CHAPTER 1
ABRI THE LABYRI NTH

VASU STOOD ON THE WALL ABOVE THE GATES OF THE CITY OF Abri, stood silent and
t houghtful as the gates booned shut beneath his feet. It was dawn, which
meant, in the Labyrinth, nothing nore than a graying of night's black. But
this dawn was different than nost. It was nore glorious than most . . . and
nore terrifying. It was brightened by hope, darkened by fear

It was a dawn which saw the city of Abri, in the very center of the Labyrinth,
still standing, victorious, after a terrible battle with its nost inplacable
eneni es.

It was a dawn snudged with the snoke of funeral pyres; a dawn in which the
living could draw a tremul ous breath and dare to hope life might be better

It was a dawn it by a lurid red glow on the far distant horizon, a red gl ow

t hat was brightening, strengthening. Those Patryns who guarded the city walls
turned their eyes to that strange and unnatural glow, shook their heads, spoke
of it in |ow and omi nous tones.

"It bodes nothing good," they said grimy.

Who coul d bl ame them for their dark outl ook? Not Vasu. Certainly not Vasu, who
knew what was transpiring. He would have to tell them soon, destroy the joy of
t hi s dawni ng.

"That glowis the fire of battle,” he would have to say to his people. "A
battle raging for control of the Final Gate. The dragon-snakes who attacked us
were not defeated, as you thought. Yes, we killed four of them But for every
four that die, eight are born. Now they are attacking the Final Gate, seeking
to shut it, seeking to trap us all in this dread prison

"Qur brothers, those who live in the Nexus and those near the Final Gate, are
fighting this evil—so we have reason to believe. But they are few in nunber
and the evil is vast and powerful .

"We are too far away to cone to their aid. Too far. By the tine we reached
them—+f we ever did reach them alive—+t would be too late. It nmay al ready be
too late.

"And when the Final Gate is shut, the evil in the Labyrinth will grow strong.
Qur fear and our hatred will grow stronger to match and the evil will feed off
that fear and that hatred and grow stronger still."

It is hopeless, Vasu told hinmself, and so he nust tell the people. Logic,
reason said to himit was hopel ess. Yet why, standing on the wall, staring at
that red glowin the sky, did he feel hopeful ?

It nmade no sense. He sighed and shook his head.

A hand touched his arm

"Look, Headman. They have nade it safely to the river."

One of the Patryns, standing beside Vasu, had obviously m staken his sigh
thought it indicated fear for the two who had left the city in the dark hour

bef ore the dawn. They were enbarki ng on a dangerous and probably futile search
for the green and gol den dragon who had fought for themin the skies above



Abri. The green and gol den dragon was the Serpent Mage, who was al so the
bunbling Sartan with the nmensch nane, Alfred.

Certainly Vasu was afraid for them but he was al so hopeful for them That
same illogical, irrational hope.

Vasu was not a man of action. He was a man of thought, of inmagination. He had
only to |l ook at his soft and pudgy Sartan body, tattooed with Patryn runes, to
know t hat. He must give thought to what his people should do next. He should
make pl ans, he shoul d deci de how they must prepare for the inevitable. He
should tell themthe truth, give his speech of despair.

But he didn't do any of that. He stood on the walls, watching the mensch known
as Hugh the Hand and the Patryn wonman Marit.

He told hinmself he would never see them again. They were venturing out into

t he Labyrinth, dangerous at any time but doubly dangerous now that their

def eat ed enem es skul ked about in anger and waited for revenge. The two were
goi ng on a fool hardy and hopel ess nission. He woul d never see them again, nor
Al fred, the Serpent Mage, the green and gol den dragon, for whom they searched.

Vasu stood on the wall and waited-hopefull y—for their return

The River of Anger, which flowed beneath the city walls of Abri, was frozen
Its water had been frozen by their enenies, by spells cast on it. The hideous
dragon-snakes had turned the river to ice in order that their troops could

cross nore easily.

