side, she'd free Geven from
his control rod, and together the three of them would
destroy Crovax and establish Rath as a sovereign world, no

| onger the puppet of Phyrexia or a threat to Domi naria. And
possibly, if El adanri were anenabl e, he could have a post in
her new order, too.

The flowbot [ift carried her swiftly to the evincar's
quarters. Wen she arrived in the outer chamber, the room
was dark. Bel be asked for |ight, but nothing happened.
Annoyed, she clinbed the stairs and entered the statuary
room There, |anps blazed brightly.

She stopped short. Sonething was am ss. Nothing in the
room was di sturbed, but she avoi ded the usual path through
the statues, preferring to hug the wall instead. The
Phyrexian crates were where she'd left them seals intact.
She pressed her thunb into the shall ow depression on the
back of the seal, and it opened with a click

Nestled in the crate were two identical weapons-plasm
energy di schargers. They were shoul der arns, |ike crossbows,
but instead of a steel bow at a right angle to the stock,
there was a long netal casing ending with two sharp neta
points pointing forward. Di schargers used a single
powerstone. Six were stored in the crate. These stones were
so strongly charged they couldn't be | oaded bare-handed. She
pi cked up an L-shaped | oading tool, pressed it against one
of the powerstones, and inserted it into the slot on the
undersi de of the weapon. A row of green and red jewels on
top of the discharger began to glow. The weapon was arnmed.

Cradl i ng the Phyrexi an weapon under her arm Bel be
hurried to the lift. She was hal fway across the statuary
room when she heard a tinny whistling.

Bel be swung the di scharger around, aimng the double
points in the direction of the sound. The little tune
r epeat ed.

"Cone out, or I'Il use this!" she said. The whistler's
reply was nockingly the sane.

Her thumb pressed agai nst a snooth pad on the rear of
the netal housing. There was a flash like Iightning, an ear-
splitting crack, and one of Volrath's statues was blasted in
two. The tune ceased.

"Qur masters make inpressive weapons, don't they?"
Crovax was close behind her-too close. She tried to
bring the heavy di scharger to bear, but he tore it from her
hands before she could get it |eveled, Belbe | eaped at him
trying to snatch the weapon back. Crovax casually punched

her on the jaw. She flew backward agai nst a statue of a
crouching youth. By the tine Bel be shook off the blow, the
tips of the discharger were an inch from her face.

"You have an extraordinarily hard head, but | suspect
this device can deal with that,"” said Crovax.

"At this range you'll vaporize ny skull," Bel be said.

"Real | y?" Crovax caressed the weapon admringly.

Bel be waited for the flash and the oblivion to foll ow
Crovax raised the tips to the ceiling. "Get up."

He went to the door. Men filed in fromthe darkened
staircase. She recogni zed them as the Corps of Sergeants.
Two of them bore a third man between them hands tied and
nmout h gagged: FErtai.

Their eyes met. Belbe made a half step in his direction



but froze when Sergeant Val noral pressed the edge of his
knife to Ertai's jugular.

She forced herself to be calm "Now what ?"

"This is a coup,"” Crovax replied matter-of-factly. "As
of this monent, | amtaking over the rule of Rath. You will
name me evincar in front of these w tnesses. Now "

"And if | don't?"

"Sergeant Valnoral will bleed the boy dry."

Bel be folded her arnms. "So do it. I'll not be coerced.”

Crovax shrugged and nodded. Val noral drew his knife back
to add force to the cut. Ertai's eyes wi dened, then he
squeezed them shut. Down cane the stroke of the bl ade.

Under her arm Bel be had secreted a broken piece of the
statue she'd fallen against. It was a young nman's hand-a
sl ender, el egant hand, fingers gathered in, touching the
finely carved thunb. Made of flowstone, it weight about a
pound. She whipped this at Valnmoral with all the speed and
power she possessed. It hit himon the forehead just before
the stroke of his knife laid open Ertai's throat.

The room erupted. Ertai swung his bound hands at the
nearest man, catching himin the gut. Bel be whirled and
sprang at Crovax. He pointed the Phyrexian weapon at her
but not hi ng happened. Al armed, he dropped it, and the
fl owst one statue of an androgynous nude between hi m and
Bel be cane to life at his command. Belbe tried to dodge it,
but the statue caught her around the waist and flung her
back. Two sergeants noved in. They wore hel nets and
breastpl ates but were arned only with knives. Bel be got a
foot against the noving statue and heaved it away. The first
man sl ashed at her. She caught his armand broke it like a
twig. He how ed and dropped his blade. She tw sted his arm
behi nd him spinning himaround, and shoved hi m agai nst his
oncom ng conr ades.

The floor crept up around her ankles and hardened. Bel be
dodged one soldier, knelt, and hammered the fl owstone wth
her fist. The material around her right foot splintered,
freeing it. She pronmptly used it to kick one of her
attackers in the chest. Hs cuirass indented three inches
fromthe blow. She felt the ribs behind the arnor crack, and
the man went down.

A knife point raked across the bridge of her nose. This
one was going for her eyes! Enraged, Bel be brought her hand
across to ward off another attack. The sergeant drove his
knife right through the pal mof her hand. She bl ocked the
pain and cl osed her fingers around his knife, crushing every
bone in his hand. He groaned and fell to his knees. Bel be
slid her inpaled hand off the knife blade and delivered a
reverse kick to the back of the man's skull. There was a
crunch of bone, and he pitched forward. The man was dead
before his head hit the floor

Al'l of a sudden the fight was over. Bel be had di sposed
of four attackers. Her left foot was trapped in a thick
bl ock of flowstone, and glistening oil was | eaking fromthe
hol e in her hand. Crovax and the rest of the sergeants
wi t hdrew beyond her reach.

Ertai, arnms and | egs stretched wi de, was being held by
two of Volrath's statues, animated for the task by Crovax.
H's shirt was torn open, and a bright red slash crossed his
chest. Valnoral, an ugly gash on his head, had cut Erta
once and was poised to do so again.



"Finish him" Crovax ordered.

"No!" said Belbe. "Don't hurt him"

"You see," Crovax said to his surviving nmen. "Love
conquers after all."

Two statues seized Bel be by the hands and feet, spread-
eagling her off the floor like Ertai. Crovax found the
di scharger and picked his way over the fallen nmen and
toppl ed statues to Bel be.

"You're quite form dable. The overlords built you well, "
he sai d.

"I"l1l be sure to relay your conplinents," she replied,

panti ng.

He held up the discharger. "Wiy wouldn't this work for
ne?"

"The mechanismis protected. It will function only if |
use it," she lied.

Crovax tossed the exotic weapon aside. "Too bad. A
spl endi dly destructive device."

He cl osely exam ned her wounded hand. "Not bl ood?"

Bel be shook her head.

"Interesting." Crovax sniffed the glistening oil and
wi thout warning licked the thin black Iiquid oozing fromthe
wound. Bel be strained against the statues' grip. The one
hol di ng her wounded hand softened its hold, just for a
second. It was enough. Bel be's open pal m connected with
Crovax's cheek and sent him spraw ing.

Nasser and sonme of his nmen started toward him Crovax
got to his knees and stopped themw th a blood-chilling
gl are.

"No one noves!" he hissed.

"Why not release me and make it a fair fight?" Bel be
taunt ed, waving her free hand.

Crovax caught her hand in his, and they westled for a
f ew seconds.

"Why do you i magi ne conbat has to be fair?" he gasped

He backhanded her across the face tw ce. Bel be's eyes
filmed with gray until she shut out that pain as well.
Crovax was plainly surprised when she took his bl ows and
grimy snmled at him

"You are the strongest," Belbe said. "There's no point
resisting the inevitable. I wll nane you evincar."

Al fell silent.

Ertai chewed through his gag and spat out the wad of
cl oth, croaking, "Belbe, no!"

"You heard her!" Crovax cried, pointing a finger at the
assenbl ed sergeants. "She said it!"

"I saidit, and | nmean it," Belbe said. "But it's not
official until | proclaimyou governor before the overl ords
on Phyrexia."

"How can you do that? Do | have to travel to Phyrexia?"

"No, | nust declare you evincar before the open W ndow. "
She neant the voice-only message portal in the convocation
hal I .

Crovax stood back. The statues rel eased Bel be and Ertai
"I give you this much grace, as you are the em ssary and a
redoubtable fighter," he said. "Sumon the court to the
W ndow and proclaimne evincar to everyone."

Bel be rubbed her battered hand. "I will. Tomorrow. "

"Why not now?"

"It's late," she said. "W can do this in haste, or we



can install you with all grave and proper cerenony. It's up
to you. There's also the matter of El adanri.”

"What's he got to do with it?"

"Wuldn't you like to have himat your feet, in chains,
when | name you to the throne? Everything in the hall will
be seen on

Phyrexia, you know. Wouldn't you like to inpress the
overlords by presenting themw th the defeated | eader of the
rebel s?" She saw the glinmrer of vanity in his eyes.

Crovax nodded with satisfaction. "I still don't see why
we can't do it sooner," he said.

"Gve (Geven the night to break him" Bel be said coolly.
"You woul dn't have hi m shout rebel slogans while the
overl ords are watchi ng, would you?"

"Hardly." Crovax smiled. "You' re much too clever for
someone whose life is neasured in weeks. Wiy don't you
remain on Rath? When | amevincar, | will need clever
servants to carry out my will."

She didn't say anything. She cradled her injured hand in
her good one and regarded it thoughtfully. "The idea
intrigues you?" said Crovax. "It's an interesting proposal
| shall consider it." The sergeants picked up their dead
conrade, and the injured men hobbled away to the dispensary.
Four of them including Nasser, remrai ned behind, surrounding
Ertai.

"I"1l keep the light of your life until tonorrow "

Crovax said. "His life is ny guarantee you'll not renege on
your prom se."
"You will be evincar," Belbe said. "You have ny word as

em ssary of the overlords. Let Ertai go."

Crovax | aughed. "Shall we say tonorrow, an hour past
m dday? 1'd hate to becone governor until after the
courtiers have been fed."

"Choose the hour you want. | will be there." Crovax
herded Ertai and the sergeants out. He paused by the door
"I'"ll have to do sonething about this clutter,” he said. "M
predecessor had appal ling taste-such a weakness for the
human form Good ni ght, Excellency. | enjoyed the fight."

She picked up the cast-off Phyrexian di scharger. The
jewels on the top were dark. Bel be turned the weapon over
and di scovered the powerstone was gone. Soneone-presunably
Crovax-had renmoved it during the nelee. An inpressive feat,
consi dering he'd never handl ed such a device before. He'd
al so renoved the powerstone wi thout the special tool, bare-
handed. An ordi nary man woul d have been struck dead by the
potent energy stored in the stone.

CHAPTER 16
DECI SI ON

At the very pinnacle of the Ctadel, Sivi and her
conr ades crouched behind a crane on the airship dock. A few
yards away, Predator floated gently, tethered to the
pl atform by a hal f-dozen thick cables. The airship' s massive
deck gun, which fired a huge barbed harpoon agai nst eneny
ai rships, had just been | owered to the deck by anot her
crane. Gangs of npbggs tugged on lines, rocking the gun
carriage back and forth until it slipped onto the prepared
barbette. Sivi counted at least thirty noggs and their Dal
and Vec overseers around Predator. Maybe a hundred nore were



cl ose by in various workshops.

"What do we do, Sivi?" asked Khalil, one of the Vec
vol unt eers.

"I'f we could get on board, we could do some damege," she
nut t er ed.

"Teynel told us not to act alone," said Langwi n, a Dal
ki nsmen of Darsett's. "W should nmeet up with himas planned
and tell himwe found the airship."

"Yes, and by the time we get back the dammed thi ng may
have flown away," Sivi said. "All the while Eladanri is in
the hands of Greven! | tell you, we have to do what we can,
now. " She | oosened the fake bandages and uncoil ed the toten-
vec fromaround her waist. "Are you with ne?"

Her Vec clansnen quickly agreed. The Dal were | ess
ent hused.

"Listen," she said. "If we can destroy Predator, it wll
create confusion throughout the Stronghold. It'll be easier
for us to rescue El adanmri and get out of here."

The two Dal rebels nopped sweat fromtheir faces.

"Al'l right," said Medd, the elder of the twd. "How do we
get on board?"

Sivi | ooked all around. There was too much open fl oor
bet ween them and the floating airship. Though still dressed
in Rathi uniforms, they were in a restricted area and were
bound to be stopped | ong before they reached their target.

Sivi raised her eyes. The flowbot crane they were hiding
behi nd was the | argest on the dock. The gantry rose forty
feet, and the gooseneck section reached out well over the
noor ed ai rshi p.

"Feel like clinbing?" she said.

She | ooped the toten-vec around her shoul der and started
up the skeletal framework of the crane. One by one the
others followed. The gantry was big enough to allow themto
clinb three abreast, but Liin Sivi took the |ead.

She soon reached the end of the vertical section. Sivi
paused and | ooked down. Her hands tightened on the
framewor k. Not only was she forty feet above the platform
she coul d see over the edge of the dock to the Citadel far
bel ow. The ever-present energy beamwas on the other side of
Predator, and the sizzling blue stream al nbst drowned out
construction noi ses fromthe dock

The workers slacked off the lines on the deck gun once
it was in place. Mdggs with heavy iron mauls circled the gun
and pounded red-hot rivets into the weapon's pedestal
Sparks flew, and when other noggs threw cold water on the
rivets to harden themin place, gouts of steam clouded the
deck.

It was opportunity sent by the gods. Sivi frantically
waved her men forward, and one by one they dropped fromthe
crane to the vacant quarterdeck

They crouched al ong the port bulwark and worked their
way aft to sone open hatches. They heard voi ces and sounds
of work bel ow.

Medd | ooked to their |eader. "Wat now?"

"There nust be flanmables on a ship like this," she
said. "Ql, niter, liquor, something. W'Ill search bel ow
decks until we find some, then phutt!" She tossed a hand in
the air. The rebel s nodded sol emly.

They were about to ease down the first open hatch when a
dock worker popped out unexpectedly. He stared at the five



Rat hi sol di ers huddl ed there.

"What ?" was all he managed to say before the rebels
dragged hi m out and pounded hi m unconsci ous. They shoved him
in a scupper, out of sight.

Sivi unslung the toten-vec. Wth gestures she indicated
she'd go first.

Step by step, she descended the wi de | adder into the
ship. The air was heavy with the snell of hot nmetal and
freshly cut wood. Sivi let the knife head of her weapon
dangl e by a few inches of cord. A nbgg came out of a side
cabin, a bundle of reinforcing rods on his shoul der. He
didn't see Sivi frozen like a statue a few feet behind him
so he kept going. She flattened agai nst the bul khead and
peered around the open door. Two nore npggs were wor ki ng
inside, bolting rods to the outer hull plating. Sivi waved
for her companions to slip past. Wen they were cl ear, she
bol dly wal ked by the open door, whip hanging | oosely from
her hand.

They descended two decks and reached an open ventil ator
shaft above the engi ne conpartnent. The ventilator was four
feet square, and the nmetal grating normally covering it was
di smount ed and | eani ng agai nst the aft bul khead. Hot, hunid
air rose fromthe quiescent notor. Sivi risked discovery to
gaze down into the engine room She counted five Dal worknen
Wi pi ng down the powerstone accumul ators with rags, polishing
the brass fittings until they gleaned like gold. Sivi
sniffed. Mneral spirits ... that would burn nicely.

VWere were they getting it fron? She | eaned out farther
The workmen were passing a tin bucket around, dipping their
rags in and winging out the excess. \Wen the bucket was
enpty, they refilled it froma cask standing nearby. "This
isit," she whispered. "Get ready."

They poi sed t hensel ves around the hole. Wen four
wor kmen were in sight, Sivi nodded, and they dropped one
after the other on the unsuspecting nen.

The unarmed rebels surprised the workmen and qui ckly
punmrel ed theminto subm ssion. Sivi was hurling one man
headfirst against the bul khead when the fifth Dal returned
with a bucketful of mneral spirits. He dropped the
cont ai ner and shouted for hel p. Engi ne noi se drowned him
out. He turned, but before he ran two steps Sivi unl eashed
the toten-vec. She made a single underhand cast. Wth a
snap, the knife blade spun through the air at the end of its
chain and took the fleeing man in the back. He froze, arns
outstretched, as if turned to stone. Sivi yanked the toten-
vec, and the return inmpetus spun the man back to fall dead
at her feet.

The other rebels |ooked on in awe. "Did you think it was
a toy? Get that barrel over here," she said.

The group westled the heavy cask to the starboard side
of the engine. Sivi |leaned in, and the three of them toppled
the barrel over. Brownish mineral spirits washed down the
deck, filling the air with a pungent arona.

Medd turned his head to avoid the fumes. "Someone wil |l
notice the snell,"

Soneone did. The second after his sentence, a heavy
wrench hurtled from above, catching one of the Dal in the
forehead. He fell |ike a pol eaxed kerl. The rebels | ooked up
and saw the ventilator opening was |ined wth npoggs,
grow i ng, gibbering, and waving hand tools.



A barrage of wenches and maul s banged of f the bul khead
and engi ne housing. Sivi and Medd | eaped one way, Khalil and
Langwi n the other. A couple of npbggs got carried away and
junped into the conpartrment. The floor was slick with
spirits, and they slipped and fell heavily. This didn't
prevent other noggs from | eapi ng down on top of their
friends. Two of themfell on the hel pl ess Dal who had been
hit by the wench and cl ubbed himto death. The remaining
rebel s were divided by the massive engine and a grow ng
swar m of noggs.

A nmogg, covered in spirits, got up waving his maul . Sivi
flicked the toten-vec blade into his warty chest. It hardly
seened to mind. She and Medd exchanged worried | ooks.

"They' re tougher than they | ook," Medd observed.

Sivi frowned. "I just have to find a soft spot."

She did, burying the eight-inch iron blade in the nogg's
left eye. It shrieked and fell, kicking the deck with its
stumpy | egs.

"Let's get out of here!" Medd shouted. "Khalil! Langw n!
Try to make it to the main deck!"

Langwi n dodged a bl ow and waved that he under st ood.

"We need a torch!™ Sivi cried.

A wrench caroned off the bul khead beside his head. The
tool scraped agai nst his borrowed hel net.

"Flint? Steel ?"

"I thought this was a raid, not a canping trip!"

They backed out the forward hatch. Medd sl ammed shut the
door. A thrown naul proved useful in jamring the latch

Foot st eps pounded on the deck above. Sivi and Medd ran
forward, eyeing the ceiling.

"Sounds like a hundred," the Dal rebel said.

Sivi | ooked thoughtfully at the ceiling. "No nore than
sixty, 1'd say." The passage ahead was still clear. "Wtch
that way!" she said. Medd hovered by the next door, dividing
his attention between the corridor and what Liin Sivi was
doi ng.

She spotted a lanmp on the wall. It was on a pivot, to
freely adjust to whatever attitude the airship assuned.
Putting aside the toten-vec, she grabbed the lanmp in both
hands and succeeded in breaking it off. She adjusted the
wi ck control and the lanp began to gl ow.

Vol atile spirit was | eaking under the engine room hatch
Predator was trimed heavy at the bow because the deck gun
had just been nmounted, so the spill was slowy flow ng
forward. Sivi stood back and hurled the glowing lanmp at the
dar keni ng pool seeping under the door. The | anp shattered.
The light went out. "Damm! Their |anps don't use flane." Two
wor kmen appeared in the passage. They ducked when the toten-
vec cane whistling their way and quickly fled. "Wat now?"
asked Medd. "We've got to do sone damage," said Sivi. "Could
we use the big crane outside? Batter the ship with it?"
"That works for me. Let's go!" They ran down the |ong
passage, crossing the hold on a narrow catwal k. The interior
of the airship had the same zool ogical quality as the
Citadel, and running through it was like traversing the
belly of a great beast. The deck was pl anked wi th wood, but
t he bul kheads and ribs of the vessel were sone sort of
reddi sh all oy, between netal and bone.

At | ast the passage ended, and they found a netal |adder
| eadi ng up. Sivi clinmbed. When she poked her head out, a



crossbow bolt plunked into the deck. The fletching creased
her cheek. She ducked so fast she knocked Medd off the
| adder bel ow her.

"Are we trapped?" asked Medd, rubbing his hip.

"Not yet."

She let the toten-vec dangle down the steps. Wth a
quick flick, she tossed the knife head out the hatch and
whi pped it in the direction the arrow cane from It stuck in
somet hing. Sivi tugged; it resisted. She raised her head
enough to see she'd killed the bowman, but the toten-vec's
cord was entangled in the dead man's crossbow.

The deck was clear. They scranmbled out and sl ammed the
hatch. Khalil and Langwi n were ahead on the main bridge,
besi eged by swarns of angry nopggs.

"We've got to help them ™ Medd cried.

Sivi frantically untangl ed her weapon fromthe dead
man's bow. "W'll need nore than one toten-vec to stop that
nob. "

More than a toten-vec? Medd | ooked over his shoul der at
t he bi ggest weapon he'd ever seen. He took Sivi by the hand
and dragged her al ong.

"Do you know how to operate that thing?" she asked,
sizing up the weapon on the run

"How hard can it be?"

The deck gun was | oaded with a barbed harpoon, with a
shaft as thick as Medd's thigh. The breech end of the gun
was a hedge of |evers, none of which were | abel ed.

Men and noggs were gathering on the dock.

Sivi saw the glint of sword bl ades among them "Hurry!™"

Medd pulled a | ever. The deck gun swung |l eft. Making a
note of that, he tried the I ever on the opposite side. The
gun obligingly swng right. A lever between those two nmade
the gun el evate or depress.

He haul ed back on the left side control. The gun nount
rotated rapidly until it was pointed dead astern. Medd | et
off the lever. He depressed the muzzle until the raked tip
of the harpoon was pointing not at the nob of nmpbggs menaci ng
their friends, but at the deck below them A bolt whizzed by
hi s head.

"Hurry!"

Medd yanked a short |ever below the three main controls
and was rewarded with a spurt of vapor fromthe gun nount.
Sivi twitched her toten-vec back and forth nervously.

"Try again!" she yelled.

On the elevation control knob was a bl ack button. Medd
pressed it.

There was a deafening blast, and the deck gun fired
point blank into the rear of the ship. Sivi was thrown to
t he deck. The enornmous harpoon barely cleared the barre
before i nbedding itself below the bridge. Planking on the
bri dge peel ed back as far as the harpoon penetrated. The
i mpact hurl ed nmoggs through the air end over end.

Sivi sat up, holding her head. A loud clanging filled
her ears, and it took her a few seconds to realize the noise
was real and not conming frominside her battered brain. Medd
dragged her to her feet.

He shouted sonething. She couldn't hear him He put his
lips close to her ear and shout ed.

"They' ve raised an alarml This place'll be swarmng with
sol di ers soon!"



The breech of the gun opened automatically after firing.
A brown, drum shaped object popped out of a shute al ongside
the gun, and a pile of harpoons were stacked conveniently on
deck. Medd staggered to the scattered pile of harpoons and
manhandl ed one back to the gun. It wouldn't feed through the
breech, so he loaded it down the nuzzle. The brown drum was
exactly the size of the cavity at the rear of the gun, so he
inserted it and cl osed the breech

Smoke fromthe first firing drifted across the deck to
the airship dock. Dock workers had taken cover after the gun
was fired, and in their place cane heavily armed pal ace
guards. Sivi used the snoke to reach the quarterdeck
Stunned, bl eedi ng noggs | ay everywhere. She had to dig under
themto find her nmissing conrades. Khalil was dead, killed
by the noggs before the gun fired. Langwi n was sensel ess.
She dragged hi m out and boosted himto his feet.

"You on Predator! Stand away fromthat gun!" shouted a
voi ce fromthe dock. Medd pulled the right lever, and the
har poon t hrower swung snmoothly toward the voi ce.