G anmbering down the rock-strewn sides of the river-bank, Marit smled grimy.
The tactics of her eneny would serve her

There was just one snall problem

"You say this was done by magi c?" Hugh the Hand, sliding down the bank behind
her, skidded to a halt beside the black ice floe. He jabbed at it with the toe
of his boot. "How long will the spell |ast?"

That was the problem

"l don't know," Marit was forced to admt.

"Yeah." Hugh grunted. "I thought as nuch. It mght end when we're standing in
the mddle."

"It mght." Marit shrugged. If that happened, they would be |ost. The rushing

bl ack water would suck them down, chill their blood, grind their bodies
agai nst the sharp rocks, fill their lungs with the black and now bl ood-ti nged
wat er .

"There's no other way?" Hugh the Hand was | ooking at her, at the blue sigla
tattooed on her body.

He neant, of course, her magic.

"I mght be able to get nyself across,” she told him Then again, she m ght
not. She was weakened in body fromyesterday's battle, weakened in her spirit
fromyesterday's confrontation with Lord Xar. "But |'d never be able to manage
you. "

She set foot on the ice, felt its cold strike through to the very marrow of



her bones. C amping her teeth together to keep themfrom chattering, she
stared at the far shore and said, "Only a short run. It won't take us long."

Hugh the Hand said nothing. He was staring—ot at the shore, but at the ice.

And then Marit remenbered. This man, a professional assassin, afraid of
nothing in his world, had come across sonething in another world he did
f ear —nat er.

"What are you scared of?" Marit jeered, hoping to bol ster his courage by
shaming him "You can't die."

"I can die," he corrected her. "I just don't stay dead. And, lady, | don't
mnd telling you, this sort of dying doesn't appeal to ne."

"It doesn't appeal to nme either," she said snappishly back at him but she
noti ced she wasn't goi ng anywhere, had hurriedly snatched her foot back off
the ice.

She drew in a deep breath. "You can follow or not, as you pl ease."

"I"'mof little use to you anyway," he said bitterly, hands cl enching and

uncl enching. "I can't protect you, defend you. | can't even protect or defend
nmysel f."
He couldn't be killed. He couldn't kill. Every arrow he fired m ssed its nark,

every blow he ainmed fell short, every slash of his sword went w de.

"I can defend nyself," Marit answered. "I can defend you, too, for that
matter. | need you because you know Al fred better than | do—
"No, | don't," Hugh returned. "I don't think anyone knew Al fred. Not even

Al fred knew Al fred. Haplo did, maybe, but that's not much help to us now. "
Marit said nothing, bit her Iip.

"But you're right to remind ne, |ady," Hugh the Hand continued. "If | don't
find Alfred, this curse on ne will never end. Come on. Let's get it over
with."

He set foot on the ice, began to walk across it. His swift and inpetuous nove
took Marit by surprise. She was hurrying after himbefore she quite knew what
she was doi ng.

The ice was slippery and treacherous. The bone-nunbing cold shot through her
she began shivering uncontrollably. She and Hugh clung to each other for
support, his arm saving her fromnore than one sliding fall, her arm steadyi ng
hi m

Hal fway across, an eardrumshattering crack split the ice, al nost beneath
their feet. A fur-covered clawed hand and arm shot up fromthe gurgling water,
tried to grab hold of Marit. She grappled for the hilt of her sword.

Hugh t he Hand st opped her

"It's only a corpse," he said.

Marit, |ooking nore closely, saw he was right. The armwas flaccid, sucked
down by the current al nost imediately.



"The spell's ending," she said, irritated at herself. "W have to hurry."

She continued across. But a thin |ayer of water was now seeping over the ice,
making it even nore slippery. Her feet slid out fromunderneath her. She
grabbed at Hugh, but he, too, had lost his footing. They both fell. Landing on
her hands and knees, she stared into the horribly grinning nmouth and bul gi ng
eyes of a dead wol fen.

The black ice split right between her hands. The wol fen popped out, |unged
straight at her. Involuntarily, Mrit shrank backward. Hugh the Hand caught
hol d of her.

"The ice is breaking apart,” he yelled. "Hurry!"

They were at |east two body | engths fromthe shoreline.