"Stand away, or we'll stormthe deck!"

Medd | evel ed the gun in the speaker's direction. He
waited until Sivi appeared through the smoke with Langwi n
| eani ng on her shoul der.

"Loose!"

A wave of arrows swept the deck. Shielded by the nassive
gun, Medd was safe enough, but the volley caught Sivi and
Langwin in the open. Langwin was hit twice. Sivi let the
dead man fall and threw herself on the deck

"What are you waiting for?" she yelled. "Let fly!"

Twent y-odd sol di ers cane runni ng through the snoke,
swords bared. They were in skirmishing order, so Medd
depressed the gun at them and pressed the firing button

There was a doubl e expl osi on. The harpoon shaft snapped,
and the barbed head pl owed sideways through the attacking
guards. The butt end of the harpoon shot crazily into the
air, ricocheting off the dock and flying into the energy
stream It vaporized in a burst of white |ight and snoke.

Medd had failed to close the gun fully, firing it with
t he breech plug unl ocked. The resulting explosion conpletely
wr ecked the gun

Bl eeding from m nor shrapnel cuts to his face and hands,
Medd staggered to his feet. Sivi was |lying face down on the
deck a few yards away. Heedl ess of the danger, he noved
across the snoky deck to reach her. There were no obvious
holes in her, but she wasn't noving. He knelt and prodded
her with a bl eeding finger.

"Sivi? Sivi, are you alive?"

She raised her head. "Of course | am" She stood up and
dusted herself off. She coiled the toten-vec in her hand.
"You're pretty dangerous with that thing."

"I ruined it."
"Good. That's why we're here."
The dock was still, though the alarmbell still pealed.

The surviving rebels ran to the edge of the foredeck and
rattl ed down the gangpl ank. No one on the dock was alive.
The sideways spi nni ng harpoon head had slain the entire
squad.

Sivi paused | ong enough to salvage a pair of daggers.
Medd found a sword that hadn't been bent too nmuch by the
bl ast and shoved it in his enpty scabbard.



"Come," he said. "W nust find Teynel and the others!"
They reached the side stairs just as another detachnment of
pal ace guards arrived on the main lift. The rebels slipped
away in the snoke, |eaving a damaged but intact Predator
floating easily on its noorings.

* * k* K %

He never cried out. Greven adnired himfor that.

The questioning went on for hours w thout result. G even
and the nmogg warders went through their standard repertory
of branding irons, thunbscrews, and pincers. Eladanri never
screanmed, never begged for mercy. He cursed for a while,
then fell silent. H's resistance spooked the mpggs, and they
began to slip away fromthe session. By midnight no one was
left in the cell but Geven and the stubborn rebel |eader

The Vec warrior poured hinself a cup of tepid water. He
sat down on a | ow stool and studied the eneny who had so
| ong eluded him Unlike the common soldiers of Rath, G even
never believed El adanri had magi cal powers. He under st ood-or
t hought he understood-the m nd of a dedicated fighter. But
when El adanri exhausted his interrogators and reveal ed
not hi ng of his plans, his organization, or hinself, Geven
felt bereft of understanding. He was just a m ddl e-aged el f,
of no great size or physical strength. He didn't preach
about freedomand liberty the way sonme rebel prisoners did.
He said nothing. He endured.

"What's your secret?" G even asked.

Hanging by his wists, Eladanri twisted slowmy with the
torsion of the rope. He'd escaped into unconsci ousness, but
he was still visibly breathing.

The cell door swung open. G even junped up, snatching
his bare sword fromthe table beside him A shadowy figure
stood in the entrance.

"Who' s there?"

The intruder stepped forward, and G even saw t he hooded
figure clearly.

"It's you,'
talk."

The hooded one glided into the room Pale hands energed
fromthe w de sleeves and gently fol ded back the cow .

G even saw the face of Furah.

"Why are you here?" he asked the Kor

"I"ve been interested in this one a long time," said the
visitor. "Your usual methods failed, didn't they?" Geven
admtted they had. "You can't break a warrior |ike El adanrti
by abusing his body. Someone |ike you, Geven, whose entire
being is wapped up in his physical form you would have
br oken by now "

Greven bristled. "I amno stranger to pain."

"Pain isn't the author of subnission-fear is. They're
quite different. Ordinary nen conme to this roomfilled with

he said. "There's nothing to tell. He won't

terror because they know they will suffer great pain.
El adanmri was not afraid. His spirit preserves himfrom nere
physi cal suffering. To reach him we will have to find out

what he fears."

"Do you have tine for this? The em ssary has been
hol di ng out agai nst Crovax, but she can't withstand hi m nuch
| onger. WIIl you act soon?"

"There's tine. | have certain elixirs with me that wll



open wi ndows into Eladanri's nmind. 1'll use them"

Greven set his face |like stone. He hated drugs. Under
normal circunstances, there was a kind of bond between
prisoner and interrogator-strength vs. strength, it was.
Though he would never adnmit it to the visitor, he felt
El adanri had qualified for an honorable death. He was
tortured, he held out, and the next step ought to be a
dignified execution. Elixirs were a cheat. No one could
resist them El adanri would tell everything now, and his
honor woul d be | ost.

He ordered Greven to bring the elf down. Geven untied
the rope and | owered El adanri to the floor. A heavy chair
was dragged over, and the unconscious rebel |eader was
strapped to it. Al the while, the visitor busied hinself at
the table, mxing powders fromvarious vials into a cup. His
stirring rod tinkled in the gl ooy cell.

He held out the cup. "Hold his nose,"” he said. "I don't
want to be bitten."

Geven tilted back Eladanri's slack head. He held the
el f's nose and pulled his chin down. In cane the cup
delivered by a slender Kor hand. Greven got a whiff of the
potion. It had a sharp odor, like vinegar

Suddenly a netallic bell began to clang loudly in the
corridor.

G even rel eased El adanri's nose. "Intruders!"

"The guards can handle it," said Furah, putting the cup
to Eladanri's lips.

"I must see to any disturbance,” Geven insisted,
pushi ng the cup away. "You should come too."

"Why ne?"

"Things are very unsettled. It's a dangerous tinme for
all of us. If you want to keep up with what's going on
you' d better cone al ong."

"You don't want me to administer nmy elixir. Are you
afraid I'll succeed where you failed?"

"The prisoner's not going anywhere. If the alarmis
false, or the situation easily resolved, we can return-
nothing will be lost," said Geven.

The visitor raised his hood. "Tinme will be |lost, but I
take your meani ng. Order nust be restored to Rath if my plan
is to succeed."

Greven qui ckly buckled on his sword belt. "Wat do you
i ntend?"

"To take what's nmine. Nothing less.”

* * k* K %

Teynel and his team descended into the bowels of the
Citadel in search of an airship docking station. None of
t hem knew their way around, and the deeper they penetrated
the I abyrinthine recesses of the fl owstone works, the nore
| ost they becane.

"Don't these people believe in signs?" Teynel asked in
exasperation. He'd thought as long as they kept going down,
they woul d eventually find evidence of the airship dock. No
such luck occurred. Before long the rebels found thensel ves
negotiating tunnels too low for themto stand in. The air
was oppressively hot and hum d, and the | ower they went, the
hotter it got.

They' d not encountered any people for quite sone tine.



This did not nmean the tunnels were unoccupi ed. As Teynel and
his men crept along, stepping over ridges in the ribbed
floor, they saw strange creatures noving about in the sem -
dar kness.

One nunerous creature had an egg-shaped body, about the
size of a water pail. It wal ked on two | ong | egs bent
backward at the knee. Covered in bare, spotty skin, it had
no discernible head. The creature snelled like rotten neat.
It paid no attention to the rebels, who pressed thensel ves
against the wall and | et the headl ess thing hop by.

Movi ng on, they reached a narrow vertical shaft. The top
was | ost in profound darkness; the bottom gl owed brightly
with a pulsating red light. A rushing sound, |ike deep
wat ers pouring over a precipice, boonmed up the shaft.

"There's light down there," Teynel said. "It may be a
way to the dock."

H s clansman Garnan offered to scout the situation. The
wal I s of the shaft were deeply ribbed, so he had no problem
clinmbing down. The other rebels lay on the tunnel floor and
wat ched their conrade descend toward the throbbing red
light.

After a few long nminutes, Garnan called up, "Teynel! You
nust see this!"

"What is it?"

"Teynel, come see! It's fantastic!"

They all wanted to go, but Teynel ordered the remsining
rebels to stay put. He spit on his hands and began his clinb
down. The ribbing was coated with some kind of resilient
skin, yielding to his grip. It looked oily, but in fact was
dry to the touch, and Teynel was able to descend with
confidence. Ten feet or so below the tunnel, the glare al
but shut out the dark shaft above. Air in the shaft was
broiling, yet the walls remained surprisingly cool. Teyne
could not see any bottomto the shaft, but he kept going.
Garnan was a sound fellow, and wouldn't call himif there
wasn't sonething worth seeing.

He I owered his right foot, but instead of another rib
found only air. Teynel held on, waving his foot around,
trying to find a place for his toe. Something grabbed his
heel .

"Over here. It's me."

Wth Garnan's aid, Teynel clinmbed out. There was a
pl atf orm made of polished tubing at the bottom of the shaft.
Teynel's feet began sliding as soon as they touched the
slippery | edge.

"Careful ," Garnan said. "This stuff's |like glass!"

Teynel gripped the rail circling the platform They were
suspended hundreds of feet in the air at the very | owest
poi nt of the whole Citadel. The entire structure was above
them and below, clearly visible through the slatted tubing,
was the crater floor and |lava well.

"By all the gods," Teynel gasped.

A columm of molten rock thirty yards wide rose fromthe
funnel - shaped aperture below the Ctadel. It was drawn up to
a large cluster of nozzles in the center of the Citadel's
belly. The stream of red-hot liquid rock thundered into the
tubes with a sound like a hundred waterfalls. The heat was
i ntense, and Teynel had to cover his face with his armj ust
to glance at the flow.

"Look there!" Garnan said, tugging at his arm Teyne



tore his eyes fromthe awesone spectacle and foll owed
Garnan's pointing hand. Perhaps forty yards away was a
massi ve pylon, jutting down fromthe main body of the
Citadel. A wide platformserved by cranes was built on the
end of the pylon.

"The airship dock!" Teynel shouted over the roar

"Yes, and it's not there!"”

"Either Sivi's found it, or Predator has left the
crater," Teynel said, pushing his conrade to the shaft
opening. "Let's go back! W nust keep our rendezvous with
the others!”

Gar nan | eaped and caught hold of the ribbed inner |ining
of the shaft. He pulled hinself by his arms alone until he
could get his feet on the bottomlip. Teynel watched him
clinmb, then poised hinself to repeat Garnan's | eap

The pl atform quivered beneath him As the polished
surface was alnost frictionless, Teynel skidded in a small
circle. He grabbed at the rail and realized to his horror
that the platformwas circling toward the thundering | ava
stream

"Garnan! Garnan, hurry!"

The round opening his conrade had entered had becone
crescent -shaped. This was no nere observation platformit
was part of the huge flowstone works! The shaft was used to
convey nolten lava to the factory far above!

Teynel |eaped. He caught the ribbing with one hand. It
wasn't enough. One by one his fingers tore free, and he fel
heavily on the bright floor of tubing.

"Teynel !'’

Garnan, hanging by his feet and one hand, waved for his
kinsman to try again. The inexorable progress of the
rotating platformwould soon i merse Teynel in nolten rock
The Dal rebel threw hinself at Garnan's outstretched hand.
Their fingers net, but their sweaty pal ns slipped over each
ot her. Garnan shoved his shoul der down and w apped his
fingers around Teynel's sl eeve. For an agonizi ng second
Teynel dangled at the end of his friend's arm The shaft
opening was still waning. Teynel took hold of Gaman's arm
wi th both hands. Face purpling, the young Dal hauled his
friend up. Teynel just got his feet through and the opening
closed to just a few inches.

"Cousin or no, as of today, you are ny brother,’
vowed.

"Does this mean | can't marry your sister?" quipped
Gar nan.

Teynel and Garnan struggled for breath in the relatively
cool shaft. When they were able, they clinbed to the
intersecting tunnel. Kireno, Vellian, and Shanus were not at
the end of the tunnel where they'd left them

They retraced their steps through the tunnel. After
calling quietly to their conrades and receiving no answer,
Teynel paused to listen

Teynel

"Hear that?"
A soft tearing sound was com ng from down the corridor
Garnan nodded. "I hear."

They crept on, senses straining to detect any danger.
The tunnel curved to the left and rose. Rounding the curve,
Teynel spotted sonething |ying on the floor sone yards
ahead.

Part of the object was noving. As they slowy closed,



Teynel made out a pair of booted feet |lying notionless on
the floor. The remmant of a dirty Rathi army mantl e was
draped over the rest.

It was a corpse-one of their nmen. He couldn't tell which
one. Standing on the corpse's back was one of those spotty
two-1 egged creatures. It didn't have a head, but it had a
mout h full of crooked, needlelike teeth. It pivoted its jaws
down and took another bite of the body.

Garnan saw it too and drew in breath with a sharp hiss.
Teynel ran forward and ki cked the hi deous scavenger with al
his mght. It squealed and went flying. Omrnously, there
were answering squeals fromthe darkness. Lots of them

"Filthy little nonsters,"” Teynel said. "I wonder how
many nore of them are out there?"

"I don't care to find out," Garnan replied.

The nysterious death of their conrade and the
di sappearance of the other two nen put haste in their
stride. When Garnan and Teynel energed in a normal-sized,
well-lit corridor in the | ower pal ace, they paused again to
catch their breath.

"Do you reckon they were captured or eaten?" asked
Gar nan.

"Neither, | pray. | hope Kireno got inpatient and went
to meet Liin Sivi at the rendezvous."

The pair noved on.

They were within sight of the convocati on chamber steps
when the alarmerupted. Teynel knew instantly it nmeant sone
part of their team had been found out. He resisted an urge
to run. He and Garnan stood to one side as pal ace guards
massed in the hall. Crovax appeared, sword in hand, and
demanded a report.

"There's been a di sturbance,” said one of the guards.

"What a revel ation! Speak plainly!" Crovax snapped.

"Sone soldiers attacked the workers on Predator-"

Teynel gripped his partner's arm Sivi! Damm her! He
told her not to act on her own!

"Sol di ers? What sol di ers?" Crovax was paci ng and
swi nging his sword. "Sounds like rebel infiltrators to ne,
probably trying to liberate their |eader."

He swiftly ordered arny troops into the G tadel. Wen
the captain of the guard protested the use of regular troops
in the palace environs, Crovax raised a flowstone tentacle
and strangl ed the nan where he stood.

"Any ot her objections?" he asked. "Good. You nen follow
ne."

Fifty guards forned ranks and marched away to the stairs
and lifts. Teynel and Garnan were about to slip away.

"You there! Where do you think you' re going?" Crovax was
| ooking right at them

Teynel saluted. "Returning to our conpany, ny lord."

"Never mind that. | need you now. "

Teynel spread his hands. "I've no sword, ny |lord, nor
has ny friend."

Crovax raised an eyebrow slightly. Two spires of
flowstone rose fromthe floor. The formed into identica
short swords, conplete with cross hilt and noon ponmel .
Teynel and Garnan stared in amazenent.

"Take them you idiots,"” Crovax said. Wen the rebels
did, the supporting rod of flowstone detached and retracted
into the floor. The swords took on the col or and wei ght of



standard steel weapons.

"Come." Crovax swept away, mantle billow ng. Teynel and
Garnan sheathed their new swords and ran to catch up. One
way or another, they would find their conrades, even if it
meant joining the troops sent to catch them

CHAPTER 17
FORSAKEN

He was no stranger to pain. He knew it in many forns,
fromthe bite of a Skyshroud snake to the ragged kiss of a
nerfol k bl ade. Hi s had been an active life, and he had
endured many injuries. There were worse forms of suffering
than the physical kind: The vision of a wife in the burned
and shattered remains of the hone they'd built together. An
enpty bed where a gentle daughter had slept and died.

He learned to kill his enem es as revenge for these
hurts. It didn't help, but he was never troubled by their
bl ood on his hands. What did weigh on his conscience were
all the dead friends and allies, people he led to war who
died for his cause. Each of their lost |lives was one nore
scar to bear, a burden he knew would grow | arger before life
was done with him

Since he was alone, Eladanri let the tears flow down his
lined face. He'd al ways been awake, even through the worst
of Greven's tornent. At tines his mind departed on its own,
| eavi ng hi m unsure of what he was seeing or feeling. He
renenber ed-t hought he renenbered-Geven il-Vec sitting
across the table fromhim watching himw th sonething |ike
puzzl ement on his evil face. He'd been joined by another,
sonmeone

El adanri hadn't known. His erratic eyes showed himthe
face of Furah, the Kor tribal chief, but Furah was dead. Hi s
daught er was dead too, yet soneone was wal ki ng around wth
her face. Was this unholy fortress full of ghosts?

Tears softened the crust of dried blood that glued his
right eye shut. He opened both eyes and stretched them w de.
Coals glowed feebly in the iron brazier by his feet.
Thunbscrews, branding irons, and other horrible instrunments
| ay scattered about. He could snell water in the pot on the
table. Licking his parched lips, El adanmri yearned for a sip.

Thi nki ng hi m unconsci ous, Greven had tied El adanri to
the chair by the wists and ankl es-a m stake. El adanr
rel axed his hands, folding his fingers inward to nmake his
wists as snmall as possible. He worked his | eft hand
backward agai nst the cords. The bl ack rope was nmade of the
sane mnmetic cable used on Predator and was thus a form of
nano- machi ne |i ke fl owstone. Wen he pulled against it, it
shrank tighter around his wist. He stopped, and the cord
ceased shrinking. Eladanri realized Geven's nstake was not
so grievous. |If he continued to fight the mnetic cord, it
woul d eventual |y cut his hands off.

He | eaned forward and managed to |lift the rear |egs of
the chair off the floor. The chair weighed a good forty-five
pounds, but once he got it rocking, it was easy enough to
tipit over. It crashed to the floor hard on his left side.
The brazier overturned, scattering enbers.

How did magic rope |ike heat? El adanri scraped a gl ow ng
coal closer with his ruined fingers. Wat did a blister or
two matter when your fingers were already broken?



He pressed the cord against the coal. A stab of heat
passed through the binding to his wist. Nothing el se
happened. So nuch for burning off the cords. He heaved the
heavy chair forward to a pile of nowcold branding irons. He
couldn't quite westle the heavy irons into his grasp with
just his fingertips. Now what ?

He coul d see the pottery pitcher on the table above him
What he wanted nost, perhaps even nore than his freedom was
a cool drink of water. Since he couldn't get to the pitcher
so long as he was tied to the chair, it was a noot point.

El adanri butted his head against the table leg. He did this
again and again until his vision dissolved in a haze of red.
This couldn't go on.

Wth the Iightest touch, he let his battered head rest
agai nst the table | eg and sighed. The jug, shaken to the
edge of the table, pronptly toppled to the floor. It smashed
to pieces in a spray of water. None splashed his face.

Not ny best day, he deci ded.

The pitcher was boneware, a hard, glassy pottery
suitable for his purpose. He picked a nicely jagged shard
and sawed agai nst the cords. For a nmonent the mnetic
strands tightened, then began to fray. His heart |eaped when
the cord sprang free of his wists and wiggled on the floor
like a headless lizard. A few cuts nore, and his right hand
was | oose, then his feet.

El adanri tried to stand, but found his abused knees
wouldn't et him He sat on the floor, free but too hurt to
wal k.

He tied pieces of cord together and used it to bind an
iron to his left leg as a splint. Using the table for
support, he managed to stand. He grabbed the cup on the
table and prepared to down the contents, but when it neared
his lips his nose detected an acrid odor. Poison. Meant for
him no doubt, and here he alnost did Geven's job for himn

H s meager possessions lay strewn on the table. The only
thi ng he took back was the small wooden fetish he'd carved
his last night in the forest. He examned it carefully. It
was intact, so he hung it around his neck

El adanri found another branding iron with a blunt hook
on the end to serve as a weapon. He went to the cell door
and found it unlocked. That worried him Wy wasn't he
| ocked in? Was this some kind of elaborate trap so Geven
could claimE adamri was killed "trying to escape?”

A muffl ed mechani cal clangor filtered through the stout
wal I s. Some sort of alarm That's why G even had gone. He
swiftly made the connection to his young warriors and their
m ssion to destroy the airship. Eladamri did not pray, but
he fervently wi shed his conrades success. The odds were | ong
agai nst them

He hobbled into the corridor. No one in sight. The
coni cal tower's shape nmeant the passage ran outboard of the
cells, which were arranged around the axis of the tower I|ike
slices of pie. As he | ooked both ways down the vacant
corridor, his guerrilla instinct gave himan idea. Never
overl ook a chance to cause maxi numtrouble for the eneny!

He went to the next door. It was |ocked, and the
mechani sm was protected by a nasty | ooking flowbot whose
jagged jaws encircled the | ock. Use the wong key, or try to
fiddle with the device, and your hand could be bitten off.

El adanri rapped softly on the door. He pressed his ear



to the panel and heard shuffling of feet inside. There was a
| ow wi cket through which the prisoner was given neals.

He opened the sliding gate and whi spered, "Hello? Wo's
in there? I'ma friend!"

Instead of a voice or a face, a fleshy red tentacle
appeared and wrapped itself around El adanri's |leg. A burning
sensation started where the thing touched him and its grip
ti ghtened and tightened. He was sorry for whatever beast or
freak Volrath had inprisoned, but he wasn't about to |ose
his leg in a show of synmpathy. A few well ainmed blows of his
i ron di scouraged the creature, and the tentacle was
wi t hdr awn.

The next three doors either were closed on enpty cells,
or else the occupants didn't feel |ike responding to
El adantri's sumons. At the fifth door he distinctly heard a
thin voice tal king or singing.

Bending low to the w cket he hissed, "Are you hunman in
t here?"

"Are you human out there?" was the sarcastic response.

"I"'ma Skyshroud elf, a prisoner as you are. I'Il let
you out."

No answer. He gingerly inserted the iron into the |ock
mechani sm Sure enough, the flowbot's jaws snapped shut,
deeply indenting the hard iron bar. Eladanri |eaned all his
wei ght on the trapped tool, and with a crack, broke the |ock
wi t hout di sl odging the flowbot protecting it.

The door opened into the corridor. The smell of filth
frominside was overwhel mi ng. Somnething gray stirred wthin,
and for a second El adanri thought he'd been tricked by
anot her one of Volrath's nonsters. The gray shape becane a
human forma gaunt, red-haired young woman of npdest hei ght,
clad in filthy rags.

She blinked at the light. "You are an elf," she said. "I
t hought nmy time had cone, and Volrath was playing a little
gane with me."

"Who are you?"

"My nane is Takara, daughter of Starke."

He knew the name from Darsett en-Dal. Takara had been
part of the early Dal resistance novenent. Wy was she stil
alive?

Takara sl unped agai nst the door. "Has there been a
revol ution? O are you the new chief warder?"

"Neither. |I'mescaping, if |I can. If you would be free,
cone al ong."

Though I'inping hinself, he gave his armto the stranger
Takara didn't |look like she'd been Greven's guest in the
interrogation cell. Her skin was unmarked, but she was
terribly thin and weak, probably starved for weeks.

She | ooked down at his nmakeshift splint and battered
hands. "You're not in any shape for this, are you?"

"I"mnot alone," he advised. "Sone of my people are in
the Citadel, but we have to find them"

Takara | owered her head to his shoulder. "Ch well, this
has broken the tedium..."

The alarmbell ceased. It had been part of the
background so long, its sudden cessation seemed | ouder than
t he noi se had been. In its place they heard footfalls
echoi ng al ong the curving corridor

Takara lifted her head. "The world's shortest escape,"
she said, sighing.