Marit scranbled toward the shore, crawling since she could not stand. Her arns
and | egs ached with the cold; the pain was intense. Hugh the Hand slithered

al ong beside her. His face was livid, his jaw clenched so tight it resenbl ed
the ice. Hs eyes were wide and staring. For himborn and raised on a

wat er| ess wor| d—drowni ng was the worst possible death imaginable. Terror had
very nearly robbed himof his senses.

They were close to the bank, close to safety.

The Labyrinth was intelligent evil, cunning nal evolence. It pernitted you to
hope, let you imagine that you could nake it to safety.

Marit's numb hand clutched at a | arge rock, one of several lining the
riverbank. She struggled to grip it with unfeeling fingers, pull herself up

The i ce gave way beneath her. She plunged to her waist in frothing black
water. Her hand slid off the rock. The current was carrying her down .

A terrific boost fromstrong arns propelled Marit up and onto the bank. She
| anded hard, the breath knocked from her body. She lay, gasping, until a
gurgle and a wild yell caused her to turn around.

Standi ng precariously on an ice floe, Hugh clung with one hand to the trunk of
a scrub tree growi ng out of the bank. He had thrown her to safety, then
managed to grab hold of the tree.

But the rushing water was tearing the ice floe out fromunder him The current
was strong. Hi s tenuous hold on the tree was slipping.

Marit flung herself bodily on Hugh just as he lost his grasp. Her numb fingers
clutching at the back of his | eather vest, she fought to pull himfromthe
river. She was on her knees; the water was rising. If she failed, they would
both go under. Desperately she held on to his vest, pulled it up nearly over
hi s head. Digging her knees into the nud, she dragged the man's heavy body
backward. Hugh was strong; he gave her what help he could. He kicked with his
feet, sought purchase with his flailing legs, and, finally, managed to squirm
his way onto the bank

He lay still, gasping and shivering with cold and terror. Hearing a runbling
sound, Marit |ooked upriver. A wall of black water tinged with red foam
pushi ng huge chunks of ice in its path, thundered downstream

"Hugh!" she cri ed.



He rai sed his head, saw the rushing floodwaters. He staggered to his feet,
began scranbling up the bank. Marit was past hel ping him she could barely
make it herself. She collapsed onto firm |evel ground; was dimy aware of
Hugh the Hand falling somewhere near her

The river roared in rage at losing its prey; or perhaps that was only her
i magi nati on. She stilled her rapid breathing, calnmed the wild beating of her
heart. Letting the rune-nmagi c warm her, she banished the terrible cold.

But she couldn't Iie here long. The enenmy—chaodyn, wolfen, tiger-nmen—aust be
hiding in the woods, perhaps watching them even now. She glanced at the sigla
tattooed on her skin; the glow of the runes would warn her of approaching
danger. Her skin was slightly blue, but that was with cold. The sigla were
dar k.

Thi s shoul d have been reassuring, but it wasn't. It was illogical. Certainly
some of those who had attacked the city with such fury yesterday nust still be
lurking outside the city walls, waiting for a chance to pick off a scouting

party.

But the runes did not glinmrer, except perhaps very, very faintly. If any of
the enemy were about, they were far away and not interested. Marit couldn't
understand it and she didn't like it. This uncanny absence of the foe
frightened her nore than the sight of a pack of wolfen.

Hope. Wen the Labyrinth offers you hope, it means that it is just about to
shatch that hope away.

She pushed herself to a crouching position, alert and wary. Hugh the Hand | ay
huddl ed on the ground. He was shivering uncontrollably, his body racked by
chills. Hs lips were blue, his teeth chattering so violently he'd bitten his
tongue. Bl ood dribbled fromhis nouth.

Marit didn't know rmuch about mensch. Could he die of the col d? Perhaps not,
but he mght fall sick, slow her up. Mving about, wal king, would warm his

bl ood, but she had to get himon his feet first. She recalled hearing from
Hapl o that rune-magic would work to heal mensch. Crawling over to Hugh, she
cl asped her hands over his wists, let the magic flow from her body to his.