El adanri held a finger to his lips. He pulled the iron
splint fromhis tortured | eg. Wthout the brace, he al nost
col | apsed. Takara held hi mup, though her frail arms
trembled fromthe effort.

He nodded t hanks.

They huddled in the shallow recess of a shut cell door
waiting for the runners to appear. Eladanri caught a glinpse
of Rathi boot and breastplate and swng his iron. It
whi stl ed by Kireno's nose, missing himby a hair.

"Brother!" the Vec rebel cried. "It's us!"

The nonentum of the swing carried Eladanri to the floor
Takara coul dn't disentangle herself and fell on top of him
The two were gently separated by Kireno and one of Teynel's
many cousi ns, Shanus.

They propped the elf against the wall.

"Be easy, brother," Kireno said. He took the water
bottle fromhis hip and gave it to Eladanri. He drank
greedily until he saw Takara watching himw th parted |ips.
He wi ped the mouth of the bottle and offered it to her

Takara seized the bottle with both hands and raised it
hi gh. Water spurted fromthe corners of her mouth and ran
down her chin, cutting white tracks in the gray grime on her
face.

El adanri smiled. "What news of Teynel, Liin Sivi, and
the rest?"

"We fear Teynel and cousin Garnan are dead," Shamus put
in. "W were trying to find the | ower airship dock we'd
heard about and got lost in sonme tunnels deep in the
fortress. Teynel and Garnan went ahead to scout, but we were
attacked!"

"Greven? Crovax?"

"Creatures, nonsters!" Kireno said. "Poor Vellian put
his hand in a nest of them These two-legged ratballs
devoured him... we had to run, we had no weapons to fight
themw th. W were supposed to neet Liin Sivi and her nen at
the hall where we saw Greven and Crovax, but the bel
started ringing and there were guards all over the place-"

"-so we cane to find you instead." Shamnus finished
Kireno's sentence for him

"What's it like in the Gtadel ?" asked El adanri

"Chaos," Kireno replied. "They're bringing troops in

fromthe city garrison, | heard them say. The whol e pl ace
will be overrun with soldiers.”
"Sivi rmust have drawn their attention. Very well, we

need to get out of sight for a while and wait for things to
calma bit before we try to get out," the elf said.

"Where can we go?" said Shanus.

"CGreven's bound to return here to finish with me," said
El adanri. "I can't decide whether to anbush him here or
clear out to fight another day."

"Beggi ng your pardon, O Eladanri, but you're in no shape
to fight," Kireno said. "Let's find a quiet corner to hide
in, as you said."

Takara interjected. "The map room" she said. "It's the
next buil ding over, before you get to the nobgg warrens. It's
for the evincar's use only, so no one goes there nmuch."

"You know your way around this maze?"

She | ooped dirty copper hair behind her ears. "M father
was Volrath's nmentor and later his servant. | know sonet hing
about the Stronghold." She handed the enpty water bottle to



El adanri .

"The map roomit is," he said

He and Takara had to be hel ped to stand. They braced
each ot her.

Takara smiled wyly. "You never know what you'll find
behi nd a cl osed door, do you?"

* * k* K %

When the alarmwent off, Belbe was in the control room
of the flowstone factory making the third of her subversive
adjustrments to the output neter. As she suspected, the
monitoring units built into the factory machi nery had
detected the reduced output by conparing current production
figures to those of the past. Al through the day the
production of flowstone steadily increased. By the time she
arrived late that night, the works were churning out
flowstone at 90 percent of capacity. The speed at which the
factory corrected itself troubled her. It neant she woul d
have to be nore vigilant in her sabotage if her goal of
preventing the conjunction with Dom naria was to be net.

When the al arm sounded, she covered all traces of her
tanmpering and started back to the palace to find out what
was goi ng on. She found the corridors clogged with guards.
Though the pal ace garrison nunbered over two thousand nen,
she found hundreds of troops of the regular arny nustering
on the factory concourse. She accosted a captain of the
Tent h Conpany and asked hi m what he knew about the
si tuation.

"Forgi ve me, Excellency, | don't know rmuch nore than you
do," the officer said. "I heard sonething about Predator-a
ri ot between the noggs and the workers, naybe. | don't

know. "

"Why woul d they need so many troops to quell a braw ?"

"There's thousands of noggs in the warrens, Excellency.
If they get out of hand, it would take the entire arny to
put them down."

"Who's commandi ng this operation?"

The captain frowned and pointed. Belbe followed his
gesture and saw a sergeant standing on a flowbot armature,
shouting orders. If the Corps of Sergeants was involved, it
meant Crovax was in charge

Bel be was seized by a sense of foreboding. She snelled a
plot. If Crovax had engi neered an energency in order to
flood the Citadel with arny troops, it gave him an
unbeat abl e advantage in the struggle for power. True, she
had of fered himthe evincar's crown, but that was just a
ploy to save Ertai's life. She'd still held out hope that
with Greven's hel p she could suppress Crovax and | ead Rath
in an entirely new direction. Now things | ooked very bad, if
not hopel ess.

Once in the pal ace, she learned there had been a
di sturbance at the upper airship dock. She went there
i medi ately and found the pinnacle heavily occupied. The
docking platformwas littered with slain guards, and the air
was spiced with the snmell of burnt gunpowder. Predator
floated evenly on its tether, but there was obvi ous damage
to the deckhouse and main bridge.

She easily picked out Greven and Crovax anong the nass
of troops. Greven bowed when he saw her. Crovax did not.



She approached Greven. "Wat's the matter?"

"Things are unclear at the nmonent, Excellency," he
replied. "W're questioning the workers and noggs who were
on board when this happened, but we're not getting a
coherent story fromany of them The guards who responded to
the first call for help are all dead, killed by that." He
i ndi cated the twel ve-foot-1ong harpoon head, now i nbedded in
the far wall of the platform "Soneone fired the deck gun
wi t hout cl osing the breech. The gun's nangl ed, and the
har poon cut down nore than twenty nmen at once."

"What do the workers say?" asked Bel be.

"They say the noggs went berserk and attacked them™

"And what do the npbggs say?"

"Mbggs are noggs," Greven said. "lI've |learned not to put
much stock in what they say."

"Tell her," Crovax said. He seened hal f-angry, half-
excited. "Tell her what they said."

"It's not proven," Geven said evenly.

Even this mld contradiction brought swift retaliation
from

Crovax. Greven's face contorted as his spinal rod
sizzled into action.

"Enough, " Bel be said. "You tell ne, Crovax."

Crovax made his hulking victimsuffer for a few seconds,
then rel eased him "The noggs claimthey were attacked by
sol diers-nen of the arny."

"Why woul d our own soldiers attack Predator?"

Crovax | eaned closer, and in a nocking whi sper said,
"When is a rabbit not a rabbit?"

"What ?"

"When it's a fox."

Sergeant Nasser, on the foredeck of the airship, hailed
his master. Crovax excused hinself politely and went to see
what Nasser had to tell him

Bel be turned to Greven. The warlord still had his eyes
tightly shut.

"Greven," she said. "Are you all right?"

"He's learned to inflict lingering pain," Geven said
t hrough cl enched teeth. "He's done this to nme several tines
in the past few days. He punishes me, or amuses hinself with
my suffering. | think it's over, but he | eaves ne a
surprise. Lately it's been acute pain when light hits ny
eyes. "

Bel be | owered her voice. "I'msorry to hear that. Wuld
you walk with me a noment? | have a proposal | want you to
hear."

"As you conmand, Excellency. First-" Geven's eyes
sprang open. They were shot with bl ood, and when the nor mal
light of the Stronghold hit them he grinaced and uttered a
short cry of agony.

"Does it hurt so nmuch?"

"I"'mgetting used to it," Geven grunted. "However, if
don't gratify Lord Crovax's sense of hunor by scream ng, he
wi Il redouble the effect next time."

Bel be shuddered. "Come. | have sonething inportant and
secret to tell you."

She led himinto the shadow of the flowstone carapace,
di smi ssing the guards who were already there. Wen they were
al one, Bel be began

"The tinme has come for plain speaking. Crovax has been



pressuring me to nane himevincar. After many threats and
some violence, |'ve agreed to do so tonorrow afternoon in
the convocation hall."

"I"ve wondered why you' ve delayed this long," said
G even. She was taken aback. "At first, | wanted himto
prove hinself worthy. Later | becane afraid of what he woul d
do when total power was his. | saw what he did to the
hostages. | was there. It troubled himno nore than you or |
swatting a fly. | discovered he gains power when life is
ext i ngui shed-he absorbs the life-force of dying beings into
hinsel f. Don't you see? This guarantees people will continue
to diel™ "We will all die sonetinme, Excellency." Belbe's
hands closed into fists. "Wiat's the matter with you? O al
people, | expected you to understand. He torments you. He
nocks you. It will only get worse, can't you see that? Have
you no anbition for yourself, Geven? If we could forge an
al I i ance agai nst Crovax, we could change things on Rath."
"Crovax is too powerful. He controls the flowstone." "Erta
has i nfluence over the stone, too. Not as great as Crovax's
but sufficient to even the odds if you and | attack him
t oget her!"

Greven nade a pretense of |ooking around. "Were is
Ertai ?" "l don't know. Crovax's men are hol ding him
prisoner." "Then he's a dead man."

"No!" she said forcefully. "G ve nme your word-promn se
you'll join with us against Crovax, and I'Il find Ertai this
night and free him"

"I cannot." Belbe was visibly deflated by Geven's flat
rejection. "There is nore at stake here than you know,
Excel l ency. | cannot act as you ask. My loyalties are ..
committed. "

"I don't believe it," she said. "I know you hate him
Can it be you're afraid of himas well?"

She thought this taunt, which always enraged Greven in
t he past, would arouse himagain, but the hul king warlord
turned away wi thout a word.

"I"'mnot free to act, Excellency," Geven said. "I never
have been. Though |I command armies and the flag on
Predator's bridge is mne, | do not have comrand of myself.
I"msorry."

Speechl ess, Bel be watched himreturn to the hubbub
surroundi ng the damaged airship. On the way, he was
intercepted by an officer of the palace guard in a crinson
mantl e. Though G even outranked anyone el se in the guards or
regul ar arny, she distinctly saw himsalute this ninor
of ficer.

Crovax really has himrattled, she deci ded. Her options
wer e shrinking hour by hour. Ertai captive, G even
i mobilized, even the rebel |eader El adanri was no |onger a
threat. Crovax stood alone on the field, waiting for Bel be
to place a crown upon his head.

She must find Ertai. Once she knew he was safe, she
woul d go to her last resource. If he didn't help her, then
every living being on Rath was dooned.

* * k* K %

Kireno and Shanus, still attired |like soldiers of the
Fourth Company, boldly wal ked out on the open causeway
connecting the prison to the map tower. Two sentries were



posted on the bridge between the buildings, one on each
side, facing each other. Kireno and Shanus approached in
nmeasured step

"Halt!" the Vec rebel shouted, hoping to sound mlitary.

"What's this?" asked the sentry on the right, nearest
Ki r eno.

"We're your relief."

The rebels waited tensely. The guards rel axed their
st ance.

"About bl oody time," one guard groused. "W shoul d' ve
been relieved two hours ago!"

"There's trouble in the Gtadel,"” Shanus said. "That's
why they sent for the Fourth Conpany."

"Ch yeah? You guys talk a lot, but what makes you so
great ?"

"W captured Eladanri," Kireno said.

The sentries couldn't top that, and they didn't try.
They shoul dered their polearns and prepared to march back to
the Citadel.

Then one of the guards stopped. "Hey, how do you plan to
stand guard w t hout any weapons?"

Sharmus and Ki reno exchanged qui ck gl ances. "Uh, they
woul dn't | et us through the pal ace arned," said the Dal
rebel .

"What? In a general al arnf"

Ki reno dodged the sweep of a pol eax and charged in
before the guard could recover. He hit the nman high
carrying himalong until the reached the edge of the bridge.
The Vec gave an extra shove, and the guard toppled backward
over the rail. H's screamfaded as he fell, and it was soon
drowned out by the constant background runble of the factory
ener gy beam

Shanus had nore trouble with his nman. He avoided the
guard's spearhead, but the back sw pe of the shaft caught
hi m behi nd the knees, and down he went. That woul d have been
the end of himif Kireno hadn't junped on the guard's back
knocking the Rathi soldier's helnet off in the process. They
fell in a tangle on top of Shanus and rolled over and over
ina flurry of fists and kicking feet.

El adanri and Takara canme out of hiding at the prison
tower gate. By the time they reached the scuffle, the
unfortunate guard was hangi ng by his hands over the side of
t he bridge. Shamus was out cold, and Kireno was bl eedi ng
froma busted lip. "Help! Help nel" yelled the guard.

El adanri and Takara stood over him The Rathi sol dier
st opped shouti ng.

"Pl ease help nme," he said.

The elf held out his hands. "Thanks to Greven il -Vec,
there's not nuch I can do," he said. "Lady, please help!"

Takara | ooked around. She spotted the guard' s poleax. In
her weakened condition, she couldn't fully pick it up, so
she dragged it by the butt end to the edge of the causeway.

"That's it," said the guard. "Hand nme the shaft, and
"1l clinmb up."

Takara said nothing, but held the pol eax shaft over the
guard's head. He regarded her quizzically until she let go.
The stout shaft connected solidly with the soldier's bare
head, and he di sappeared with a screech. The pol eax tipped
up and followed himinto oblivion

"A waste of a good arm" Kireno said. He knelt by Shanus



and patted his face roughly to revive him

El adanri |eaned on the rail, looking intently at Takara.
"That was cold."

"I learned froman early age, if someone gets in your
way, put them aside," said Takara.

They cl eaned up the bridge of all traces of trouble and
hurried to the map tower. The door was | ocked, but Takara
cl ai med she knew how to circunvent the mechani sm She
fearlessly thrust her hand into the fl owbot jaws and
mani pul ated the lock inside. Eladamri and the rebels waited
to see if the jaws would bite off her slender arm

"My father taught ne this," she said. "Good for sneaking
in where you're not allowed ... | hope Volrath hasn't
changed the | ocks since he threw nme in prison."

Wth a loud clank, the doors spread apart. Takara
carefully withdrew her armfromthe | ock

"After you," said El adanri

The interior of the map tower was suffused with wavering
green light, which fostered the odd sensati on of being
underwater. It came fromthe tower cone, glazed entirely
wi th heavy, irregular panes of jade-green glass. The upper
hal f of the map tower was taken up by sone kind of conplex
machi nery, all gears and cans and gl owi ng power st ones.
Takara | ed El adanri and the rebels into an anphitheater
which filled the bottom quarter of the structure. This
singl e room was over three hundred feet w de and featured
two concentric seating platforms, focused on a centra
colum of intricate design. A set of w de steps descended to
this columm, and overhead, a segnented gantry curl ed above
the central pillar like the tail of a huge netallic
scorpion. As they entered the vast, enpty chanber, their
footsteps rang hollowy off the green glass walls.

"Wl come to the Map Room " Takara said. Her voice was
still weak fromprivation, yet the acoustics of the map room
enabl ed her voice to be heard easily.

"I don't see any maps," said Shanus, still groggy from
his fight on the bridge.

"Il show you."

She descended a staircase to the inner ring of seats. At
the foot of the steps was a panel, covered with strange
gl yphs and synbol s. Takara stood before this arcane altar
hands poised. Then, as if playing a nusical instrument, her
fingers flew over the controls, touching the synbols in a
conpl ex sequence.

Wth a deep hum the enornous nachi ne awoke. The broad
descendi ng columm, covered with brazen cog wheel s and
bundl es of tubing, retracted ponderously into the ceiling.

It left behind a thick stunp, serrated with | arge angul ar
flaps. These flaps fol ded outward and stopped. \Wen the
col um was about thirty feet up, it locked in place.

"Now what ?" El adanri asked in a hushed voice. "Here."
She stroked a single glyph.

The air between the columm and the serrated base
shimered. A swirl of gray and green fog forned, whirling on
both axes. It darkened, becane opaque, and assumed the shape
of an oval spinning gl obe. Mre definition devel oped, and
the rapid rotation slowed. In seconds, the globe settled
into a nottled gray egg, turning slowy on its vertica
axis. "Rath," Takara said.

El adanri | ooked on, fascinated. "This is Rath?" Takara



nodded. "For years |'ve heard phil osophers debate priests
about the shape of the world. Mst of the holy ones taught
the world is flat, surrounded by a void, |like a stone |lying
in a stream Sonme phil osophers clained it was round, like an
egg." "Wich did you believe?"

"l always considered it uninportant. Since no one can
see the whole world at once, what difference does it make
what shape it is?"

"I't's with know edge like this that the evincar can
| ocate and strike his enemies.”

"Show nme the Skyshroud Forest," he said. Takara toyed
with the controls, and the gray gl obe was instantly replaced
by a flattened hal f-sphere. Centered in the portion facing
El adanmri was a broad, irregular patch of dark green

"This is Skyshroud as seen from a hei ght of 100, 000
feet," she said. Punching a button nmade the green patch
treble in size. "From 20,000 feet." Takara touched the pane
once nmore, and the imge swelled to cover the entire
hem sphere.

"From 10,000 feet," she said. "This is how it |ooks from
Predator."

El adanri | ooked for the Eye of Korai, his village, and
ot her features he knew. None were discernible. There was
texture to the image, made up of taller and shorter trees,
but the canopy was as featurel ess as the sea.

"Now | know why Volrath and G even have had such trouble
catching us," the elf said. "Even with this great artifact,

t he Skyshroud is still our shield and sanctuary."

Intrigued by the maps, Kireno and Shamus cane down and
joined them For several mnutes, the rebels were lost in
the bird' s eye view of Rath.

"Here's sonething none of you have ever seen." Takara
pl ayed the panel expertly, and the hem spherical view of
Rath was replaced by a brilliantly col ored gl obe.

Conpared to Rath, which was made up of shades of gray,
green, and brown, this world was a blinding array of col ors-
bri ght blue oceans, yellow and red deserts, snoky purple
nmount ai ns. Feathery clouds filled the atnosphere, softening
the contrasts between the sharper colors. The whol e thing
was like a jewel, a bauble fit for an enpress's brow.

Sonet hi ng about the colorful world nmoved El adanti
deeply. "What is that, Takara?"

"Dom naria."

He knew t he name. Weatherlight had cone fromthere, with
its motley crew of heroes-and so had Crovax. Domi naria. The
nane tripped fromhis tongue as pleasingly as the rai nbow
sphere delighted his eye.

"Tell me about Domninaria," he said.

"I't's the original hone of our kind, yours and mne,"
Takara replied. "The ancestors of every soul on Rath cane
fromthere. Sone ancient sages say even the overlords cane
fromthere, long ago. There's a prophecy that says the denon
world will one day tear apart the clouds and rain
destruction on the Bright Wrld. | think the seers knew what
we're only beginning to realize-the purpose of Rath is to
destroy Domi naria."

"How can that be? They're separate worlds. | know people
and machines fly between them but how can Rath destroy
anot her worl| d?"

Weary, Takara braced herself against the control panel



"I was never educated about such high things. What | can
tell you is, Rath is a shadow, created by the overlords of
Phyrexia as a gateway to Dom naria. Just as sleeping nortals
serve as bridges to the terrors of the night, so is Rath the
ni ghtmare bridge to Dom naria. For hundreds of years, Rath
has been grow ng, coming closer to the old honme world. The
Stronghold is the key point, the focus of the overlords
grand design. This dark fortress is where nightnares are
made fl esh, the sword-point against Dominaria's throat."

"CGods preserve us!" Shanus nuttered.

"You said your father served Vol rath-where is he now?"
the el f asked.
"CGone. Away.'
t know where."

"Way didn't Volrath kill you? Does he know of your work
with the rebellion?"

She | aughed dryly. "Volrath cared nothi ng about ny work
with the Dal resistance. He | ocked ne up to make certain ny
father wouldn't betray him"

Takara's eyes rolled back in her head. Kireno sprang to
her side and caught her in his arms. Wthout her hands on
the controls, the map apparatus shut down. The doubl e sphere
of Rath-Donminaria rapidly lost color and definition, finally
wi nki ng out |ike a vanishing soap bubble.

She shuffl ed backward fromthe panel. "I

don

CHAPTER 18
CORONATI ON

Ertai had to give Crovax credit. The man was a
renorsel ess killer, but he did have a certain anmount of
col d- bl ooded style. Ertai was feeling generous as he waited
to die.

He was inbedded up to his neck in a cube of flowstone
ei ght feet wide. At the rear of the cube a thin pipe
stretched back to one of the main flowstone conduits. Little
by little, the cube was growing larger, and therein |ay
Crovax's wicked genius: the cube was bal anced atop the
fl owst one furnace. An endl ess blue torrent of energy plunged
into the crucible, nmeeting the raw | ava rock brought up from
bel ow the G tadel. Wen Crovax and his mnions placed him
here, Ertai had been at |east twelve inches fromthe edge of
the furnace cone. In the past four hours the cube had grown
at |l east eight inches per side. In another six or seven
hours the cube would be so | arge the narrow | edge coul d not
support it. He would topple forward into the works and be
di sintegrated by the furious energy beam

It took Crovax only mnutes to create the cube. He
nmental |y programed the nano-nmachines to retain their shape
as the cube grew, and thoughtfully provided Ertai with a
cavity in the cube sized exactly to his body. Once the
sergeants shifted the cube in place atop the crucible,
Crovax stood back and watched for several minutes.

The fl owstone al so absorbed radi ant heat fromthe energy
beam and got hotter all the tine.

"Isn't this all a bit too el aborate?" Ertai said.

"Wuld you tell an artist his painting was too
el aborate?" replied Crovax.

"I'f need be."

"You have no sensitivity, Boy. The beauty of this
arrangenent is its slowness. You have half a day to



contenpl ate your end. | hope you use it wisely."

"Way kill nme at all? I"'mno threat to you. | can't even
get out of this cube, much | ess chall enge your comand of
Rath."

"You really do mss the point. You' ve been an annoyance
to me and therefore deserve to die. Al so, because of your
close ties to the em ssary, killing you should be very
pai nful for her."

Ertai called Crovax all the dirty names he had in his
consi derabl e vocabul ary. Crovax responded by tightening the
flow stone around Ertai's throat until his tongue protruded
and his face turned blue. Then, just as suddenly, he
rel ent ed.

“I"d love to stay and play, but |I'm being crowned
today," he said. "Duty before pleasure, as they say."

He descended the steps to where his private guard was
wai ti ng and never | ooked back.

Ertai tried to influence the fl owstone enough to all ow
himto escape. He expanded the space around his body
slightly, at the expense of enlarging the cube prematurely.
It was like westling inside a block of cheese. Wen he
concentrated, the stone closest to himsoftened, but he
couldn't influence the outer bulk of the cube. The effort
| eft him gasping, and the grow ng heat wung sweat from his
every pore.

VWat a fool he was to agree to this sham He was a
wi zard, not a politician or a warlord. Al his grandiose
pl ans to escape or beconme evincar of Rath were the
consequences of overweening pride. Now he was paying the
price of his folly.

Hi s eyes started to swell shut. He guessed this was from
being so close to the bl azing energy beam Such pronise,
such talent he had. All wasted on this ugly, colorless
world, ruled by ugly, colorless people. Was this the
ultimate fate of Domi naria, should the Phyrexian invasion
succeed? If so, he was glad he would not be alive to see it.

There was Bel be. Wiy did he care about her? He tried to
tell himself he'd seduced her, that his nmotives were only
sel f-serving. Looking back on it, those hours he spent wth
her were not just the best ones he'd had on Rath but maybe
the best he'd known in his entire short [ife. He didn't
seduce her-he was the one seduced. For the first time Erta
found a woman who didn't ignore himor reject himfor his
t hunderi ng arrogance.

The hole at his neck was just |arge enough for Ertai to
poke a few fingers out. Despite his best efforts, he found
he couldn't enlarge the hole. Conjuration was always nore
sure when the sorcerer could use his hands to gesture, but
in this situation he'd have to do without.

Once before he'd searched for Belbe with a magica
ferret. Now he sunmoned up a sinilar creation, this tinme a
retriever. It was hard evoking anything to appear in the
gl are of the energy beam but he managed to create his
retriever in the air above his head. It resenbled a ghostly

bal| studded with spikes, like a translucent sea urchin.
"Bring Bel be here," was all he told it. The retriever
spun away. Ertai couldn't tell if it survived passing so

close to the beam but it was his last and only chance.

* * k* K %



It took a long tinme for Sivi and Medd to work their way
down fromthe airship dock. They were hel ped by the flood of
soldiers entering the palace. They were able to mx with the
new rmen and gradual ly put sonme distance between thensel ves
and Predator. By the tine the alarmwas quelled, the two
rebels were within sight of the convocation hall doors.

The ant echanmber was curiously devoid of troops. As Sivi
and Medd entered fromthe central corridor, they paused to
survey the roomnothing. No courtiers, no soldiers, no
pal ace guards.

"When we get out of here, you know what |'mgoing to
do?" Medd said as they proceeded.

"What ?"

"I"'mgoing to drink nyself into a stupor the |ikes of
whi ch has not been seen before.”

Sivi smiled. "Sounds |ike a good idea. Wat's your
dri nk?"

"Bl ack Eye." This was a Dal drink nade from fernmented
['i chen.

"Never had any," she said. "Why do they call it 'Black
Eye?' "

"Ch, it has sonmething to do with the effect. You drink
enough, you fall down and wake up the next morning with a
bl ack eye."

"That's an old man's tale.”

Sivi and Medd whirled. CQut of a shadowed al cove in the
rear wall came Teynel and Garnan

"Cousin!" Medd burst out, but Teynel's sonber face
stilled any further display of joy by the young Dal rebel

"\What have you been doing, Liin Sivi?" said Teyne
col dly.

"My duty," she replied.

"You attacked the airship, didn't you?"

She folded her arms. "lsn't that why we cane?"

"Did you destroy Predator?"

Sivi chewed her lip. "No."

"Where's the rest of your group?”

"Dead. \Where are yours?"

Teynel flipped the mantle back from his shoul ders. "Lost
or slain, |1 don't know. By now there nust be four conpanies
guarding the airship. W'll never get through to it. Al we
can do now is find Eladanri and get out of here.”

She said nothing. Garnan and Medd wal ked ahead a few
paces while Teynel fell into step beside the Vec wonan.

"You di sobeyed ny orders," he said in a voice for her
ears only.

"I had an opportunity and chose to take it."

"And failed." Their boots clacked |oudly on the faux

marble. "If Eladanri is dead, I'll see you die as well."
She raised a single eyebrow. "I'Il make ny case to any
council or court you can raise."
"I"mnot talking about a trial," Teynel explained. "I
mean just this-if Eladanri is dead, 1'Il kill you."

Sivi nodded. "You can try."

Thirty yards outside the prison tower they ran into
their first checkpoint. A mx of palace guards and regul ar
sol di ers had bl ocked of f the passage with a wall of spears
and shields. Teynel stepped in front of Garnan and Medd.
Piled against the wall were three dead npggs. Their sword



wounds were still oozing bl ood.

"Halt," said the guardsman at the shield line. "Stand
and be recognized!"

Teynel saluted. "Corporal Elcaxi of the Fourth Conpany.
This is nmy squad. We're supposed to patrol out to the prison
and back." He rolled his eyes. "Trouble is, nobody's told us
what we're patrolling for.'

"Don't | know it," said another guard. "The al arm
sounds, we turn out, and what happens? Not hi ng."

Sivi pointed to the dead noggs. "Wat's that?"

"Bunch of nobggs. Tried to force their way through here."
The first guardsman grinned. "They didn't nmake it." The
guards pulled two sets of propped-up shields aside and | et
t he rebel s pass.

"These fellows aren't very smart,’

Gar nan obser ved.

"Don't underestimate them" said Teynel. "There's
t housands of troops in the Stronghold, so no one can know
themall. This little charade of ours can't succeed nuch

| onger. As soon as sonebody recogni zes you two from
Predator, or figures out there is no Corporal Elcaxi, we'll
be in the soup.”

They passed t hrough anot her roadbl ock before reaching
the bridge to the prison tower. The bridge itself was enpty.
Teynel had the others follow himsingle file to hide their
nunbers from any oncom ng foe. They entered the | ower doors
of the prison w thout encountering anyone.

"This is too easy," Sivi said. "Soneone should be on
guard here."

"It smells bad, | agree." Teynel |ooked both ways down
the curving passage. "I wonder where they're keeping
El adanri ?"

"Should we split up and search?" asked Medd.

"Not this tine. Stick with me. W may be in for a
fight."

Teynel chose to go right. They noved slowy down the
hal I, checking the doors they passed for noises. Except for
some soft shuffling and scrapi ng sounds, they heard not hi ng.

"l guess prisoners don't last long here," said Sivi.

The farther they went, the darker the hall becane.

Fl owst one | anps provi ded anenic, orange light. Sivi sniffed
at them recalling her failure to ignite Predator with such
a lanp. Teynel tried to adjust one for nore light. I|nstead
of getting brighter, it went out.

"Let's get out of here," Garnan said suddenly.

"W can't abandon El adanri," said Teynel

"You're getting spooked," Medd suggested. "So a |ight
burns out. So what? There's no real danger yet. Let's go
on."

Teynel and Sivi were going on regardl ess. An open door
partly bl ocked the passage in front of them Teynel waved
for everyone to stop. A low, steady |light shone fromthe
open door. Wth hand signals he indicated he wanted Garnan
and Medd to stay in the corridor. He and Sivi would
i nvestigate the room

Teynel peered around the heavy door. The cell was set up
as a torture chanber-manacles on the wall, pans of hot
coals, and all Kkinds of hideous tools were laid out on a
table in the center of the room A stout chair sat with its
back to the open door. Someone was in the chair.

Teynel drew his sword. He slipped in, and Sivi ghosted



in behind him toten-vec in her hand. He carefully circled
to the left around the chair while Sivi circled right. Mre
and nore of the sitter's face cane into view

"El adanri!"

Teynel rushed to the chair. The elf was tied hand and
foot to the massive chair. H s head hung down. Teynel put a
hand to his chest and felt a strong heartbeat.

"He lives!" he announced joyfully. Sivi knelt and began
cutting the bonds on his legs with the bl ade of her toten-
vec. Teynel used his sword to free El adanri's hands.

"Water," Teynel said. Sivi brought the clay pitcher from
the table. Teynel gently splashed sone on the elf's face.

El adanti stirred.

"You cane," he said weakly.

"I"'msorry, brother. There's been trouble,

"The airship?"

"I tried to destroy it, O Eladanri,"” Sivi said. "I
failed. "

Teynel poured water into the elf's cupped hands.

El adanri drank. "Can you stand?" Teynel asked. "W should
get out of here as soon as possible."

"G ve nme a nonent."

Sivi | eaned her hip on the table. Wen she did,
somet hi ng cracked under her feet. Flecks of broken pottery

she picked one up. The shard was yel |l ow boneware with a
red glaze on it, just like the water pitcher Teynel held.
Soneone must have broken an identical jug.

There were sounds of movenent in the hall, the scrape of
netal on stone.

Medd cried out, "Soldiers comng! Teynel, hurry!"

In a flash Sivi was at the door. She | ooked past the two
Dal fighters and saw at |east fifteen pal ace guards com ng
down t he passage.

"Time to go!"

"Time indeed." Eladanri rose swiftly fromthe chair,
wi thout a trace of pain or injury. Teynel, still kneeling
besi de the chair, stared in amazenent.

"I was beginning to think they'd never get here," the
el f said.

"What are you tal king about, brother?" said Teynel

"Your doom rebel fool."

Teynel stood up, sword in hand. He'd spent many days
with Eladanri, and they'd al ways been of simlar height-
Teynel was about a hair taller, in fact. The El adanri with
hi m now was nore than six inches taller. Even as he gazed in
horror at the familiar face, the bruises and burns were
fadi ng from view.

"By the gods," he said. "It can't be!"

"What is it?" Sivi said. To her horror, she saw Teynel
raise his sword to strike Eladanri. The surprisingly strong
el f caught Teynel's wist, and with a brutal notion he broke
the Dal fighter's arm Teynel's sword fell to the floor

Already the two rebels in the corridor were hotly
engaged with Ctadel guards. The too narrow hall didn't
allow the Rathi troops to exploit their superior numnbers,
giving the rebels a snmall chance.

The inpostor El adanri, still holding Teynel by the arm
stooped to retrieve the rebel's sword. He exam ned the hilt
briefly, nodded, then with his left hand thrust the bl ade
t hrough Teynel's chest. The Dal rebel gasped.

Teynel said.



"Bastard!" Sivi yelled. She flung the toten-vec at the
i mpostor. He tried to dodge, but he was hanpered by the
dyi ng Teynel. The iron bl ade caught himon the side of the
neck. He snarled with rage and hurled Teynel's lifel ess body
at the Vec warrior woman. Tearing the blade fromhis neck
the inpostor seenmed to swell even larger, distorting his
fal se el ven features grotesquely.

Sivi recovered the toten-vec and lunged for the door.

Medd and Garnan were hol ding off the guards, who seened
strangely reluctant to press their attack. Sivi stood back
to back with Medd, watching the door of the interrogation
cell. She expected the m sshapen El adanri to emerge, but
instead, Greven il-Vec stepped into the hall. She knew it
was the same man by the neck wound she'd given him

"Dread Lord," called the captain of the guards. "Are you
all right?"

"Quite all right. Watch out for the pretty one. Her
little toy can sting."

"What' s happeni ng back there?" Garnan said, desperately
parrying concerted sword thrusts.

"Never m nd! Keep your eyes front and fight!" Sivi
cried.

The Greven inpostor did not attack either. He backed
away, always keeping his eyes on Sivi. At the first door
beyond the open cell, he stopped and put a key in the
fl owbot | ock. G even stepped farther back, opening the door
as he went.

“I"d love to remain and watch the fight, but |I have an
appointnment with Lord Crovax," he said. "In ny place | |eave
you a gellerac.”

Fromthe black cell door a single red tentacle withed
out, seeking sonething to grab. It found its liberator's |leg
and tried to coil around it, but Geven brought his hee
down sharply on the | eathery appendage. It retracted a foot
or two and changed direction. Two nore tentacl es appeared,
followed by a fat, wallowi ng torso covered in the sane dark
red | eathery hide

"Friends," said Sivi. "W're in trouble."

The rebel s and the guards stopped fighting to gaze at
the nonster. Mdre and nore of the gellerac oozed out the
door. A bul bous upper appendage reached the light. The top
was covered with a mass of white miniature tentacles that
wriggled and flexed in faster imtation of the | ower
tentacl es. Mdway between the thing's neck and ani mate
"hair" was what mght be a mouth-an obscene star-shaped
orifice rinmmed with oily gray skin and drooling pink saliva.
The pal ace guards muttered anong thensel ves and fell back

"You have only to keep the rebels from escaping,” G even
told his troops. "Otherwi se you can | eave themto the
gellerac. "

The beast filled the width of the passage, and there was
no sign it had fully emerged fromits cell. The tentacles

gri pped the door of the interrogation room pushing it shut.
Liin Sivi wondered if the nonster would sinmply crush them
with its disgusting, ponderous bulk. As if in answer, the
vile mouth erupted outward, inverting the wet skin to revea
row upon row of conical teeth.

She | ashed at the creature four tines in quick
successi on. The bl ade of her weapon scored deep gashes in
the nonster's bl ubbery flesh, but it hardly seened to



notice. A blood-red linb as thick as her arm w apped around
her ankle and jerked her to the floor. The gellerac, moving
wi th astoni shing speed, hurled its toothy lips at her.

Medd stepped in and drove his sword through the
creature's nouth. Bl ackish bl ood poured fromthe wound, and
the gellerac vibrated with pain. It heaved Medd off his feet
and threw himagainst the wall. The respite gave Sivi tine
to slash the tentacle gripping her leg. It |oosened, and she
scranbl ed out of reach with help from Garnan

The Rathi troops had withdrawn nore than six yards.

Sivi got to her feet. "I don't think this nonster knows
friend fromfoe-let's see if it likes fighting themas well
as us!"

They retreated to the point where the guards had
st opped.

Sivi called out, "O Captain! Hear ne!"

"What do you want, Rebel ?"

"That beast has no eyes-1 wonder if your men taste as
good to it as m ne do?"

"What's your point?"

"I'"'mjust wondering what happens after we're dead?

How re you going to stop it?"

More nutterings fromthe Rathi soldiers, made all the
nore urgent as the gellerac rolled rapidly down the passage
after them Sivi and conrades ran right at the guards, who
| owered their sword points. The gellerac hit the Iine of
guards and caught two in its tentacles. They yelled and
hacked at the creature with their swords. Sonme of their
conrades joined in. Afew at the rear turned and fl ed.

"This is no warrior's fight," Sivi said. "Your master
cares not hing about your lives!"

The Rathi captain watched, a | oathsone | ook on his face.
One of his men vani shed underneath the gellerac, his screans
nmuf f1 ed by flabby flesh.

"Fall back!" shouted the captain. "Fall back to the
bri dge!"

The Stronghold troops broke and ran. The captain tried
to corral the rebels, but Sivi warned himoff with |ightning
cracks of the toten-vec. The gellerac had sl owed its advance
while digesting its first catch.

Sivi, Medd, and Garnan backed down the left hand
passage.

"You can't escape," the Rathi captain said. "Surrender
tonme, and I'Il protect you fromthe nmonster!™

"You'd better worry about your own hide, O Captain,"
Sivi said. "W'll take our chances el sewhere!" She sl apped
Medd on the back and they ran down the open passage.

Hal fway around the tower, they waited and listened. The
heavy sliding noise of the gellerac wasn't evident.

"Liin, what happened to Teynel ?" Garnan asked. In few
wor ds, she described the bizarre trap they'd fallen into,
and Teynel's death. Garnan covered his face and wept
quietly.

Medd | ooked to Sivi. "Wen did Geven il-Vec becone a
shapeshi fter?"

"Why ask me? Anything seens possible in this nmad
fortress!" Soft scraping sounds filtered down the dim
corridor. "Time to nove on."

They arrived at the opposite side of the tower and
noti ced another gate. It was standi ng open, so they



reconnoitered carefully before going through. There was no
sign of Greven or anyone el se.

Medd exani ned the gate. "This lock's been forced.™

"Way woul d the Rathi force their own | ock?" said Garnan

Sivi narrowed her eyes. "They wouldn't. Cone."

They burst onto the bridge. Two Rathi sol diers stood
guard hal fway along to the next tower. \Wen Sivi, Garnan
and Medd appeared, the sentries drew swords and bl ocked the
pat h.

"Wait," nmuttered Sivi under her breath. "We're stil
friendly soldiers until somebody tells them otherw se."

They approached slowy. The sentries had the visors down
on their hel nets.

At a distance of six paces, one of them shouted, "Halt!"

Sivi saluted sloppily. "Geetings."

"What's the wat chword?" said the sentry.

" Eh?"

The sentry flung out his arm pointing his sword at
Sivi. "What is the watchword?"

Sivi glanced hel pl essly at Medd and Garnan. They dropped
their hands to their sword hilts.

"Tell this stupid soldier the watchword!" the sentry
bar ked.

The second sentry replied, "Tant Jova!"

Tant Jova? "Who are you?" Sivi denmanded. Up went the
visors. "Kireno! Shanus!"

There was much back sl apping as the rebels were reunited
at last. Sivi cut short the celebration

"Teynel and the rest are dead, and our presence is
known. "

"We heard the alarm" Shanus said.

"We cane to find Eladanri, but we didn't."

"He's with us," Kireno said. "He got hinmself out, and
rescued anot her prisoner fromthe cells. They're hiding in
the map room vyonder."

"Take me there,” Sivi said. "I have nuch to tell him"

* * k* * %

The hall filled with dignitaries, court functionaries,
and idlers. The array of banners was still in place, but so
great was the demand for space, the flags were pushed back
to the walls by the steadily growi ng crowd.

Bel be stood on the dais beside the enpty throne,
wat chi ng people arrive. Still in her Phyrexian arnor, she
fixed the rococo enbl em of the Hi dden One in the plune
hol der of her helnet. She'd been unable to find Ertai al
nmorni ng, and a cold clutch of fear gripped her inside. She
could think of nothing el se to do but hide the plasm
di scharger behind the vacant throne. A fresh powerstone
glowed within it.

It was an hour past midday. The incom ng crowd thinned.
From beyond the open doors came the tranp of men marching in
parade step. Onl ookers scanpered out of the way as a columm
of men in bright steel arnmor and white mantles, four
abreast, marched straight into the convocation hall. It was
t he Corps of

Sergeants, two hundred strong. In accordance wth
tradition, their scabbards were enpty, but Bel be knew the
two hundred toughest men in the arny of Rath didn't need



swords to intimdate their opposition

The | eadi ng sergeants, |ed by Nasser, halted the columm
at the foot of the throne. No orders were shouted, but the
outer two files of men nade quarter turns to the right and
left respectively. The assenbly shrank fromthe |ine of
sergeants, who thus forned a glittering | ane through the
crowd.

Nasser bowed to Bel be. "Excellency, nmy lord Crovax is
com ng," he said. Belbe did not reply. She nudged the
Phyrexi an weapon with her toe and felt its reassuring
wei ght .

A tall figure came wal ki ng across the antechanber.

Bel be' s pul se throbbed hard until she recognized the broad
shoul ders and towering height of Geven il-Vec. He bowed to
her fromthe doorway, then tried to find a way outside the
human aisle. In the end, he pushed his way through the crowd
and took a place at the wall, on Belbe's right.

Soneone el se approached, a smaller person this tinme-too
small to be Crovax. Bel be made out his face at a |long
di stance. It was the Kor, Furah, garbed in gray |eather. He
nmoved with sinuous grace between the stern, unnoving
sergeants. He took his place beside G even and never took
his eyes off the young em ssary.

The tinepi ece behind Belbe silently flickered through
some abstruse Phyrexian equation, then displayed Rathi tine:
one hour, one mnute past m dday.

She saw hima hundred yards away, striding confidently
down the central corridor toward the antechanber. He was
wearing his white ensenbl e again, the one Bel be woul d
forever associate with the hostage massacre. Her recognition
nmust have shown on her face, for the entire hall fell hushed
| ong before Crovax reached the outer chanber.

Hi s footsteps were |oud against the hard walls. Belbe
licked her lips and tried to swallow

VWen Crovax reached the top of the steps, Nasser raised
his right foot and stanped down hard.

Steel and stone rang together as he cried, "Lord
Crovax!"

"Crovax!" shouted the sergeants.

Wth the skill of an actor, Crovax waited at the door
until his nmen stopped cheering. Then, in utter silence, he
ascended the aisle, his gold-trimred mantle rippling with
the wind of his passage. Greven switched his gaze to Crovax,
but Bel be noticed Furah was still watching her. Crovax
halted at the foot of the throne.

"Your Excellency sent for ne?"

She nodded, slowy. Crovax turned and faced the hall
"People of Rath," she began. "I, the emi ssary of the
overlords, the Lens of Abcal-dro, the chosen representative

of the H dden One, greet you."

"Al'l power to the H dden One!" Crovax excl ai nmed.

"Al'l power to the Hi dden One," answered the crowd.

"Since arriving here, it has been ny nission to find a
new governor of Rath. | was charged by our nasters to put
the crown on the head of the strongest candidate, to insure
the rule of Rath was given to the nost powerful, nost
intelligent, and nost |oyal servant of the Hi dden One."

Bel be | owered her hand behind the throne, feeling for
the tip of the plasma discharger. She found the snooth
prongs, but before she could finish her ritual declaration



or pick up the weapon, a small disturbance broke out at the
rear of the hall.

She stepped away fromthe throne. A snmall, bright
obj ect, about the size of an apple, flewinto the room
Peopl e at the back shrank fromit or swiped at it with their
hats. In neither case did anyone touch it.

Crovax was livid. Wthout noving, he tried to snare the
flying object with flowstone pincers called up fromthe
floor or nearby columms. The spiny sphere easily dodged the
clumsy claws, and the only ones caught by them were
unfortunate courtiers near the center of the crowd.

The obj ect danced down the aisle. The sergeants watched
it, but they were unsure whether to break ranks and seize it
or not. The ball flew past Crovax's head and hovered in
front of Bel be.

"A friend of yours?" asked Crovax icily.

She held out her hand, charmed by the playful sphere. It
ran its soft spikes gently over her palm and she was seized
with a desire to have this object and keep it with her
al ways.

It darted away, and Bel be ran after it. The crowd
di ssolved in frantic gossip. Crovax grabbed Bel be's arm as
she passed.

"Where do you think you're going?"

"I nmust have it..."

"What about the cerenony?"

“"I'"l1l come back-1 will-as soon as | catch this thing."

He shook her, none too gently, saying, "You can't |eave
until you discharge your duty! Say the words, you stupid
little-"

Greven interrupted. "She cannot say anything now, ny
lord. She's under a mmgi cal conpul sion.™"

"What! Who dares-?" He nust have answered his own
guestion, and he shut his nouth. Releasing Bel be, he spoke
in Nasser's ear. Crovax went to the steps leading up to the
t hrone and sat down, casually crossing his |egs.

Nasser shouted for quiet. "People of Rath!" he said.
"There will be a minor delay in the cerenmpbny. Lord Crovax
has asked that no one | eave the hall until the em ssary
returns.”

To make sure of it, the sergeants | ocked arnms to keep
peopl e away fromthe doors. Bel be ran out, chasing the
gl owi ng ball. Nasser spoke hastily to the seated Crovax,
then hurried after her.

CHAPTER 19
SURVI VAL

The cavernous Map Room was the scene of a sonber
reuni on. Sivi broke the nelancholy news to El adanri that
they had failed to destroy Predator, and half their force,
i ncluding Teynel, was lost. This was countered by El adanri's
survival and the addition of Takara to their group

They shared their sinple rations with Takara. She
recovered her strength rapidly after eating and drinking,
and willingly lent her know edge of the Stronghold and its
wor ki ngs to the rebels' cause. Medd, who knew sonet hi ng of
the healing arts, tended El adanri's injuries. The rebe
| eader's left armwas broken at the wist, so Medd made
splints fromseats in the Map Room bound El adanri's arm



with them and fitted himwith a sling. Hi s knee, though
badly bruised, did not seem broken

Sivi described Teynel's death to Eladanri. "The man in
the torture chanber | ooked exactly like you, O El adanri,"
she said. "It was only when he began to change that we
suspected the truth."

"You say he turned into Greven?" asked Takara
t hought ful | y.

"Yes. | saw Greven il-Vec when we first arrived, and it
was definitely him"

El adanri studi ed Takara cl osely. "What does it nean? I|s
Greven a shapeshifter?"

"Not unless he's acquired the gift since |'ve been
i mprisoned.”

"Then who killed Teynel ?"

Takara traced a line on her face with a single finger
down her nose, across her lip to her chin. "There is a
possibility ..."

"Never mind that!" Garnan said. "W nmust get out of
here!"

"Agreed," said Eladanri. "Takara, what's the best way?
Takar a?"

She | ooked up from her frowni ng daydream "Wat? Qut?
Why, we have to go through the Ctadel."

The young rebel s groaned. "Can't we keep going in this
direction?" said Shanus, pointing away fromthe fortress.

"That direction is the nogg warrens," Takara said. "A
maze of tunnels, shafts, and nbgg nests, infested with
t housands of ugly, bad-tenpered creatures. W wouldn't get a
hundred yards inside before we were attacked, |ost, or
eaten."