H s shaking ceased. Slowy, a tinge of color returned to his pallid face. At
| ength, he sighed, fell back on the ground, closed his eyes, letting the
blissful warnmth spread through his body.

"Don't fall asleep!™ Marit warned.

Touching his tender tongue to his teeth, he groaned, grunted. "Back on
Arianus, | used to dreamthat when | was a wealthy nman, I'd wallow in water.
Have a big barrel of it outside ny house and I'd junp in it, splash it over ny
head. Now'-he grimaced—may the ancestors take ne if | so nuch as drink a sip
of the cursed stuff!"

Marit stood up. "We can't stay here, out in the open like this. If you're
feeling up to it, we have to nove."

Hugh was on his feet inmrediately. "Why? What is it?"
He | ooked at the runes on her hands and arms; he'd been around Haplo | ong

enough to know the signs. Seeing the sigla dark, he glanced up at her
guestioni ngly.



"I don't know," she answered, staring hard into the forest. "There's nothing
cl ose, seeningly. But " Unabl e to explain her uneasiness, she shook her
head.

"Whi ch way?" Hugh asked

Marit considered. Vasu had pointed out the site where the green and gol den
dragon-Al fred—had | ast been seen. That was to the gateward side of the city,
the side facing the next gate. [1] She and Vasu had judged the di stance to be
within half a day's wal k.

Marit gnawed her lip. She could enter the woods,

1 Directions in the Labyrinth are based on the "gates,"” those markers which
i ndi cate how far one has progressed through the Labyrinth. The first gate is
the Vortex. The city of Abri is between the first and second gates. Since the
Labyrinth's i nnunerabl e gates are scattered around randomy, directions are
based on where one is at the time in relation to the next gate.

whi ch woul d give them shelter but would al so make them nore vul nerable to
their enem es, who—+f they were out there—were undoubtedly using the woods to
conceal their own novenents. O she could keep to the riverbank, keep in view
of the city. For a short distance, any foe who attacked her would be in range
of the nmagical weapons held by the guards on the city walls.

Marit decided to stay near the river, at least until the city could offer no

nore protection. Perhaps by then she would have picked up a trail that would
| ead her to Al fred.

What that trail mght be, she didn't like to think

She and Hugh nmoved cautiously along the river's shoreline. The bl ack water
churned and fumed in its banks, brooding over the indignities it had suffered.
The two took care to keep clear of the slippery bank on one side and avoid the

f orest shadows on the other.

The woods were silent, strangely silent. It was as if every living being had
gone away .

Marit halted, sick with realization, understanding.
"That's why no one's around," she said al oud.

"What ? Why? What are you tal king about?" Hugh the Hand demanded, al arned by
her sudden stop

Marit pointed to the onminous red glowin the sky. "They've all gone to the
Final Gate. To join the fight against ny people."

"Good riddance, then," said Hugh the Hand.
Marit shook her head.

"What's wrong?" Hugh continued. "So they've left. Vasu said the Final Gate was
a long way fromhere. Not even those tiger-men could reach it anytinme soon."

"You don't understand,” Marit replied, overwhel ned by despair. "The Labyrinth
could transport themthere. It could nove themin the blink of an eye, if it
wanted. Al our enenmies, all the evil creatures of the Labyrinth . . . joined
toget her, fighting against ny people. How can we survive?"



She was ready to give up. Her task seened futile. Even if she found Alfred
alive, what good could he do? He was only one man, after all. A powerful mage,
but only one.

Find Alfred! Haplo had told her. But he couldn't know how great the odds were
agai nst them And now Hapl o was gone, perhaps dead. And Lord Xar was gone,
t 0o.

Her lord, her liege lord. Marit put her hand to her forehead. The sigil he had
tattooed on her skin, the sigil that had been a sign of her |love and trust,
burned with a dull and aching pain. Xar had betrayed her. Wrse, it seemed he
had betrayed his people.

He was powerful enough to withstand the onslaught of evil beings. Hs presence
woul d inspire his people, his magic and his cunning give thema chance for
victory.

But Xar had turned his back on them.