The map room fell quiet.

At length El adanri said, "W got in by stealth and
di sguise, so it's only natural we |eave the same way."

"Qur disguises are wearing a bit thin," Sivi said.

"We'| | change them If they're |looking for an elf and
five soldiers, we'll becone sonething el se.™

"My face is known," said Takara.

"You coul d becone a man," Sivi suggested.

Takara smiled thinly. "I don't think I could carry it
off as well as you, My Dear."

Sivi reddened and was about to utter a sharp reply, but
El adanri cut her off.

"Qur strength lies in staying together and going as
quietly as we can. |1've never run froma fight in ny life,
but there are sone odds a wise warrior doesn't test. Seven
of us against the entire Stronghold is not a battle, it's a
prol onged execution."

They did what they could to change their appearance.
Those in Rathi unifornms discarded their nmantles and tore
theminto rags to polish their hel nets and breastpl ates.
Kireno, slinmest of the rebels, took off his breastplate and
gave it to Eladanri, turning his backplate around to wear on
his chest. Medd wrapped El adanri's head in nmakeshift
bandages to obscure his elven features.

Takara watched this with considerabl e anusenent. "You
shoul d' ve been actors,” she said. "You look like a touring
conpany of bards."

Sivi reached across Garnan's wai st and drew his knife.
She advanced on Takara, holding the blade in a threatening



manner .

"Call her off, Eladanri. |'m your val ued guide,
remenber ?"

"Liin Sivi-"

Sivi swung the knife in a wide arc. Takara tried to
bl ock by grabbing Sivi's knife hand. The Vec worman was far
stronger, and Takara had to use both hands to hold off the
knife. Sivi's free hand darted in. She snatched hold of
Takara's long red ponytail and spun her around by tuggi ng on
it sharply. Wth her conrades shouting "No! No, Sivi!" she
sl ashed Takara's hair off right where it was tied.

Sivi tossed the heavy hunk of hair on the floor and
returned Gaman's knife.

Takara knelt by her shorn | ocks. "Wy did you do that?"

"You need to change your appearance too, O Takara," Sivi
said. "Wthout that hair and with a little dirt on your
face, you can be a charwoman."

"Enough, " said El adanri sharply. "I won't have this
bi ckering. "

Medd was nearest Takara. She went to him and wordl essly
demanded his knife. Sivi stood back and | et the toten-vec
drop from her hand. Medd woul dn't give the wonman his knife,
so she took it herself. Sivi flipped the |ethal end of her
weapon back and prepared to cast it.

Staring at the Vec woman with holl ow eyes, Takara used
Medd's knife to saw of f even nore of her hair. Wen he saw
she didn't nean to attack Sivi, Medd gently took the knife
away from Takara and offered to even up the horrid haircut.

"Your problem" Takara said to Sivi, "is that you don't
go far enough."
Laughing, Sivi recoiled the toten-vec. "I'Il try to

remenber that."

From being five soldiers, an elf, and an enaci at ed
worman, they were now six reasonably tidy soldiers and a
crop-haired, emaci ated woman. They cl eaned up the nap room
to hide the fact that they'd been there and left the tower
by the upper bridge to avoid the gellerac still |loose in the
prison.

There were no new sentries on the bridge, so they
hurri ed across.

"Don't like it," Sivi declared.

Takara pushed past her to take the lead. "They don't
expect intruders between the Citadel and the nbgg warrens,"”
she said. "No one's that crazy."

"No one but us," Kireno said.

Medd and Shanus shrugged at each other and foll owed her.
Kireno and Garnan went next, |eaving Eladanri to shoo Sivi

al ong.

"1 don't know if | like that woman or hate her," Sivi
nmut t er ed.

"Make up your own mind," replied Eladanri. "But unti

we're free of this place, don't turn your back on her."

* * k* K %

Just inches to go.

Ertai could hardly see, his eyelids were so swollen, but
with his mnd s magical eye he could see the cube now
ext ended over the edge of the furnace cone. |In another
twenty mnutes, it would be over. Hi s |ast hope, the



retriever, apparently failed. Bel be had not cone.

Faci ng death, he had the odd thought that he woul d be
contributing to the conposition of Rath in a very litera
way. All bodies returned to the soil, but his would
disintegrate in the furnace and be whirled into the
flowstone matrix. H s conmponent atonms would mingle with the
substance of Rath, pass through the factory, and be punped
onto the surface along with billions of pounds of flowstone.
Wuld there be a little patch of Rath that was Ertai ? He
wondered if his consciousness would survive. If so, he hoped
Crovax woul d wal k over him soneday. He'd be sure to trip
hi m

Ertai.

He recalled a book he'd read in one of the royal
libraries about the death pits of Rath. Past evincars had
used the black tarry residue |left over fromthe naking of
flowstone to fill in gaps in the Stronghold cavern. As it
was poi sonous and corrosive, some evincars had taken to
tossi ng unwanted prisoners into this nmuck. As a result, the
book cl ai med, the death pits had achi eved a ki nd of
collective sentience, nmelded fromthe souls of the people
who died init.

"Ertai!"

It was a real voice calling his name. He nanaged to open
his right eye to a tiny slit.

"Bel be! "

The retriever worked after all! She | ooked splendid in
her bl ack di anond arnor and Phyrexi an headdress. She was
tearing at the cube with her hands, but the surface was too
hard and snooth. She could nake no inpression on it.

"Tube," he said. "Break the tube."

* * k* K %

She junped down and found the feeder tube on the back
No thicker than her little finger, she easily snapped it.
Sem -liquid fl owstone spilled across the platformuntil she
crinped the tube shut. Tiny silver spheres danced around her
feet.

She heard feet pounding on the | adder coming up the
furnace cone. A man in bright arnor appeared-Nasser. The
narrow | edge between her and the | adder was speckled with
spi nni ng gl obul es of flowstone, still not solidified. She
guessed the radiance of the energy stream was keeping them
liquid |l onger than normal.

"Excel |l ency! Stay where you are! | amto bring you back
to the coronation!" Nasser shouted above the crackling beam

"I'"ll conme back once Ertai is safe!”

"My orders are to bring you back inmmrediately. Let the
boy go!"

"No! "

He drew his sword. "You nmust. It is the will of Crovax.'

Bel be slid her feet along to avoid stepping on the
fl owst one gl obul es. She struck a fighting pose.

"You cannot conpel ne!l"

Nasser saw the flowstone droplets and plainly understood
the danger. He inmtated Belbe's foot-sliding and i nched
cl ose. The Rathi sergeant jabbed tentatively with his sword
tip. Belbe swatted the flat of the blade away with her bare
hands.



"This is sensel ess!” Nasser declared. "Cone back with ne
and conpl ete the cerenpny. You can save the boy afterward!"

"I do not junp to Crovax's bidding! Go back and tell him
["I'l return when | choose!"

Bel be slid closer and unl eashed a kick that caught
Nasser at the waist. He was a strong man, and though the
bl ow drove the wind fromhis chest, he kept his feet. He
sheat hed his sword and swng a nailed fist. Bel be bl ocked
one punch, but the other hit her solidly on the cheek. She
st aggered back, slipping on bright silver pellets of
flowstone. Only the weight of the cube behind her kept her
fromfalling backward into the furnace

"Had enough?" Nasser asked, |owering his hands.

Froma sitting position she sprang three feet in the
air, driven upward by the power of her fingers and toes
al one. She spun, using the centrifugal force of her turn to
make her feet into | ethal weapons. Her left foot clipped the
tip of Nasser's nose. Her right nmet his jaw, which shattered
under the inpact. Hi s hands flew up, and he reel ed away.

FI owst one greased his tread, and he fell face down on the
platform on top of nore silver globules. Wth a single deep
scream he slid feet first into the furnace.

Bel be wasn't nuch better off. Conpletely out of control
she too | anded face down, but because she was astride the
platform she was able to grip the edges with her hands and
feet, avoiding Nasser's fate. Even so, her right hand,
forearm leg, and calf were singed by the energy beam

Pai n was not hing. She carefully got up, brushing away
the deadly dropl ets beneath her

"Ertai!"

"You won," he said, vastly relieved. "Can you get ne out
of here?"

"1 try."

She crouched beside the cube and bl ew on the scattered
silver pellets. One by one the frictionless spheres
skittered into the furnace. Wen the platformwas clean, she
put her shoul der against the cube and pushed it back from
the edge. It was enornously heavy, but she shifted it back
far enough that it wouldn't easily topple over the |edge.

Bel be rattl ed down the steps to the control dome. There
were all sorts of inplements there, and she found a cabi net
of heavy tools neant for dealing with accidental spills or
accretion problens. Bel be grabbed an ax, a wedge, and a
sl edgehamer with special flowstone cutting heads. She
tucked these under her armand ran back up the steps to
Ertai.

Bel be put down the hamrer and wedge and attacked the
cube with the ax. Using both hands, she swung the heavy ax
in awde arc frombehind her head. It struck the cube with
a loud clang, cutting an inch deep gouge in the surface.

Bel be swung again, and without realizing it, let out a
hoarse, angry yell. The cube shifted slightly fromthe bl ow.
She hit it again, and again. After eight terrific hits, the
ax fell from her hands.

Her shoul ders were dislocated. Wncing fromthe
unsuppressed pain, Belbe clinbed atop the cube. She craw ed
to Ertai, now resting his chin on the metal

"I can't do it," she gasped. "Not with these tools. I'm
sorry, Ertai.”

"It's all right. I'm about gone anyway," he whi spered.



"Don't you dare |l eave ne," she said, grasping his cheeks
in her hands. "You're my friend-ny only friend! | won't |et
you go."

VWen he didn't answer, Belbe tried clawi ng the stone
around his neck. He'd loosened it a bit with his own nagic
before fatigue had claimed him so there was just enough
room for her to hook her fingers inside and pull. Her
shoul ders burned, and her nervous system sent out insistent
war ni ngs for her to stop

"Need hel p?"

She jerked around and spied Crovax on the furnace cone.
A hal o of residual energy was fading around him He'd
teleported fromthe coronation cerenony. The intense blue
gl are of the energy beam made his dark skin | ook gray, and
his white garnents glowed with reflected radiation

"Don't taunt me, Crovax!" Bel be said. "I disposed of
your man, and | can di spose of you!"

"Threats, Excellency? And here | canme to offer ny help."

She slid off the cube. Her arms were al nost usel ess,
hangi ng at her sides |ike dead weights.

"Rel ease Ertai," she demanded.

"I will, on one condition."

"No conditions! Release him"

Crovax folded his arns. "You know | can conmand the cube
to squeeze himto jelly fromwhere | stand," he said. "O |
can have it throwitself into the furnace."”

Breat hi ng hard, fighting the pain, Belbe glared
hatefully at Crovax. She was beaten. As |ong as she cared
what happened to Ertai, he had her

"Al'l right. Name your condition."

“I"1l dissolve the cube and | eave the boy here, if you
return with me to the cerenony directly and do what you
proni sed to do."

It was too sinple.

"I's that all?" asked Bel be.

"That's all. O course, whether or not the boy survives
his close exposure to the energy beamis a matter out of ny
hands. "

Bel be made two fists. The effort nade her shiver. "I1'l|
bring himwith us!"

"No," said Crovax. "You must |eave himhere. That's ny
condition. Say yes now, or the offer will be w thdrawn."

She lurched toward himand was gratified to see himstep
back.

"Why do you need me so nuch?" she said. "You have the
power to rule Rath. Wiy are you so set on me proclaimng you
evi ncar ?"

"Stupid question. You're the em ssary of the overlords.
What | am | owe to them and | need their stanmp of
approval. | can rule Rath as I amnow, but there are
factions within the Stronghold that will not recognize ne as
evi ncar w thout your decl aration.

"Time is short, Excellency. Qur conjunction wth
Dominaria is just days away. | don't have time to suppress
rebel s, woo support fromthe | ocal population, and prepare
for the invasion of Dominaria all at the sanme tine. Your

announcenent that | amthe true evincar will save nme nuch
effort. Now conme. There's no nore tinme for banter. My crown
awaits." "Free Ertai."

Crovax nodded. The cube pronptly began to nelt, like a



pat of butter on a hot griddle. Silver rivulets of flowstone
spilled off the edge into the furnace. In seconds, Ertai's
shoul ders were visible. Belbe held onto himas the |iquefied
fl owst one sl uiced away.

She kissed himlightly on the forehead. He cracked his
swol | en eyes.

Ertai's voice was a hoarse whisper. "I heard what he
said. Go. I'll be all right."

"Il come back for you."

Hs head lolled to her shoulder. Ertai whispered in her
ear, "Let's use your portal and escape."

Bel be | owered himcarefully to the platform "That may
not be possible," she said.

"W nust. "

Strong arms pull ed her away. Crovax put an arm around
her wai st and held her close. Wth her injured arnms Bel be
did not fight.

"l hate you, Crovax."

He smiled quite pleasantly. "Good. A strong ruler should
be hated and feared. Now that |'ve achieved the one, 'l
see what | can do about the other."

Bef ore Bel be coul d respond, he tel eported. Everything
was bl anked out in a fierce white flash-vision, hearing, al
her senses. Even Bel be's hatred was extinguished for the
duration of the trip.

* * k* K %

The rebels reentered the G tadel easily enough, but
fifty yards inside the palace they ran smack into a cordon
manned by a |l arge contingent of Rathi soldiers. Takara
dropped back from her |ead position to wal k besi de El adanti

"What are you going to do?" she asked.

"Bluff. What el se can we do?" He whispered to the
others. "I'myour captain-say nothing, but followny lead."

A breastwork of boxes had been erected across the
circular junction, and at |east a hundred soldiers nmilled
around behind the barrier. At the rebels' approach, the
conmander of the cordon cane out and ordered themto stop

"l dentify yourselves!"

El adanri stepped out fromthe ranks of his band.

"W were called to the prison a few hours ago," he said.
"Somet hi ng about a breakout. W caught this one wal ki ng
around | oose." He took Takara roughly by the arm and shoved
her forward. "Sone of Lord Volrath's creatures are free in
there, too, so we had to clear out."

"There are rebels at large, disguised as royal arny
soldiers," said the commander. "See anyone suspici ous?"

"Not a soul. There was sone kind of trouble in the nobgg
warrens, though. We got as far as the Map Tower, and we
heard a comotion fromthere."

The conmmander | aughed harshly. "Ha! If the damed rebels
went to Mbgg Town, that's the end of them " He braced a
scrap of parchnent against his knee and nmade sone notes
using a charcoal stick

"What's your nane, soldier?" he asked.

"Dranni k. Captain Drannik," said El adanri .

The commander, who was only a lieutenant, stiffened and
threw a salute. "Sorry, sir! | didn't recognize your rank!"

"That's understandable. If you're through, Lieutenant,



we have to take this wandering prisoner to Lord Greven."

"Let "emthrough!" the officer shouted, and the
barri cade was opened for the rebels.

Takara regarded El adanri sourly, but she all owed herself
to be guided through the cordon. The rebels crossed the
junction to the main corridor. Crates used to create the
bul wark on the other side were pulled apart for them

"Just a monent," called the lieutenant. "For ny report,
Capt ai n Dranni k-what conpany are you with?"

Gaman flashed the elf four fingers. Eladanri shook his
head. They'd been clainmng to be fromthe Fourth Conpany al
al ong, and the Rathi troops were on to that ruse.

"We're fromthe Tenth Conpany."

The sol diers taking down the barrier for them suddenly
stopped. The lieutenant's charcoal stick snapped and fell to
the floor. Hi s smudged hand went to his sword hilt.

"We are the Tenth Conpany ... |'ve never seen you
before. They're the rebels! Take them"

Sivi and the nen tore at their weapons. El adanri pushed
t he bandage back from his eyes and snatched the Rathi sword
fromhis hip. The way was open, but a hundred Rathi soldiers
surrounded them

Sivi parried a sword thrust with her stolen blade. The
t ot en-vec was hi dden behi nd her breastplate, and she needed
a few free seconds to get it out. Medd dashed in font of her
to ward off any fresh attacks.

Gar nan, Sharnus, and Kireno formed a triangle in front of
El adanmri. Wth his injured hands, the elf was in no shape to
fence with the enemy. The rebels held their own for severa
seconds, then Sivi got her toten-vec unleashed. In short
order she struck down three Rathi soldiers, clearing a way
to escape. Takara, unarned and not fighting, took Eladanri's
armand drew himto the unguarded opening in the wall of
crates. Once he was through, the other rebels slowy
retreated. Sivi whipped her weapon back and forth, forcing
the soldiers to maintain their distance. \Wen they got too
bol d, the whistling blade of the toten-vec caught themin
the face, throat, or leg. Sivi was the last rebel to |eave
t he cordon. Medd shouted for her to hurry.

"Il be there," she replied.

One of the crates used to bl ock the way was poi sed atop
another. Sivi retreated through the gap and buried the tip
of her blade in the top of the crate. Wth a two handed
pull, she toppled the box fromits place, blocking the way.

"Yes!" Sivi flicked her wist to recover the toten-vec.
She tugged in vain. The iron bl ade was hopel essly pi nned
under neat h the heavy crate.

Sol di ers were scranbling over the barricade. Sivi
gl anced over her shoulder. Her friends were al nost out of
sight. She threw down the handl e of the toten-vec and drew
the less fam liar sword. Four soldiers dropped to the floor
and came at her. She parried the first, dodged the second
man's attack, ran through the third man as he | owered his
guard prematurely, and received the fourth soldier's sword
point directly in the chest. It slid off her cuirass but got
snagged in her belt, piercing her side just above her |eft
hi pbone. Sivi backhanded the man who'd wounded her, turned,
and tried to run.

More nen poured over the barricade. Bl eeding profusely
and |linmping, Sivi managed to make it only a few feet before



she was overtaken. She cut savagely at her attackers, but
the sword was wenched fromher hand. The iron hilt of
anot her connected solidly with her head, and she went down.

Takara and Kireno hastened El adanri al ong. They'd
changed direction twice to throw off pursuit, doubling back
to a corridor running upward through the Citadel into the
pal ace area. As they huddl ed beneath an archway shaped |ike
a nonstrous aninal's ribcage, it becane plain Liin Sivi was
not going to catch up with them

"W shoul d go back," Medd said, noving away fromthe
ot hers.

"Stop!" Eladanri said. "You'll be taken as well."

"But Sivi-"

"He's right," said Takara. "She's already dead."

Si | ence ensued. Medd slamred a fist against the skeleta
arch. "She stayed behind so we coul d escape!"”

"I't was her choice," Garnan said, putting a hand on his
conr ade' s shoul der. "W shoul d honor her sacrifice by
stayi ng together."

"It's ny fault,"” said Eladanri. "I thought | was being
cl ever by changi ng what regi nent we cane from | didn't know
we were in the mdst of the Tenth Conpany."

"I'f you're all through taking blanme, | suggest we nove
on," Takara scolded. "There are a | ot of passages to cover
and now that we've been discovered, they'll flood the

corridors with troops hunting for us."

El adanri agreed. The direct route-around the factory and
out the grand causeway-was likely to be thick with alert
eneny sol diers. Takara suggested they ascend into the pal ace
and go around the factory at a higher |evel

"There are fl owstone pipes and braces branching out from
the factory to the crater wall," Takara said. "W can foll ow
those. "

"Are there openings to the outside?" asked Shanus.

"Ch, yes," she said. "There's all sorts of vents,
bl owhol es, and exhaust channel s perforating the crater."

Wth heavy hearts, the four rebels went on, clinbing the
circular ranp into the pal ace quarter

Taking up the rear, El adanri turned to Takara. "Wat do
you think our chances are?"

She avoi ded his eyes. "Few or none. Frankly, it's
astoni shing we've gotten this far. There rmust be sonet hi ng
el se going on here, something vital and diverting."

El adanri expl ai ned what he knew about Crovax and his
claimto the throne. Takara actually sniled when she heard
this.

"What' s anusi ng?" he said.

"You speak of this Crovax as if his elevation were a
foregone conclusion," she replied. "Nothing is certain,
especially in the Stronghold."

Above and ahead, a clash of steel neant the rebels had
encount ered anot her hostile patrol

El adanri hurried as hard as his battered | egs woul d take
him One whole turn of the ranp reveal ed the rebels hotly
engaged with six pal ace guards. Takara hung back, flattening
hersel f against the wall. Eladanri drew his sword and
entered the fray.

Sli pping i n beside Sharmus and Garnan, he awkwardly
traded cuts with a heavily arnored guardsnen. Shanus | anded
atelling blowto the man's shoul der, who dropped his spear



While stooping to retrieve it, Eladanri rapped himsnmartly
on the face with his sword hilt. The guard rolled down the
ranp, out cold. He slid to a stop near Takara. She tugged
the ornate dagger fromthe guard' s belt and with both hands
shoved it through the unconscious man's throat. El adanri saw
her do it, and when she stood up, their eyes met. Takara
shrugged.

Anot her guard fell, the victimof a stop thrust by
Kireno. The remaining four began to wi thdraw, but the rebels
kept the pressure on them One man tried to run. Garnan
sprang after him but in his haste he forgot the guard's
nearest conpatriot. The Rathi guard swung his heavy spear
si deways, the shaft taking Garnan in the gut. The Dal
warrior doubl ed over, shocked by his sudden reverse, and the
fleeing guard turned and speared himthrough the back. H s
triunph was as short lived as he was, for in the next
i nstant Medd drove his sword through the guard's chin. The
ot her guards were boxed in against the wall and cut down by
the hard-fighting rebels.

Sweat pouring down his face, Eladanri knelt with Medd
besi de Garnan. Medd tried to find a pulse, and failing to
find one, shook his head. El adanri gently pulled his hand
away.

"He was a gallant conrade," said the elf. "Now we nust
hi de his body."

"Why?" said the angui shed Medd.

"We can't let the Rathi know we're | osing nunbers. W
couldn't help themtaking Sivi, but we rmust disguise our
| osses so they don't know how few we are.™

They dragged Garnan to the top of the ranmp and pushed
himinto a small oval opening Takara identified as a warm
air duct fromthe flowstone factory. Kireno and Shamus
carefully wi ped away all traces of blood between the duct
and the place where Garnan had fallen

"Where are we?" El adanri asked

"Bel ow the courtiers' apartnents,’
there are the DreamHalls. "

Reduced to just four, the rebels hurried on. The
passages al ready echoed with the sound of massed sol diers.
The sweat on El adanri's neck began to go cold. This was the
sort of end he feared nost-hunted, dying by inches, like a
beast at bay. Conpared to this, even the torture chanber was
preferable. He'd resigned hinself to death the nmonment G even
and his nmoggs had chained himto the wall. That he survived
was a great victory, and for a while he allowed hinmself to
hope they m ght escape. Now the coils of Rathi power were
slowy envel oping them Hi s brave fighters were dying one by
one, and the end seened inevitable.

Li ke an ani mate hedge of spears, a wall of guards
bl ocked the passage in front of them Refusing several calls
to surrender, the rebels retraced their steps to the top of
the spiral ranp. Even as they reached the | anding, they
could see a streamof armed nen surging up the ranp from
bel ow.

"Not good, not good," Medd kept repeating.

"W need another place to go-now," said Kireno.

Takara pointed. "The only place left is the Dream Halls,
but the doors are sealed, and only the evincar can open
them "

El adanri urged his friends to follow "If I'mto die,

Takara said. "Over



I'"d rather do so in a place called the DreamHalls than in a
common, crowded corridor like this."

Shanus, the fastest of the group, overtook the elf
chieftain and reached the enornous double doors first. He
sl ammed his shoul der against the right panel, and to his
surprise, the door yielded.

Two hundred sol diers and guards pursued the rebels to
the very doors of the Dream Halls. Sonme paused to cast
spears at the fleeing party, but all mssed. Kireno, Medd,
Takara, and El adanri slipped through the open door. When
their | eader was through, the warriors threw thensel ves
agai nst the door. Wen it was shut, Medd sl amed the nassive
foot bolt into the floor, locking it. Shanus and Takara slid
a huge horizontal bolt into place as well.

Kireno and Medd | aughed at their near escape. Shamus
paced back and forth in front of the doors. Takara sl unped
to the floor.

El adanri al one wal ked deeper into the Dream Halls. The
vast dinmensions, the frowning pilasters decorated with busts
of Volrath-it all sonehow rem nded himof a strange forest
clearing lined with lofty black trees.

He fingered the wooden fetish hanging fromhis neck. His
instincts were right again. This would be a good place to
di e.

CHAPTER 20
TRI AL

She vani shed in the wink of an eye. Even against the
constant stabbing brightness of the energy stream the flash
of Crovax's departure with Bel be was intense. Ertai felt the
di spl aced air and excess power |ap over him a whisper
agai nst a roar.

He rolled onto his hands and knees and began to craw .

It was a long way fromthe edge of death to the theater of
the living.

* * k* * %

The crowd did not dare |eave the convocation hall.

Restl ess but also afraid of what night happen to themif
they didn't bear witness to the ascension of Crovax, they
remained in the hall, sweating and itching in their
unconfortable finery. An hour passed, then another, and a
third was underway when a silent stroke of |ightning blinded
everyone, and a hot wind stirred the robes and gowns of the
assenbl ed court. Crovax had returned with Bel be in his arns.

The Corps of Sergeants, who had been at ease, snhapped to
attention. Courtiers old and young struggled to their feet
or snoot hed their heavy cerenonial robes. Wthout a word of
expl anati on, Crovax sat down on the throne. The emnissary of
the overlords | eaned on the armof the great chair, a hand
over her tightly shut eyes.

"Excel l ency, we're here," said Crovax. "Do your duty,"
he i nsi sted.

She inhal ed. "People of Rath," she began in a small
voice. "I ask you all to forgive ny weakness. The overl ords
set me the task of finding a newruler for Rath, and with
due diligence | tried to find the best candidate. | didn't
realize until this nonent the search was a sham that the



choi ce had al ready been made by the overlords even as | was
bei ng di spatched on my mission to Rath."
"Say what you canme to say," said Crovax, grow ng

i mpatient.

Bel be faced the audience. "I regret what | am conpelled
to say now. | give you the new evincar-"

"Stop!"

Crovax | eaped to his feet. "Who dares interrupt?”

Two figures cleaved through the crowmd-Geven il-Vec and
the Kor chief, Furah.

"Greven, |I'Il have your head in an iron cage for this.

"Il roast your brains over a slowfire, and even then |
won't let you die-"

"Save your threats, ny lord," said Geven. "There are
nore inmportant matters to deal with."

The sergeants tried to bar his way, but Geven easily
broke their linked arns apart. Mre of the Corps broke
formation to box the hulking warrior in, but Crovax ordered
themto let Greven and the Kor through.

"Why aren't you withing on the floor?" Crovax demanded.
"Your spine should be snoking by now "

"You're not the only one who commands the control rod,"
Greven said. "Wat you order, another can countermand. "

"Nonsense! No one dares interfere with my will!"

Furah stepped forward. He bowed slightly and sniled,
showi ng long, feline teeth.

"I"ve long | ooked forward to neeting you,'
"Greven has told me of your activities."

"Who are you?" demanded Crovax.

"I amthe one that chair belongs to. You, Crovax of
Urborg, are a usurper."”

Crovax | owered his head. The fl owstone around Furah's
feet rippled in a series of tiny points, but none grew nore
than an inch, and none cane close to harm ng him The Kor
chief, in his turn, spread his hands w de. A stream of
fl owstone balls, the size of Greven's head, burst fromthe
wal I s and pounded Crovax. The |ast and | argest ball struck
himhard in the chest and drove Crovax backward over the
arms of the throne. Bel be | eaped aside, staring at Furah in
utter disbelief.

The crowd jostled and el bowed each other for a better
| ook at this unexpected challenge to Crovax. Those in front
regretted their eagerness when the pavenment beneath their
feet erupted in a hedge of spikes. Dozens were inpal ed where
they stood, and the ring of spikes conpletely walled off
Furah and Greven fromthe rest of the room Crovax appeared
frombehind the throne. Blood froma cut lip flecked his
once spotless white tunic.

"You conmand fl owstone well "’
the shall ow steps. "Wo are you?"

"I thought you woul d' ve guessed by now. Greven said you
| acked i magi nation for anything but killing, but 1'd hoped
he was m staken." He gl anced at his giant conpani on.
"Greven's a stout fighter, but he sometines |acks
di scernnent. Not in this case, it seens."

"Enough chatter. Explain yourself!" Crovax stared
hatefully at the Kor man.

Rat her than a spoken reply, Furah began to change. H s
shoul ders expanded; his legs and arnms | engthened. Hi s skull
wi dened, and his features swell ed and di sappeared.

he sai d.

Crovax sai d, descendi ng



In place of the pale, slender Kor now stood a nan with a
scul pted body of inpossibly perfect proportions. Taller by a
head than Crovax, he exuded grace and power. His face was
carved in such a way as to suggest w sdom and strength. The
crowmd spoke his nane. "Volrath!" Bel be was inpressed. To
simpler folk, Volrath m ght appear to be a god. Even as she
t hought this, many of the court went down on their knees and
bowed their faces to the floor in abject reverence of their
evi ncar.

"So, you've conme back," Crovax said. "Wy?" "To reclaim
what is mine," said Volrath. "You forfeited the throne when

you abandoned it. | amthe new evincar." He turned to Bel be.
"Tell him Excellency."

Bel be | owered her eyes and said, "I amthe emni ssary of
the overlords of Phyrexia. | was sent here to appoint your
successor. "

"That is no | onger necessary. | have returned," said
Vol r at h.

"You' ve returned to your own death!" Crovax shout ed.
The crowd cheered. "Volrath! Hail Volrath!"
Crovax spat out at the crowd. "The next nouth to hai

this pretender will breathe its last!"
"You can slaughter themall, and it won't change the
truth. I amVolrath. | am evincar."

"You're just a corpse that hasn't |lain down yet!"

Crovax drew sword and dagger and advanced. Vol rath,
unar ned, reached out and drew G even's oversized sword. As
Bel be watched, Volrath enlarged hinself to Greven's size.

"Stop it! Stop this at once!" she cried, charging
bet ween the woul d-be conbat ants.

Crovax tried to reach around her and cut at Volrath with
hi s bl ack-bl aded sword. Bel be caught the bl ade with her
hand. The sharp edge bit to her duralunmin bone. Crovax tried
to tug his sword free, but she held on.

Volrath whirled Greven's broadsword around his head as
if it were a light stave. Wth Crovax encunbered by Bel be
he stepped sideways and thrust at the usurper. The em ssary
bl ocked his attack with her other hand. The blunt point of
Greven's weapon bit deeply into her palm but her netal hand
closed tightly and would not let the sword go.

Volrath rel axed, letting go of his borrowed bl ade. Bel be
tossed Greven's sword away. Crovax tried to wench his
weapon free, but Bel be turned and broke his sword blade in
two with a single blow of her bleeding right hand.

"You're a formdabl e construction, but this intervention
isill-timed," said Volrath. "There can't be two evincars."
"I don't propose there be any nore than one," Bel be
said, throwing the end of Crovax's blade to the floor. The
crowmd pressed agai nst the fence of flowstone spikes, trying

to see what was happeni ng.

Bel be, her hands bl eedi ng copi ously, nounted the steps
and seated herself on the throne.

"This is nmy last act as emi ssary," she announced. "I
will sit in judgnent of a contest between Crovax and
Volrath, and the wi nner shall be the sole, rightful governor
of Rath."

Crovax hurled his sword hilt to the floor with a cl ang.

"Qutrageous!" he roared. "I had your word | would be
named evi ncar!"

"l al so object,"

said Volrath nore mldly. "I have been



evincar for nore years than this usurper has lived. Wy
should | subnit to anyone's judgnment or to some ridicul ous
cont est ?"

She addressed Volrath first. "It is true you were
governor of this world, and during your reign the overlords
were pleased with your rul ership. However, when you
abandoned your post to pursue a personal revenge agai nst
Weat herlight and her crew, you forfeited all credit with our
Phyrexi an masters. The H dden One hinself directed ne to
cone here and find a repl acenent.

"Frankly, | aminterpreting nmy orders liberally to even
allow this contest, but I amsure our masters would
approve, " she said. Her head swam and she tucked her
bl eedi ng, oil-streaked hands into her arnpits. "Consider-
consider it recognition of your past service that | allow
you to clear your record of the stain of desertion."

It was inpossible to read Volrath. His face was a living
mask, alive, yet no nore expressive than the statues in his
private quarters

Vol rat h pondered her words, then bowed. "Your Excellency
is most generous. | accept your proposal."

Crovax was boiling with barely contai ned rage. The
floor, the walls, the ceiling closest to himrippled and
writhed under the force of his frustration. He turned his
fearsone gaze fromBelbe to Volrath, and his outward anger
subsi ded.

"I see no problem" he said to Belbe. "This pathetic
weakl i ng presents no challenge to nme. | will kill him then
I will kill you."

Greven, having already picked up his sword, stood at
Bel be' s right hand.

"For the duration of the contest, | will defend the
em ssary, so that no unfair advantage will be gained by
threatening her," he said. So saying, he offered her a scrap
of homespun bandanna. She regarded Greven's gift blankly
until he tore the cloth in two and indicated she should use
it to bind the wounds on her hands.

The doors of the convocation hall were opened, and the
rearnost spectators were pushed out of the room by the Corps
of

Sergeants. An open oval space was cl eared of carpet,
flags, and bystanders. Crovax's sergeants withdrew in a body
to the right wall. The fence of flowstone spi kes was
di ssol ved, and those unlucky people slain by Crovax's
initial fury were quickly renoved

Steel swords and shields of identical size and |length
were taken fromtwo pal ace guards and provided to the
conbatants. Volrath pulled on a pair of scal e-mail
gauntlets. Seeing this, Crovax did the same. He dropped the
gol d-edged mantl e from his shoul ders. Neither man wore any
ot her arnor.

Vol rath wal ked of f a pace or two and started stretching
and flexing his artfully carved muscles. Crovax called for
wi ne and drank a gobl et dry watching his opponent preen
before the crowd.

Crovax dropped his goblet. "Time is short. Let's begin."

"I agree. \What are the rules?" said Volrath.

Bel be fol ded her bandaged hands in her lap. "There's
only one rule-win."

Crovax pronptly lashed out with a wi de sideways cut.



Volrath threw hinsel f back and brought up his shield. Sparks
flew as the blade nmet the polished buckler. Crovax bored in,
slashing and thrusting and using his shield to sl am agai nst
Volrath's.

Volrath grew visibly taller even as Bel be watched. He
nmoved so fast nost people in the hall couldn't see his true
noti on, but Bel be's enhanced eyes foll owed every nove.
Volrath's armelongated as he thrust it forward. The tip
slid off the top of Crovax's shield and kept going. An
ordinary fighter would have run out of arm by then, but
Volrath's reach was preternatural. Crovax realized his
danger and turned away just as the |eading edge of Volrath's
thrust clipped his left ear. He called on the floor to trip
Vol rath, but the flowstone waves broke over the forner
evincar's ankles like water and didn't inpede him In turn
Vol rat h summoned anot her barrage of flowstone balls. Crovax
was expecting them Instead of liquefying themlike his
opponent, he batted themaway with forceful commands. The
skul I -si zed projectiles nmowed down five onl ookers.

Volrath retracted his armto nore normal proportions and
advanced. He feigned an overhand attack, but again wth
amazi ng swiftness switched the line of his cut to an
under hand thrust. Crovax bl ocked with his shield and struck
out with his booted right foot. The hobnails connected with
Volrath's | eg bel ow t he knee.

"You're fast," Crovax said, grinning. "But you don't
have a true killer's instinct."

"I"ve killed nore people in one year as evincar than you
have in your entire life, barbarian," Volrath retorted.

"What you call 'killer instinct' is merely a lust for death.
| am above such feelings."

They traded four hard cuts that left both their bl ades
deeply nicked. For the first tine, Belbe felt Volrath was
concerned. He hadn't expected Crovax to last this |ong.

Enbol dened, Crovax | owered his head and shouted sharply.
He jabbed at his opponent's | egs and stomach. Volrath gave
ground grudgi ngly, backing up two steps, advancing one with
a counter-thrust, then backing up two nore.

Behi nd Crovax the floor hunped up in a series of rounded
sem circles. Crovax apparently didn't notice. G even nodded
approvi ngly.

Crovax's sword tip bounced off Volrath's shield. The
|atter executed a blinding pirouette, his blade com ng edge-
on at the side of Crovax's neck. He ducked, and his hee
caught on the nearest hunp. Wth an expression of utter

surprise, Crovax fell. Volrath et out a triunphant |augh
and | eaped. He | anded astride the fallen Crovax. Up went the
bri ght sword-

Crovax vanished in a flare of white light. Volrath's
bl ade went three inches into the floor. The fl owstone
softened, allowing himto recover, and his partisans in the
crowmd shouted warnings. He turned his head and saw Crovax
materialize four feet in the air, directly behind him There
was no time to parry or dodge. Instead, Volrath shrank. He
contracted his body by a fifth. Crovax's sword raked down
Volrath's back, laying open his skin. distening oi
spattered across the front of Crovax's white tunic.

Shrinking saved Volrath's life, but he had a painfu
wound fromhis left shoulder blade to his right hip. H's
dropped his hands to the floor and staggered forward on



them Ginning widely, Crovax tried tranpling his foe into
the floor. Flowstone splashed and flew as the nmen fought for
control. Volrath rolled on his back. Crovax tried to overrun
himand got a foot planted on his chest. The finely
proportioned nuscles in Volrath's |eg uncoiled, hurling
Crovax into the air. His feet didn't touch the ground for
five yards, then he slamred into the tightly packed crowd.

He was up in a flash, hacking and sl ashing at anyone
within reach of his blade. Courtiers and soldiers alike
clinmbed over each other to get out of his way, but he slew
at least ten before it becane inconvenient to chase the
others. Bel be knew this wasn't just pointless honi cide;
Crovax derived new strength fromthe death of others. He was
refreshing hinself in the mdst of a duel by slaughtering
i nnocent onl ookers.

Hi s back wet with glistening oil, Volrath went to the
foot of the throne. Belbe could snell the crisp, electric
odor of the fluid. Volrath's broad shoul ders heaved. He
| ooked to Greven il-Vec, standing with sword drawn at
Bel be' s si de.

"How am | doi ng?" he asked wyly.

* * k* K %

Ertai crawmed all the way fromthe furnace nouth to the
flowhot lifts in the outer environs of the pal ace. Except
for occasional patrols, he saw no one. Guards marched past
hi m wi t hout stopping, the nen idly watching his painfu
progr ess.

He reached the lifts and fell heavily into the cl osest
one. It had been far too long since his last infusion
Wthout the dark energy to suppress them his old injuries
were slowy energing again. The | aboratory was a | ong way
away. Despite his wounds old and new, his first thought was
to find Belbe. Her life hung in the bal ance-he was certain
Crovax would kill her once he'd been proclaimed evincar

"Convocation hall," he said to the lift. The fl eshstone
flaps closed, and the fl owbot sank through the fl oor.

The Iift jerked to a stop. Wien the flaps | owered, he
saw t he ant echanber was jamred wi th people. Everyone was
craning their heads toward the open doors of the hall
Distantly he heard the sounds of conbat, punctuated by
shouts. Ertai grasped the leathery hide of the lift and
dragged hinself to his feet. If this was to be his last act,
he wanted to enter standing and not on his knees.

He wormed his way through the mass of gawkers. Sone
shrank fromhis fearful, swollen visage and | et hi m pass.

O hers regarded himwith pity and stepped aside. Wen Erta
reached the inner edge of the crowd, the closely packed
ranks of guards and courtiers parted to reveal a wan and
worried Bel be, seated on the throne and guarded by the

i mposing Greven il-Vec. She was tal king to another tal
nmuscul ar fellow wi th an inprobably handsome face-Volrath.
Ertai recogni zed himfromthe statues around the Stronghol d.
He had an awful wound across his back. The flesh exposed was
gray, not red. Ertai raised a hand in greeting.

Heedl ess of the danger, Bel be pushed past the tall
wounded swordsman and net the young sorcerer at the edge of
the crowd. "Have | m ssed much?" he whi spered. She | owered
himto the floor. "You shouldn't have conme. It isn't safe



here.”

"Where is one safe on Rath?"

Distracted, Volrath didn't see pinchers formout of the
fl ow stone steps behind him One pierced his right calf. He
i medi ately bani shed them and, enraged, raised a wall of
fl owstone six feet high and one inch thick. He shouted so
loudly the floor trenbled, and the wall broke into a dense
cloud of small pellets. Volrath flung his hands w de, and
the mass of pellets hurled thensel ves at Crovax.

Up cane the shield. Wth a sound |like a thousand nails
punching through a hundred tin plates, the pellets reduced
Crovax's shield to a sieve. Hs tunic was shredded, and a
score of pea-sized pellets buried thenselves in his face.

Scored and bl asted, Crovax threw down his ruined shield.
He crossed his forearms, fists tightly clenched. A grow
rose fromhis throat. It began | ow and guttural but grew
| ouder and stronger as he focused his rage and pain. One by
one, the flowstone pellets worked thensel ves out of his
body, falling at his feet at a steady rate. Soon the floor
around hi mwas covered with hundreds of pellets.

Ertai tried to size up the situation. Volrath was an
unknown quantity to him He'd seen the ex-evincar's
quarters, heard conmentary from people in the Ctadel who
knew him He was cruel, ruthless, shrewd, and a man of
unusual appetites. Conpared to him Crovax was a machi ne-
soul l ess, utterly devoid of guilt or feelings of humanity.
Vol rath woul d expect to win because of his superior skills;
Crovax thought he could prevail through brute force and a
willingness to do anything to win.

The battle would go on and on until sheer surviva
determned a winner. Wth his ability to renew hinself with
the Iives of others, Crovax would ultimately wi n. Nothing
Ertai could do would help Volrath. Once the former evincar
was out of the way, retribution would inevitably fall on
everyone el se

Crovax's two-handed stroke tore the shield from
Volrath's grasp. The dented buckl er caromed off the wall.
Both fighters were reduced to swords al one.

Vol rath assunmed a si deways stance, the pose of a fencer
rather than an infantry soldier. Crovax circled warily,
tradi ng occasional cuts and jabs. As he orbited outside of
Volrath's reach, he glanced at Ertai and betrayed surprise
as seeing the young sorcerer alive.

Volrath sidled forward a step when Crovax's attention
strayed. H's arm | engthened by two inches, and he carefully
bent his elbow to hide the new growh. Volrath started his
lunge. His armstraightened, and with the velocity of a
striking viper, he drove his blade at the junction of
Crovax's right armand chest.

Crovax's eyes widened in alarm He tried to backpeda
out of danger, but his response was too slow. The nicked,
dented bl ade flew at him He brought his own sword up in a
desperation parry, but the inpetus of Volrath's |unge bore
his hilt back against his own face. Thirty inches of
tenmpered steel slid along Crovax's arm Volrath's | unge had
succeeded, and the startled usurper seened paral yzed by the
realization of his inmmnent defeat.

Time stretched out. The normal yellow gl eam of the hal
| anterns on the bright steel blade becanme purplish
Volrath's triunphant face fell. An unknown force was playi ng



down the length of his onrushing bl ade. Soneone was
tanmpering with the fight, using old-fashioned magic to
deflect his weapon. A horrified | ook on his face, Volrath
wat ched the tip of his sword fall an inch, two inches, unti
it passed under Crovax's arm

Everythi ng cane together with a crash. Volrath and
Crovax collided chest to chest, Volrath's sword sw ngi ng
usel essly behind Crovax's back. Crovax's own bl ade was bent
backward over his shoul der by the force of Volrath's attack
He tw sted, dunping the over-bal anced Volrath and at the
same time punching himhard in the face with his free hand.
Volrath hit the floor. H's sword bounced free and skittered
away into the crowd.

Crovax threw hinself on Volrath's back. He hooked his
left armaround the man's chin and drew his head back,
arching Volrath's back as if it were a | ongbow. The ragged
edge of his sword cane down to slice Volrath's taut throat.
Vol rath bl ocked the blade with his nmailed hand.

The wal |l of courtiers and soldiers dissolved to reveal a
captai n of the pal ace guard, backed by a phal anx of his nen.
The captain's face was streaked w th bl ood.

"My lords! The rebels!" he cried. "They' ve barricaded
themsel ves in the Dream Hal | s!'™"

Bel be was on her feet. She flung a hand at the straining
pair of fighters. "Hold!"

They continued to struggle. She appealed to G even. The
Vec warrior did not nove.

"Declare a winner, or stand aside, Excellency," he said.
"You heard the captain," she said. "W nust defend the
G tadel!'"

"That is the job of the evincar."

It all cane down to this noment. Bel be | ooked from face
to face, searching for an answer. G even was inpassive
Ertai smiled weakly, then sagged to the black pavenent.
Courtiers avoided her, soldiers pretended to be busy
readyi ng thensel ves to fight the rebels.

Finally, she | ooked down at Crovax. He had Vol rath down,
his head | ocked and his throat vulnerable. Only four mail ed
fingers prevented himfromcutting Volrath's jugular. "Do

your ... duty!" Crovax gasped. "Behol d!" Bel be cried.
"Behol d, the Evincar of Rath! Crovax!"

The sergeants broke ranks and shouted their master's
nane. Mst of the assenbl ed notables joined in, though a
good nunber quietly fled.

"Let himup," Bel be said above the roar of the crowd.
"He nust die!" Crovax replied.

"He's lost. His life is forfeit, but your first duty is
to quell the rebels in your own fortress."

Crovax agreed. He ordered his nmen to secure the forner
evi ncar and place hi munder cl ose guard.

"Wap himin chains of good steel,"” Crovax said. "Hang
himby his feet so that no part of his body touches the
structure of the Citadel. Seat ten nen with bare swords
around him If the floor so nuch as trenbles, strike off his
head! "

Vol rath was buried under a pile of sergeants. He didn't
resist, but they pressed himhard to the fl oor and wound
chains around his legs. H's hands were w enched behind his
back and chai ned together. A hood was ci nched over his head.

By the time Volrath was securely bound, the hall was



al nrost enpty. Quards and sol diers under G even's comrand had
al ready marched off. The sergeants bore Vol rath away.

Crovax turned to Bel be. "Excellency! This is a great
day!"

He dropped his sword and enfol ded her roughly in his
arnms. Though she resisted, Crovax kissed her hard, smearing
his sweat on her face as she stained himw th glistening oi
still oozing from her injured hands.

Al one, lying on the floor a few feet away, Ertai smled.

CHAPTER 21
REUNI ON

Garnan pressed his ear to the door. "It's quiet out
there," he whispered.

Sharus |istened too. "They didn't just go away!"

"They're there," Takara said flatly. "A conpany was |eft
to watch the door while the rest retrieve a battering ram™

Sharmus bl inked. "Battering ranf"

"Do you think they'll try to starve us out?"

Medd filled the relatively quiet nonent by inspecting
El adanri's injuries. He dabbed salve on his burns and
rew apped themin strips of cloth torn fromtheir arny
cl oaks. El adanri was sitting on the cold black floor
| eani ng agai nst one of Volrath's monunental pilasters. "Are
you in rmuch pain, Brother?" asked Medd. "No."

"The burns are superficial. |I fear sone of your nails
are lost and won't grow back." El adanri nodded. Medd tied
of f the | ast bandage and set the elf's armgently into a

sling. "Do you think we'll |eave here alive?"