Shaking the wet hair out of her eyes, Marit resolutely put everything out of
her m nd except the inmedi ate problem She'd forgotten an inportant |esson
Never | ook too far ahead. What you see could be a mirage. Keep your eyes on
the trail on the ground.

And there it was. The sign.

Marit cursed herself. She'd been so preoccupi ed, she had al nost m ssed what
she'd been searching for. Kneeling down, she carefully picked up an object,
held it out for Hugh the Hand to see.

It was a green, glittering scale. One of several scales —green and gol d—ying
on the ground.

Surrounding it were | arge dollops of fresh bl ood.
CHAPTER 2
THE LABYRI NTH

" ACCORDI NG TO VASU, THE LAST TI ME HE SAW ALFRED—THE dr agon Al fred—he was
falling fromthe skies. Wunded, bleeding." Mark turned the green scal e over
and over in her hand.

"There were |lots of dragons fighting," Hugh protested.

"But the Labyrinth dragons are red-scaled. Not green. No, this has to be
Afred."

"\What ever you say, lady. | don't believe it nyself. A man changi ng hinsel f
into a dragon!" He snorted.

"The sane man who brought you back fromthe dead,” Marit said crisply. "Let's
go."

The trail of blood—pitiably easy to followted into the forest. Marit found
glimering drops on the grass and splattered on the | eaves of the trees.
Cccasional ly she and Hugh were forced to make a detour around some inpassable
tangl e of branbl e bushes or thick undergrowth, but they could always pick the
trail up easily; too easily. The dragon had lost a | ot of blood.



"I'f the dragon was Al fred, he was flying away fromthe city," Hugh the Hand
observed, crawing over a fallen log. "I wonder why? If he was hurt this
badly, you'd think he would have cone back to the city for help."

"I'n the Labyrinth, a mother will often run away fromsafety to lure the eneny
fromher child. | think that's what Alfred was doing. That's why he didn't fly
toward the city. He was being pursued and so he deliberately |led his eneny
away fromus. Careful. Don't go near that!"

Marit caught hold of Hugh, stopped himfrom stepping into an i nnocent-| ooking
tangl e of green leaves. "That's a choke vine. It'Il tighten around your ankle,
cut right through the bone. You won't have a foot left."

"Ni ce place you' ve got here, lady," Hugh muttered, falling back. "The damm
weed is all over! There's no way around it."

"We' || have to clinmb." Marit pulled herself up into a tree, began craw ing
from branch to branch.

Hugh the Hand foll owed nore clunmsily and nore slowy, his dangling feet barely
clearing the choke vine. Its green |eaves and tiny white bl ossons stirred and
rustl ed beneath him

Marit pointed grimy to streaks of bl ood running down the tree trunk. Hugh
grunted, said nothing.

Across the vine-patch, Marit slid back down to the ground. She scratched at
her skin. The sigla had begun to itch and glow faintly, warning her of danger.
Apparently, not all their enem es had rushed to do battle at the Final Gate.
She pushed forward with greater urgency, greater caution

Emergi ng from a dense thicket, she stepped suddenly and unexpectedly into a
cl eared space

"Wl d you |l ook at this!" Hugh the Hand gave a | ow whistle.

Marit stared, amazed.

A wide swath of destruction had been cut into the forest. Snall trees |ay
broken on the ground. Their |inbs, snapped and tw sted, hung from scarred

t runks.

The undergrowth had been flattened into the nud. The ground was littered with
twi gs and | eaves. Green and gol den scal es were scattered around, sparkling

like jewels in the gray dawn.

Sone enornous green-scal ed body had fallen fromthe sky, crashed down anong
the trees. Alfred, without doubt.

Yet where was he now?
"Coul d sonet hing have carried— Marit began

"Hsst!" Hugh the Hand enphasi zed his warning with a crushing grip on her
wrist, dragged her down into the underbrush

Marit crouched, held perfectly still. She strained to hear whatever sound had
caught the Hand's attention



The silence of the forest was broken now and again by the fall of a branch
but she heard nothing el se. Quiet. Too damm qui et. She | ooked at Hugh
qguestion-ingly.