El adanri opened his eyes. "I don't know. Are you
fri ght ened?"

“Yes."

"I"'mnot. Live or die, |I've made up ny mnd not to fal
into their hands again. | do have regrets, though. So nmany

unfini shed tasks ..

Kireno returned fromreconnoitering the Dream Hal | s.
Everyone but Shanus gat hered around El adanri to hear the Vec
warrior's scouting report.

"This place is huge, but it's basically one big room"
Kireno said. "At the far end is a transom all glass. There
don't seemto be any other doors."

"What can you see fromthe transon®?”

"The wi ndows | ook down upon the prison and map tower, O
El adanri . "

"Could we clinb down?"

Kireno denolished his idea. "The Citadel is cut away
under the DreamHalls, so there's no way to clinmb down. It
woul d require hundreds of feet of rope just to reach the
bridge to the prison tower we just left. To reach the floor
of the crater woul d take thousands of feet."

"What about up?" asked Medd.

Takara snorted. "dinb hundreds of feet up the outside
of the Citadel ? Are you mad?" She shook her cropped head at
the rebels' leader. "How is he going to clinmb any di stance
up or down with those ruined hands?"

"You' ve made your point," El adanri said. "Do you have
any useful suggestions, Takara?"

Her eyes glistened. "Wite your wills."

From t he doors Shamus call ed, "People com ng-1lots of



them "

The rebels rushed to the doors, weapons drawn. Takara
slunped to the floor in the corner and covered her face with
her hands.

The tranp of many feet was plain even through the
massi ve panels. Muffled shouts were heard, and the floor
vi brated under their feet.

"Stand back," El adanri advised his nmen. He had hardly
said so when a tremendous boom reverberated through the
hall. The doors shook but rerained solidly closed. The
i npact was repeated again and agai n.

The noi se was puni shi ng.

"If the doors don't break, the noise will break us!"
Medd shout ed.

After many hits, the battering ceased. More nuffled
voi ces, and the rebels could hear nmen scurrying away from
t he door.

"Take cover!"

Fire sprayed through the narrow space under the door
panel s and through the gaps at the top and sides. For a few
terrifying seconds, the rebels waited to see if the tal
doors would topple fromtheir hinges, admtting a horde of
Rat hi sol diers. The doors stood firm

"Ha!" Kireno said, slapping a thick black panel. "That's
wor kmanshi p for you!"

"I guess Volrath didn't want anyone to disturb himin
his sanctum " said El adanri

Buoyed by the doors' resistance, the rebels prepared for
a siege. Medd got out his whetstone and sharpened their
swords and knives. Kireno departed on anot her
reconnai ssance, this time searching for hidden doors or
secret passages. Shanus continued his watch.

El adanri runmaged through his garnments. He found a slip
of ragged paper and a blunt charcoal stick, once the
property of the Rathi sol dier whose uniformthis had been
He sat down on the floor and began to wite in slow,
carefully formed letters. Shanmus asked hi m what he was
doi ng.

"Fol | owi ng Takara's advice,'
will."

he said. "I"'mwiting ny

* * k* * %

Crovax left to lead the attack on the cornered rebels,
but Bel be had to see to Ertai before she could join the
Rat hi forces outside the Dream Hal |l s.

She managed to round up four terrified servants and
ordered themto carry Ertai to Volrath's |aboratory. The nen
were frightened to be abroad on their own. The whole Citade
was in an uproar, and the air was rife with tales of cut
throats and stabs in the back. It was only by considerable
bul I yi ng that Bel be was able to get themto carry Ertai to
the infuser.

She left himon his nakeshift stretcher. "These nen wll
get you to the | aboratory,” she told him "They know what
will happen to themif they fail." The bearers shifted
nervously until Belbe frowned theminto stillness. "I wll
go to the rebels. | nust speak to El adanri again."

He took her hand. "And how are you?" he said, fingering
her bandaged pal m



"I feel no pain."
"You're a liar."
Bel be slipped her hand free. "Wen your treatnent is

done, find someplace quiet to rest. Crovax will cone | ooking
for you."
"Speaking of that..." Ertai urged her to come cl oser

Bel be knelt beside the stretcher. "W nust both escape! You
have t he neans-"

"Shh." She covered his mouth with her hand. "When the
time comes, the door will open. But there is a part | nust
play here."

She di sm ssed the servants and hurried to the Dream
Halls. As she neared the entrance, she found the corridors
cl ogged with tense, eager troops. \Wat seened |like the
entire garrison was crowded into the outlying passages, and
it took sone tinme for her to work her way through the mass
of heavily-armed soldiers. By the tine Bel be reached the
foyer, she found G even supervising the pal ace guards in
setting up a battering ram An iron double A-frame had been
brought in, and a nassive bronze-headed ram hung by chains
fromthe frane.

Kneel i ng beside Greven was a captured rebel soldier, a
young Vec with his arms pinioned behind his back, bleeding
from unt ended side and scal p wounds. Crovax, still in his
battle-soiled white outfit, stood nearby with a contingent
of fifty guards, ready to stormthe Dream Halls once the
doors were breached.

At the count of three, the guards swung the battering
ram back, then slamed it against the black doors. The ram
bounced off, and the rebound threw the battering crewto the
floor. Greven ground his teeth in disgust.

"Again!" he bell oned.

Twenty stout nmen grasped the handl es on the ram and drew
it back. Prepared for the shock this time, none of themfel
down, but the ramnade just as little inpression on the door
as |ast tine.

"Keep going!"

VWil e the guards vainly pounded, Bel be made her way to
G even's side.

In between the dull boom ng of the ram she asked him
"What are the doors nade of ?"

"Some netal of Volrath's making."

"Fl owst one?"

"No, Excellency. The | ock nechanismis made of
fl owstone, but the rebels have barred the doors fromthe
inside. Crovax tried to will the doors open, but they are
i mpervious to his commands. "

Twenty-six fruitless blows were struck, then G even
ordered the wi nded guardsmen to stand down. A fresh team
formed to take their place, but Crovax had a different idea.

"Woul d Your Excellency have a go?" he said.

“I"mnot strong enough to batter down those doors."

"No," he said, "but you're strong enough to use this."

A sol di er passed hi mthe Phyrexian plasma di scharger
she' d hi dden behind the throne. He smiled ironically when
she took the weapon fromhim Belbe cradled the heavy gun in
her arns.

Crovax fixed her with a stare. "It won't work on me, you
know. | can absorb the energy of its blast. That's how | can
handl e t he power st ones bare-handed. "



Bel be swung around and fired the di scharger at the
doors. No one was ready, and the resulting expl osion
scattered troops in all directions. Wen the snoke cl eared,
the doors were not even marred. Crovax seened inpressed.

"A very useful substance," he said. "I wonder if Volrath
could be persuaded to share the secret of its conposition?”

Bel be tossed the discharger to him She turned to
Greven. "I want you to withdraw your nen. Cl ear an area ten
yards out fromthe doors. Leave the rebel prisoner with ne."

He didn't question why she wanted this, he sinply obeyed
and ordered the soldiers back to the nouths of the
converging corridors. The battering ramwas dragged cl ear
and abandoned. Bel be hel ped the seni-conscious Vec warri or
to stand. A hard knock on the head had not only | aid open
his scalp, it dulled his wits. "Wat's your name?" she
asked. "Sivi... Liin Sivi."

"Isn't that a fenal e nanme?"

She raised her head slightly and peered at Bel be.
"You're the first one to notice."

"That's all right. Liin Sivi, you'll soon be reunited
with your friends."

Bel be ushered the dazed rebel fighter to Crovax. "Your
H ghness," she said, using his title for the first tine.
"Take your storm ng squad back, too."

" \Why 2"

"I mean to persuade the rebels to come out," she said.
"I"ll give themtheir wounded conrade as a token of trust.
But they won't budge if they see your nen poised to strike."

"You no | onger command here."

Bel be snmoot hed the hair back from her face. Her arns
felt |leaden, her fingers were nunb. Her healing capacity was
reacting poorly to her many accunul at ed wounds.

"Do this, Crovax. It will cost you nothing. There's no
way out of the Dream Halls, as you well know. This Vec wonan
will be just as nuch a prisoner inside as she is out here.

If I can talk the rebels out, it will save lives and
trouble.”

He | ooked past her. "Lives are cheap fodder," he said.
"But it would be a shanme to ruin those fine doors before
can ask Volrath how they were made ... all right, Belbe." He
poi ntedly dropped her title. "You have ny leave to try."

The storm ng squad faced about and marched back to the
line of flowbot lifts. Crovax foll owed, the discharger
hangi ng | oosely from one hand.

Bel be and Sivi approached the inposing black doors
cautiously. Belbe rapped quietly on an ornate panel

* * k* K %

On the other side, Shamus flinched at the unexpectedly
civil knock.

"Brother!" he hissed. "Someone's knocking at the door!"

El adanri shoved the paper scrap in his shirt. He stood
close to the panel. "Wo's there?"

"Bel be. The enissary."

He flushed with sudden enotion. "Wat do you want?"

"You're trapped in there. There's no way out. |'ve cone
to help you."

Medd, Shamus, and El adanri exchanged startled
expressions. Takara roused herself from her gl oom and



quietly joined the group at the door

"Why shoul d you hel p us?" El adanri questioned. "Werever
I come from I'mflesh Ilike you. | no |longer believe in ny
masters' goals. The people of Rath deserve to live in
freedom'

El adanri clutched Shanus's arm "Find Kireno," he
hi ssed. "Get him here at once!" Shanus dashed away. "Can you
hear ne? Did you hear what | said?"

"I heard you," said the elf. "Wat proof do you offer of
your sincerity?"

"l1've convinced Geven and Crovax to withdraw their nen
fromthe door. | have one of your conrades with me. She says
her name is Sivi. If you open the door, only the two of us
will enter.”

There followed a frantic argument anong Medd, Takara,
and El adanri. If it neant saving Liin Sivi, the Dal warrior
wanted to take the chance the emissary was telling the
truth. Takara would have none of it, and El adanri said
not hi ng but brooded over the face he knew was on the ot her
si de of the door.

"How wi | | you save us?" El adanri asked, once the
argunents cooled. "If you're relying on safe conduct grants
by Greven and Crovax, forget it. W' re not trusting our
lives to such faithless villains."

"Greven and Crovax know not hing of what |'m doing. Let
me in, and I'll explain."

The rebel fighters came running to Eladanri. He hastily
expl ai ned the situation

"Do you trust this wonan?" asked Kireno.

"No, but | intend to face her. There's somethi ng about
her you should know. She's ny daughter, you see. O was."

"How did this happen?" asked Takar a.

"I don't know. It's some awful ploy of Volrath's,
bel i eve. "

"El adanri," Belbe called. "Tinme is short. Let nme in."

He grasped the floor bolt. "Stand ready. There may be
treachery."

* * k* * %

The door opened a few inches. Ten yards away, Crovax
| evel ed the discharger. He'd discovered that Belbe's story
about it not firing for anyone but her was a lie. H's
earlier failure was sinply a case of not know ng what button
to push. He'd renedied his ignorance since then

El adanri's eye met Belbe's. "Send in Sivi."

Bel be steadied the Vec warrior and eased her into the
gap.

"Now gi ve ne your hand," he said.

Bel be rai sed her right hand.

Crovax squinted through the sight pins at the back of
Bel be's skull. Greven saw the evincar raise the weapon and
take aimat her.

"Stop!" cried the warrior

In one snooth notion, Eladanri jerked Bel be through. She
stunbl ed, which was fortunate; in the next second a searing
bl ast of plasma hit the door. The substance burst with a
| oud crackle, and glowi ng fragnments showered in al
directions. Yelling with alarm Medd and Kireno shoved the
door shut, and Shanus snapped the bolts back in place.



* * k* K %

Bel be stunbl ed agai nst El adanri, but instead of catching
her, he tripped her with his outstretched foot. She |anded
hard on her belly.

"I knew there'd be treachery,"
"Your marksman missed me."

Bel be got up, and the elf backhanded her. She fel
again. El adanri was about to repeat the bl ow when Takara
stayed hi s hand.

"She may have no other value than as a hostage," said
Takara. "But she's no use at all dead."

Bel be stood and shouted, "Why do you hate me so? Is it
because | represent the overlords whomyou fight?"

El adanri said coldly.

"I don't know your overlords," said Eladanri. "All
know is this world and the evil men who rule it. Those nen
decreed my famly should be extinguished. | amthe only one
of my line who still lives.

"Perhaps you really don't know, but you were once ny
daughter. Her name was Avila. She was killed on the orders
of Volrath and her body stolen. That was five weeks ago. How
| ong have you been here?"

"l've been on Rath three weeks. Before that, on
Phyrexia, two weeks..." Bel be | ooked at her hands, touched
her own face. "Why woul d the overl ords command Volrath to do
such a thing?"

"It's very plain. By nurdering ny child, they hoped to
terrorize me into submission. If that failed, they counted
on me beconi ng unmanned by the sight of ny dear daughter
conmandi ng the eneny host."

You are the instrument of our study. The words of Abcal -
dro filled her with sudden | oathing.

"I came to help you!" she said. "Volrath returned
wi t hout warni ng. He fought Crovax and lost. Crovax i s now
evincar, and as long as he reigns, no one is safe-friend,
foe, ally, or neutral."

"Tell them about Dominaria," said Takara. "Tell them
what's going to happen when this world and that one join."

Bel be backed away fromthe rebels. "You know about the
i nvasi on?"

"Lady Takara was kind enough to explain it to us,"

El adanri said. "I notice you didn't nention it."

"I"ve taken care of that! It won't happen so |long as

remain on Rath!"

* * k* K %

The elf drew his sword. Hi s heart was pounding so |oudly
he thought they nust be able to hear it. The eneny with his
daughter's face edged away. He could not bear to see her
like this, her mind enpty of nenories, her face nockingly
free of a daughter's |love. That she wore the colors of his
bl ood foes, the livery of her own nmurderers, was the nost
unendur abl e fact of all

"Wait, O Eladanri!" Kireno pleaded, trying to hold him
back. He ignored himand raised his sword. Bel be turned and
ran.

Thirty yards down the concourse, she stopped and faced
the oncoming elf. H's attack was clunsy, and she easily



avoi ded it.

Bel be grasped El adanri by his cuirass and threw himto
the floor. She planted her foot on the wist of his sword
hand and plucked the weapon fromhis fingers. In one deft
nmoti on she snapped the bl ade over her knee and let the
pi eces clatter to the floor.

"The tine for swords is past," she said. "I'mnot your
child, Eladanri. It's true | was made in the workshops of
Phyrexia. | don't doubt | was nade to resenble your | ost

child. I't would suit my masters' purpose perfectly to use
your |oved one's face against you, but | had no choice in
the matter, no nore than you chose the face you were born
wi t h.

"l've come here to undo the cause for which I was
created. | can get you out of here safely, if you want.
That's all I'moffering."”

He sat up stiffly. "On what conditions?"

"No conditions."

The rest of the rebels, including Sivi, |eaning on
Medd' s shoul der, surrounded them

"And how do you propose to get us out of here?" Takara
asked, her voice dripping with venom

"I have an energency exit. Let ne show you."

She slipped by Kireno and Takara and nade her way to the
fourth pilaster on the left side of the hall. The floor was
littered with Volrath's shattered dreanms, and Bel be's feet
crushed the brittle shards to dust.

At the base of the half-colum was a row of decorative
studs. She pressed the third one fromthe left side, and a
panel popped open, revealing a deep recess four feet high

They crowded around. Two | arge boxes were stowed inside.
Bel be dragged themout. The tall netal carton she tore open
wi th her bare hands, exposing an intricately machi ned device
three and a half feet tall and about ten inches thick. It
had a square base, tall cylindrical sides ribbed with neta
tubi ng, and a transparent dome on top

"A weapon?" asked Kireno.

Takara's eyes shone. "No," she said, smiling. "It's a
portal device."

"You' ve seen one before?" Bel be said.

"My father has used themin tinmes past. This is quite a
smal | one.”

Bel be adnmitted it was. "It was provided to ne for
speci al purposes only. If any of Watherlight's crew or
their equi pnent came into my hands, | was supposed to send
themto Phyrexia for closer exam nation."

The ot her box contained a single powerstone. Bel be
inserted it into the base of the unit, explaining it had
just enough power to transmit four hundred pounds of
materi al to another plane.

"Four hundred pounds!" Medd protested. "All of us
toget her weigh a lot nore than that!"

"I"'mnot going," Belbe explained. "As for the rest of
you, you'll have to work out your own arrangements."

She took out the portal control unit fromher belt and
clicked the activator. The done atop the portal device
flickered to life.

"Stand back," she said. "It will throw the doorway
across this axis."

The rebels watched in awe as the machi ne began to drone.



The air between them and the far end of the Dream Halls

shi mered and thickened, gradually losing its normal
transparency. A square seven feet high slowy forned out of
gray mst and flashes of light, like Iightning in a fogbank
Medd went around the edge of the square. It was as thin as
paper and opaque from both sides.

"Do we go now?" asked Kireno.

"I't hasn't reached travel potential yet," Bel be said.
"I't may take another quarter hour before the door is open
Then | have to calibrate the transmitter.”

"What ?"

She snil ed. "Choose your destination.”

"Skyshroud!" Medd said. "Send us to the Eye of Korai!"

Bel be fiddled with the tiny dials on her control unit.
Ri ppl es of col or sprayed across the gray square.

"You must understand," she said enphatically. "A porta
is a transplanar connection only. | cannot send you
el sewhere on Rath. You'll be going to another plane-another
world."

She let this astonishing revelation sink in.

Sivi roused herself. "WIIl we ever be able to cone back
to Rath?"

"I don't know. \Wat | do knowis if you remain here
you'll die, and the cause you' ve fought for will suffer a
terrible loss."”

"\What ever happens, El adanri nust go," Medd said. "Are we
agreed on that?" Sivi, Kireno, and Shanus sol emly
concurred. Takara chewed her |ip and said not hing.

“"I"l1l never be able to live with nyself if | |eave
anyone behind," said the elf gravely. "Is there no other
choi ce?"

"The unit will transmt four hundred pounds, no nore,"
Bel be said. "Anything exceeding the power linmt will not go
t hrough. The consequences for a living being would be
di sastrous. "

"You nmean, a person might arrive without their |legs or
head?" asked Shanus.

"Exactly so."
Bel be finished her power adjustnments. The portal square
was now brilliant blue, free of ripples or fog. She

announced the portal was stable, and all she needed was a
destination to align it wth.
A long pause ensued. Finally El adanri said, "Dom naria."
Takara's eyes widened in surprise. "Wy there?"
"You told us our ancestors canme fromthere. That neans

there are people there Iike us, including, | presune, elves.
Dominaria is the target of Phyrexian aggression, and people
there should be warned. I'll see to it they know what's

com ng. "

He faced the azure square. "A strange wonan told ne
thi ngs not |long ago, things |I didn't understand. Prophecies
I would be the savior of a world I'd never been to. A
door would be offered to me, and | nust enter it. | believe
the Oracle en-Vec saw ne going to Donminaria. So |l will go."
Bel be set the coordinates for Rath's parallel world. The
pati ent blue door began to flash and flicker again as the
barrier between the planes was subverted.

* * k* K %



Ertai junped up fromthe infuser. He'd dialed in a
doubl e dose of dark energy, and got off the crystal platform
bursting with newfound vigor. He'd had no time to warn the
four servants who'd brought himto the [ aboratory. A silent
wave of energy washed over them transnuting themin
m nutes. They were now fl apping around the roomon fleshy
wi ngs or clinging to the walls with multiple pairs of |egs.
As he lay on the infuser and the dark gl ow fl ooded his
angui shed nind, the truth had burst upon himlike a bolt
from Bel be' s plasma di scharger.

She' d hidden her portal device in the DreamHalls. It
was the perfect place to hide it. The ordinary inhabitants
of the Citadel never went there, as they feared Volrath even
in his absence. Crovax thought the halls were a vain, enpty
monurrent, so he never deigned to go there either. By | uck,
or fate, the rebels had chosen this roomfor their |ast
st and-and Bel be was going in to "talk" to El adanri....

He had the good fortune to encounter G even first.
Crovax m ght have slain himon sight.

"Dread Lord!" he said, actually grasping the fearsone
warrior by his broad shoul ders. "Has Bel be gone into the
Dream Hal | s yet ?"

"Some time ago. It's been very quiet since."”

Ertai was frantic. He could feel the weight of death or
permanent exile on Rath settling over his shoul ders. Fear,
and perhaps too much decadent energy, warped his norals and
| oosened hi s tongue.

"W nust do sonething, Dread Lord!" he said. "She has a
portal device in there!" Wiich | need to use! was the part
he dared not say out | oud.

Greven shoved himaway. "You' d better not be |ying,
Boy! "

"Way would | Iie? W have to stop her!™

Greven roused his idle troops and had them stand to
arms. "Cone," he said, taking Ertai roughly by the collar.
"W nust report this to the evincar."

The stir among the sol diers spread ahead of G even, and
by the time he found Crovax sitting in an el aborate chair
drawn fromthe flowstone, the new Evincar of Rath knew
somet hing was ami ss. Hi s expression hardened when he saw
Ertai.

"What's this corpse doing here?" he said.

"Your Hi ghness, the enissary brought a portal device
with her from Phyrexia. According to the boy, she hid it in
the Dream Hal I s," expl ai ned G even.

Crovax bolted fromthe chair, which subsided into the
floor. "A portal? Are you sure?"

"She told me so when we ... | believe her," FErtai
replied, his face burning.

"Wuld she use it to help El adanri?" Crovax stopped
hinself. "It doesn't matter. Everyone in that roomis hereby
condemmed to death," he announced. "Let's put an end to this
gane. "

The chosen storming squad fell in step behind Crovax,

G even, and Ertai. The evincar strode to within a dozen
paces of the | ocked doors.

"WIl you sumon themto surrender?" said Ertai.

"Why should I? They're dead as of this nmoment."

Crovax handed the plasma discharger to a guardsnman, then
pressed his palms together in an awful parody of prayer. He



slowy raised his hands, spreading themw der as they rose.

A large hunp appeared in the floor. Soldiers fell back
as the cubic shape nmounted higher. So much of the floor was
drawn into the rising shape that the floor joists appeared
as if shoals around the edges of the room The sumoned form
took on the shape of a truncated pyranmd fifteen feet high
and twel ve feet wide at the base

"What's he-?" Ertai's question was cut off when the
pyram d heaved itself forward and sl ammed agai nst the doors.
The entire Citadel quaked fromthe shock

* * k* K %

The sudden inpact startled the rebels. "Crovax is tired
of waiting," Eladanri said. "lIs the portal ready?"

Bel be made sone hasty calculations. "No, it's not fixed
on the destination yet."

The massive ramhit the doors again. Loose dream
cat chi ng machi nery rai ned down, and for the first time the
huge doors showed damage. The center was dented inward ei ght
i nches, and the gap at the top and bottomwas adm tting nore
of the bright I|ight from outside.

"How much | onger?" Takara asked anxi ously.

"I don't know exactly-the unit's never been used before.
It has no settings to conpare to."

El adanri grabbed Bel be by the hair and jerked her head
back. "Hurry," he said. "If | find out you're del ayi ng-"

"You' re del aying me now," she said. He rel eased her

The remai ning rebel fighters placed thensel ves between
the doors and the portal with drawn swords. Sivi tried to
t ake her place beside Medd, but he gently pushed her away.

"I"'mstill good enough to fight with you!" she said. Her
words were slurred and her novenents shaky.

"You've had a hard knock on the head, Sivi," Medd
replied. "You can hardly stand. Go with El adanri. He needs
someone to protect him"

"I won't |eave you here to die!"

A third powerful inmpact caused nore debris to shower
down fromthe heights of the Dream Halls. The heavy shocks
caused the portal unit to topple over. Belbe let out a yelp
of horror.

She and Takara returned the device upright.

Takara was concerned. "lIs it danaged?"
Bel be ran the test commands on two sides of her contro
unit. Al the responses were nornmal. "No! But we'd better

brace it- another fall could ruin everything."

* * k* K %

Qut side, Crovax was reeling. The battle with Volrath had
depleted his strength, and the effort required to raise and
nove several tons of flowstone strained himto his limts.
He gathered his power for a fourth attack, but he couldn't
finish it. The giant battering ramfroze inches fromthe
doors when Crovax passed out. He pitched face down on the
floor. No one attenpted to catch him

Greven cl osed the visor on his helnet. "Tenth Conpany,
to the right! Sixth Conpany, on the left. At the double,
charge!"

Hurrahi ng, the sol diers swarnmed agai nst the doors.



* * k* K %

The feral shouting fromthe stormng troops chilled
Bel be's artificial blood. She tapped in the final
coordi nates, and the transplanar unit whined |oudly. The
portal |ocked onto a destination, and an i mage forned,
filling the square top to bottom side to side.

Weepi ng silently, Takara wal ked toward the portal. "Is
that it? Is that Dominaria?"

The scene through the portal was of a verdant plain,
green in the lush growth of sumer. A few trees dotted the
rolling savanna. The sky was bl ue-not so blue as the open
portal, but a warm 1iving shade never seen in Rath's gray
ski es.

El adanri was transfixed by the beauty of the view "Is
that it, Avila?"
Bel be didn't notice what he called her. "It should be."

Four hundred nen pushed and pounded on the saggi ng
doors. Medd, Kireno, and Shanus cl asped hands. The
i nterlaced hinges of the right-hand door began to squeal as
the netal was torn apart.

Takara could stand it no | onger. She pushed El adanri
aside and ran at the portal. Were she touched it, the inage
distorted in concentric ripples, like a pool of water after
a pebble falls in. Then she was gone. Half a second |ater
Bel be saw Takara's back as she ran through the chest high
grass, away fromthe open portal. Away from Rath.

"Co, Eladanri," Belbe said.

"Not yet. | have sonething for you."

"What ?"

The upper hinge gave way and crashed to the floor. The
right hand door slowy fell, twisting the | ower hinge as it
went. Sol diers and guards, fired by their success, didn't
wait for the door to fall, but clanbered over it. Kireno

shouted a Vec war cry and ran at them Shanus foll owed,
| eaving Medd al one to ward off attackers trying to reach the
portal .

Kireno stabbed two soldiers before they could | eap clear
of the door, but nmore poured over the sides, and he was soon
envel oped in hostile blades. He traded cuts with foes on two
fronts for several breathtaking seconds, then he was cut
down from behind. A swarm of Rathi soldiers tranpled the
fallen rebel and overran Shanus. The ni nbl e young Dal drew

off at least forty guards as he retreated to the wall. He
fought on, killing two and woundi ng four before the press
becarme too great. He was inpaled on no |l ess than six swords
at once and pinned to the wall. The sol diers drew back,

| eavi ng Shamus dead at the base of one of Volrath's

pi |l asters.

"El adanri, hurry!" Belbe cried. She wasn't arned, but
she was prepared to use her considerable skills to safeguard
hi s departure.

She watched the elf renove the wooden fetish from around
his neck. It was a knobby little carving of a sprite, an
ancestral spirit revered by elderly elves. Eladanri wasn't
religious. The fetish had anot her purpose.

He snapped the figure's waist. The fetish was hol | ow
Inside the cavity was a small glass vial, closed with a cut
gl ass plug and sealed with wax. It was the vial left in



Avil a's bed the night she died.

Medd shouted several words to Sivt, who was al so unarned
but ready to defend the portal. She watched as Medd was
engul fed in a stormof swords and shields. He died as she
| ooked on, but he bought his | eader a few nore precious
seconds.

Bel be backed away fromthe nelee until she bunped into
El adanri. "Wat are you waiting for?" she cried. "Go! WII
you go?"

"After you, Avila."

This time she heard him She | ooked at himw th genui ne
pity. "I can't go," she said.

He | ooked quite calmas he pulled the plug fromthe vial
and flung the contents at her. There were only a few drops
of death elixir init. Mst of it hit her armor harm essly,
but a single droplet |anded on her cheek.

Bel be's hearing instantly failed. Her vision blurred,
and when she wi ped her eyes with her hands, she sneared the
tiny droplet across her face. Her nuscles |ocked, and
searing pain shot through her entrails. An ordinary person
woul d have died the nonent the elixir touched her, but
Bel be' s powerful systens had nore resistance. She was
doonmed, and she knew it. One by one her bodily functions
fol ded up, ceasing to work. She was al ready deaf. Her vision
was contracting to a narrow point.

Sivi lurched into her line of sight, and Bel be saw
El adanri push her backward into the portal. The bucolic
scene of another world rippled, then settled to show Sivi on
her back in the tall grass. She stared back through the
portal at the two el ves.

Bel be' s knees failed. She slunped to the floor facing
the portal. She shivered violently as her borrowed life
fought with the toxin. Her lips parted to speak, but no
sound came out.

"For the peace of ny soul and yours, this had to be,"

El adamri said. Wth a final knowi ng nod, he stepped through
the waiting portal.

Greven and his soldiers had reached the transpl anar
device. One zealous guard tried to foll ow El adanmri by
junping into the portal, but there was not enough energy
left to effect his transfer. Sixty pounds of the man | anded
in the grass beside Sivi- head, shoul ders, one arm hel net,
part of a breastplate. The rest of him a singed stunp, fel
back on the floor of the Dream Halls.

Its power exhausted, the portal shut down. The pristine
i mge of the plain where Takara, Eladanri, and Sivi had
escaped faded into nmurky gray mst. Belbe, pale as death and
with tears stream ng down her face, could just make out the
words on Eladanri's |ips.

"Farewel |, Avila."

CODA
MEMORI AL

When order was restored to the Dream Halls, G even had
his victorious soldiers |ine up by conpanies, facing each
other. There they stood at attention until Crovax, recovered
fromhis faint, entered the hall. The dead rebels were laid
out for his inspection. Crovax gave them a cursory gl ance.
Their souls were |ong departed, and so were not available to



hi m

Ertai skul ked on Crovax's heels, anxiously searching for
Bel be and the portal device. Looking past the evincar, he
saw Bel be kneeling on the floor a few yards away, her head
slunped to her chest. Disdaining the evincar's displeasure,
he ran ahead of him "Bel be! Bel be!"

She didn't nove and didn't answer. He touched the back
of her neck and i medi ately knew why. Her skin was cold as
ice. "Belbe ..." He knelt beside her. Her eyes were closed,
her cheeks still wet. Ertai picked up her hand. Her
fingertips were already turning bl ack

"Dead, is she?" asked Crovax. Ertai nodded dunbly. "How
was it done? | don't see a wound. | didn't think a Phyrexian
construct could be killed so easily."

Ertai blinked through his own tears and spotted a tiny
glass vial on the floor. Seamed with cracks and enpty, it
snelled like newly mown hay.

Crovax took the vial fromhis hand. "I see. I'lIl have
this anal yzed. Potent poisons are useful things to have."

The evincar ordered Bel be's body renoved, along with
what remrai ned of the portal machinery. Greven stood by
awai ting his new master's pl easure.

"El adanri is gone," Geven said.

"Where?" asked Crovax.

"No one survived to tell us, Your Hi ghness. This device
of the em ssary's may provide information." He placed
Bel be's portal control in Crovax's hand.

As soon as Crovax had the vital device, Geven was
stricken wi th poundi ng waves of uni magi nabl e pain. He
bel | owed and fell at Crovax's feet.

"This is just the beginning," he said. "I have years of
pain in store for you. You inpeded ne, thwarted ne, aided ny
eneny, and on top of all that, allowed the arch-rebel to
escape. "

Greven flailed hel plessly, retching and beating his
tormented face on the floor

"The only reason | don't kill you is because you'll be

needed in the conmng war." He kicked G even's head.
"Besi des, having Eladanri exiled to another plane is al nost
as hel pful as having hi m dead- maybe nore so. There will be
no martyr's grave, no brave exanple for another generation
of troubl emakers."

He sent two guards to bring Ertai to him They dragged
t he young sorcerer before Crovax and forced himto lie on
his belly at the evincar's feet.

"Now, what shall | do with you?"

"I don't care."”

Crovax drove a toe into Ertai's ribs. He npaned and
doubl ed over.

"Don't play hero with me, Boy. | can nake you care about
anything." Hs tone relaxed. "But | do owe you, don't |?"

"One?" gasped Ertai

"Don't you think I know you intervened in ny duel with
Volrath? 1 could see your childish spell weighing down his
bl ade as easily as he could. No one el se on Rath practices
your brand of archaic magic. Wiy did you help ne? | woul d' ve
t hought Vol rath woul d have been nore your sort of patron.”

"I knew you'd win eventually. | thought if | hel ped,
you' d spare Bel be and ne."

"It's too late for the em ssary. | suppose her rebe



friends did her in." He frowned. "A waste of good Phyrexian
technol ogy, that girl. \Wat were they thinking?"

He relented on Greven's punishnment. The suffering
warrior couldn't even stand after his treatnent.

"As a reward for your unsolicited help, Ertai, I'll
spare your life. In return, you will serve me. Do you
agree?"

A faint spark of hope illum nated the profound darkness
in Ertai's heart. "I have many talents, Your Hi ghness.
Perhaps | can denonstrate themto you."

"W'|l see. In the meantinme, | have use for your
i nfluence with the flowstone."

"My influence is nothing conpared to yours, Sire."

Crovax smled, and everyone in the vicinity flushed with
fear. "For ny purpose, your skills will be enough.”

* * k* K %

In a renote part of the Stronghold, the fl owstone
factory began a new day's production. The output accel erator
and the fl owst one gauge conferred, as was their designed
custom on the efficiency of the previous day's production

"Yesterday's output was 648, 922,765 tons," the
accelerator said. "This is approximately fifty percent of
our total capacity.”

"It is one hundred percent," countered the gauge.

"Forty days ago we produced 1.2 billion tons of
flowstone," said the accelerator. "That represented an
effort of 108 percent of our capacity. How can 648, 922, 765
tons in the previous daily cycle be 100 percent?"

"It cannot," said the gauge. "lncrease production to 1.1
billion tons in this cycle."

Lava input tubes at the very bottomof the Citadel were
switched on. Prodded to full capacity, the factory runbl ed
into high gear. The pitch of production increased.

* * k* * %

There were a |l ot of bodies to dispose of. The noggs
dragged a heavy cart to the death pits and eased the bodies
in one at a time to avoid splashing the deadly black tar on

themselves. In went Dorian il-Dal, former chanberlain of the
pal ace. In went Tharvello, prom sing young sergeant. |In went
ni ne young nen of the Dal and Vec, still clad in their

borrowed Rathi uniforns.

The noggs hooted happily as the last of the bodies sank
into the sable ooze. Though there were many bodies yet to
di spose of, their shift was done. They had a hal f-day off. A
hol i day had been decl ared by the new evincar.

* * k* K %

Tant Jova was dying. She was past one hundred-twenty
years old, and all the skills of her clan's healers could no
| onger stave off the assault of old age. It was whispered in
canp the real cause of her final illness was the fact that
El adanri and Liin Sivi never returned fromtheir |ast raid.

Lying in her tent on a humock in the Skyshroud Forest,
Tant Jova called two people to her bedside, Darsett en-Dal
and Gall an. The weal thy Dal merchant and the young elf



warrior stood on either side of Jova's sinple pallet.

"Long life to you, Tant Jova," said Darsett, pressing a
hand to his chest.

"Rubbi sh," the old woman rasped. "My tinme left is
nmeasured in heartbeats. If | had a long |ife ahead of ne, |
woul dn't be lying here, would I?"

"What can we do, Tant Jova?" asked Gall an

"I want you to pledge to continue the fight against the
Stronghol d. | know the ni ght seenms dark and | ong, but Iike
all nights, it will end. Lead the free people of Rath into
t he norning."

"We' || keep the fight going," Darsett said. "Though I
don't know what the point is now W have a new evincar
worse than the last. The airship flies again, raining death
on our people from above. The Stronghold seenms mghtier than
ever, and we've | ost Eladanri and many of our finest young
warriors."

"The point is to fight, O Darsett," Tant Jova said,
taking his broad hand. "El adanri started his rebellion
twenty years ago. You and | have been fighting just five
months. If we can resist even when the eneny is strongest,
we will prevail in time."

"Qur agents report good progress recruiting in the
Stronghol d," Gallan said. "They haven't forgotten what
Crovax did to their famlies."

The old Vec wonman cl osed her eyes. "He dug his own grave
that day," she whispered. "The tine will come when all the
ri ghteous souls of the murdered will rise up and bring the
tyrant Crovax to just retribution...."

"Sleep now," Gallan urged. "Be at peace. Darsett and
will continue the battle."”

Her sunken eyes closed. Gallan and Darsett slipped out,
| eaving the Vec matriarch to dreama | ast dream of freedom

* * k* K %

It was dusk. The two rebel |eaders wal ked out from under
the trees and | ooked up at the darkeni ng sky.

"Have you noticed the odd colors in the sky at daybreak
and dusk?" asked Darsett. "Sometimes the sky | ooks quite
bl ue. "

"It's strange," Gallan agreed. "But no stranger than
sone other tales |'ve heard. I'min contact with elves in
other parts of the forest, and with Vec nomads who range as
far away as the Sawtooth H Ils and the Wbl ands. They speak
of phantomcities appearing on the plain at dusk, and
ghostly forests and nountains visible just before daybreak."

"What does it nean?"

The young el f shook his head. "I'mno seer, but these
signs nust be portents of com ng changes-changes that may
alter Rath forever."

Darsett shoved his hands in his pockets. Loose coins
jingled there. "I went to Eladanri's first neeting because
hated the high taxes Volrath nade nme pay," he nused. "Five
months later, | find nyself running a dammed revol uti on and
puzzling over mysterious onmens. Does that make sense?"

Gal lan couldn't tell him At that nmonment, he saw the
northern sky shot through with vivid blue. The | ow cl ouds
were illum nated from some unknown source and gl owed a
sangui nary red. Such colors were unnatural on Rath, and



their sudden, radical beauty left both Dal and elf
speechl ess.

* * k* K %

For reasons known only to hinself, Crovax chose to give
Bel be a sunptuous state funeral. The Stronghold was too
confining for the spectacle Crovax planned, so the funera
pyre was erected outside the crater, on the snmooth southern
plain. The entire arnmy of Rath was sumoned to attend, each
soldier with a new black mantl e and bl ack headbands tied
around their helmets. Delegations fromthe Dal, Vec, and Kor
were required to attend, and they did, clad in suitable
nmour ni ng dress. The actual pyre was surrounded by over five
t housand civilian onl ookers. Many of the civilians wondered
why a sturdy post had been set in the ground al ongside the
pyre and why it was fitted with heavy chains. Runor had it
an execution was going to be staged during the Phyrexian
em ssary's funeral

The soldiers and civilians arrived at their designated
pl aces at the specified tine, an hour before dusk. They
wai t ed and watched the causeway for signs of the funera
procession. To fill the long m nutes, conversation turned to
the strange col ors people were seeing in the sky, and to the
ghostly visions that appeared with increasing frequency at
the start and end of each day.

It was unsettling, but then so was the new evincar
Unli ke Volrath, Crovax made no pretense of royal manners. He
was brisk and efficient, dispensing justice and injustice
with equal facility. His first act after ordering Bel be's
funeral was to purge over six hundred courtiers fromthe
Ctadel. They sinply vanished without trial or trace.

The first visceral notes of a distant drunbeat filtered
down the causeway. The restive crowd qui eted, and the massed
ranks of soldiers canme to attention

A columm of pal ace guards appeared in full regalia,
bearing flagstaffs instead of their usual polearns. Each
staff carried a black oriflanme, hanging linply in the stil
air. Behind the guardsmen cane a group of drummers, fifty
strong, beating a steady rhythm After the drumers cane the
torchbearers, sixty in all. They wore white tabards over
bl ack, and each carried a four-foot |ong bl azing brand.

On the heels of the torchbearers was the em ssary
hersel f, borne on a bier nade of real wood. Bel be had been
wr apped head to toe in sparkling white bandages. Only her
pallid face was exposed. Her Phyrexian arnmor was pil ed at
her feet. The entire bier weighed five hundred pounds and
requi red eight stout guardsnen to carry it.

So far, the spectacle had been inpressive but
predi ctable. What foll owed Bel be's body nade everyone gasp
with surprise. Volrath-alive and in chains.

Everyone assuned Volrath had been killed by Crovax soon
after his defeat, yet here he was in all his lost glory. In
the weeks since Crovax's ascension to the throne,
techni ci ans had been working on Volrath. They had renoved-
wi th varying degrees of success-nost of his Phyrexian grafts
and inmplants until all that was left was a shell of the
godl i ke being Volrath had been. Hi s beautiful body was gone,
and Vuel's short, honely one was all that was left. Dressed
only in aloin cloth, Volrath, properly called Vuel again,



still managed to walk with glacial dignity, his head held
hi gh.

Sone peopl e bowed when he passed. Their nanes were taken
by Crovax's police agents scattered through the crowd.
Respect for the defeated was forbidden, and the puni shnent
was death. Next in the procession cane the Corps of
Sergeants in their bright armor, swords held rigidly in
front of their stern faces. A hooded executioner wal ked in
their wake, and a final contingent of pal ace guards brought
up the rear. But where was Geven il-Vec? Where was the
evi ncar ?

The first conpany of guards dispersed to forma ring
around the pyre and post. The drummers marched past the site
and halted. Aring of fire encircled the funeral bed as the
torchbearers spread out single file around it. The
pal | bearers entered the circle of fire with swaying step and
carefully placed the bier atop the sturdy pyram d of
ki ndl i ng. They withdrew outside the cordon of guards.

Vuel entered the ring and paused for a nmonent at the
foot of Belbe's bier. He bowed deeply, then wal ked to the
post and snapped the nmanacl es around his own hands.

The executioner took his place beside Vuel. He carried
no ax or sword, just a snall |eather bag.

The final contingent of guards halted in the path,
bl ocking it. The drummers carried on for a short while, then
finished their march with a flourish of batons. Silence
engul fed the scene.

Overhead, the drone of aerial engines announced the
arrival of Predator. G even was now accounted for. The
airship enmerged fromthe Stronghold and slowy circled the
funeral site. The sky was unusually free of clouds, and no
wind stirred the pewter dusk.

There was a flash near the pyre. Some of the spectators
t hought the fire had been lit, but it was Crovax's arrival
Most peopl e had never seen himtel eport before, and he was
gratified by the awe rippling through the crowd. The evincar
was resplendent in new white arnmor and hel met. Even his
| eat her gl oves were white.

"Peopl e of Rath!" he boomed. "This a sol etm occasion. W
are here to cel ebrate death-and cel ebrate we shoul d, because
death is as essential to life as food, warnth, or breath.
Death is the great neasuring rod agai nst which we gauge our
lives, and before us today are two whose |ives have cone to
their end.

"The em ssary of our overlords acconplished rmuch in her
short life. She should always be renmenbered for bridging the
awkwar d and dangerous interregnum between ny reign and that
of the previous evincar."

He took a torch fromthe nearest bearer and raised it
high. "Hail, Belbe! Em ssary of the overlords!"

The guards repeated Crovax's cry, and the crowd took it
up. Crovax thrust his flamng brand into the pyre, and the
other torch bearers followed suit. The tinbers had been
soaked in volatile spirits and caught fire with great speed.

Crovax approached the executioner. "How are you, Ertai?"
he asked.

Of came the hood. "Fine, sire. It is a magnificent
eveni ng. "

The once cocky sorcerer had been changed. Mdifications,
not unlike Greven's, had nade the man taller and w der. From



under his heavy robe, Ertai produced not two but four arns!
And his face was partially concealed fromview by a netallic
mask and shoul der plating. Only his forehead, eyes, and the
bri dge of his nose could be seen by nenbers of the crowd.
The upper end of the control rod inplanted in Ertai's spine
was al so visible. The incision was still inflamed, but the
yel low nmetal rod clearly showed through the boy's livid

ski n.

Crovax gave the order. "Prepare the injection.”

Ertai knelt and opened the bag. There were two objects
inside: a tall vial of silver liquid and a | arge neta
syringe. He broke the seal on the vial and dipped the needle
into the heavy |iquid.

"This will take a few seconds,"” he said apol ogetically.

"Do the job right," Crovax said. He stood face to face
with Vuel and said, "Any last words? Go ahead, speak your
mnd." He'd had Vuel's tongue cut out the night before.

"Not hing to say? That's refreshing. Looking back at your

reign, | have to say you talked entirely too nmuch."
Ertai stood. "The preparation is ready, Sire."
"Proceed. "

Ertai pushed the syringe plunger to expel any air.
Silver droplets squirted fromthe needle. Were the droplets
hit the ground, they forned tiny spheres that spun nadly in
pl ace.

Vuel 's eyes wi dened.

Ertai jabbed the needle into Vuel's carotid artery. The
preparation was too dense to punp into an armor |eg vein.
Vuel ' s bl oodshot eyes bulged as Ertai forced the plunger
down. He thrashed against his chains, to no avail. Wen the
syringe was enpty, Ertai jerked it out.

"Your Highness, it is done. WIIl you do the honors?"

Crovax folded his arns across his chest and inhal ed
deeply. "The task is yours. Carry out the sentence."

Ertai bowed. He stood by Vuel's side and formed the
command in his mind. The forner evincar trenbled. H s head
snapped around, and he stared at Ertai in abject horror

Vuel tore against his nmanacl es as convul sions w acked
his body. One by one his toenails and fingernails sloughed
of f. The skin of his extremties split, and red bl ood-no
| onger glistening oil-ran out on the gray ground. His joints
di sintegrated, and as he watched, his fingers fell off,
joint by joint.

Liquid fl owstone coursed through his veins, obeying
Ertai's |ast comrand: di sassenble. The nano- machi nes
attacked Vuel fromthe inside, dismantling his body at a
cellular level. H's knees dissolved and his | ower |egs
dropped away, |eaving the fornmer master of Rath dangling by
his manacl ed wists. Then his wists came off, and he fel
to the ground.

* * k* K %

Vuel | anded face upward. As his ears and nose slid from
his face, as his teeth bubbled out of his nouth on the |ast
breath fromhis lungs, he saw the ever-gray sky of Rath
change to perfect, cloudless blue. It was the sky of
Dom naria, and Vuel, son of Kondo, had returned home at
| ast.



* * k* K %

The fire burned out. Nothing but ashes remai ned of the
fl esh of Bel be.

The plain was enpty. Vuel was gone. Not even bones were
left as the inplacable flowstone di sassenbl ed hi m down to
the last gory note. Ertai alone remained. He waited under a
sky he knew for the fire to die. Wien the last small flanes
went out, he waded into the pile of cinders that had been
Bel be' s bier, heedless of hot enbers. Her netal skel eton was
i ntact, though warped by the pyre's intense heat. He found
her small skull, snudged and bl ackened but with bright alloy
gl eam ng around the eye sockets. He tucked the warm skul
under his arm

Hi s foot dislodged an unfamliar object-a black sphere
about four inches in diameter. He picked it up. It was cold
to the touch, not hot, and not a speck of ash clung to it.
The shiny surface was seam ess, unmarred. Phyrexian, no
doubt. Belbe's "lens."

Even with a control rod in his spine, Ertai was
terrified. He dropped the black orb and kicked it back into
the ashes. Al he wanted was the skull. He ran back to the
Stronghol d under the stars of Dom naria, praying the | ens no
| onger wor ked.