"Voi ces!" He | eaned over, whispered into her ear. "I swear | heard sonethi ng
that coul d have been a voice. It stopped tal ki ng when you spoke."

Marit nodded. She hadn't been talking all that |oudly. Whatever it was must be
cl ose, with sharp hearing

Pati ence. She counsel ed herself to keep still, wait for whatever was out there
to reveal itself. Hardly breathing, she and Hugh waited and |i stened.

They heard the voice then. It spoke with a grating sound, horrible to hear, as
i f jagged edges of broken bones were grindi ng agai nst each other. Marit
shuddered and even Hugh the Hand bl enched. His face tw sted in revul sion

"What the—=
"A dragon!" Marit whispered, cold with dread.
That was why Al fred hadn't flown back to the city.

He was bei ng pursued, probably attacked, by the nost fearsone creature in the
Labyri nt h.

The runes on her body gl owed. She fought the inmpulse to turn and flee.

One of the laws of the Labyrinth: never fight a red dragon unless it has you
cornered and escape is inpossible. Then you fight only to force the dragon to
kill you swiftly.

"What's it tal king about?" Hugh asked. "Can you understand?"
Marit nodded, sickened.

The dragon was speaking the Patryn | anguage. Marit translated for Hugh's
benefit.

"I don't know what you are, man-wyrm" the dragon was saying. "l've never seen
anything like you. But | plan to find out. | must have |eisure to study you.
Take you apart."

"Dam!" Hugh the Hand nuttered. "The very sound of the thing nakes nme want to
piss ny pants. Is it talking to Alfred, do you think?"

Marit nodded. Her lips conpressed to a thin Iine. She knew what she had to do;
she only wanted the courage to do it. Rubbing her burning arm the sigla
flaring red and blue, she ignored their warning and began creeping forward
toward the voice, using its runbling as cover for her own nmovenent through the
brush. Hugh the Hand foll owmed her

They were downwi nd of the dragon. It shouldn't be able to pick up their scent.
Marit only wanted to get the creature in sight, to see if it had truly
captured Alfred. If not—and she was hoping desperately it had not—+then she
could foll ow cormon sense and run

No shanme in running fromsuch a powerful foe. Lord Xar was the only Patryn
Marit had ever known who had fought a Labyrinth dragon and survived. And he
never spoke of the battle; his face woul d darken whenever it was nentioned.



"The ancestors have nercy!" Hugh the Hand breat hed.
Marit squeezed Hugh's hand, cautioned himto keep quiet.
They coul d see the dragon easily now. Marit's hope was dashed.

St andi ng propped up against the bole of a shattered tree was a tall and
gangling man with a bald head—smneared with bl ood—dressed in the tattered
remmants of what had once been breeches and a velvet frock coat. He had been
i n dragon formwhen they saw himduring the battle. Certainly-by the
destruction in the forest—he nmust have been in dragon form when he crashed
headl ong i nto the woods.

He was not in dragon formnow Either he was too weak to sustain the magica
transformati on or, perhaps, his eneny had used its own magic to reveal the
Sartan's true appearance.

Surprisingly, considering that his first reaction to any sort of danger was to
faint dead away, Alfred was conscious. He was even managing to face this
terrible foe with a certain amount of dignity, though this was rather inpaired
by the fact that he was nursing a broken armand his face was gray and drawn
wi th pain.

The dragon towered over its prey. Its head was huge, blunt-nosed and rounded,
with rows of razor-sharp teeth protruding fromthe | ower jaw. The head was
attached to a neck that seened too thin to support it. The head swung back and
forth—such constant oscillating notion could sonetimes hypnotize hapl ess
victims. Two small and cunning eyes, on either side of the head, noved

i ndependently of each other. The eyes could rotate in any direction, focus
forward or backward as required, allow ng the dragon to see everything around
it.

Its two front I egs were strong and powerful, with clawlike "hands," which
could lift and carry objects in flight. Enornous wi ngs sprouted fromthe

shoul ders. The hind | egs were nuscul ar, used to push the dragon off the ground
and into the air.

The tail was the deadliest part of the creature, however. The red dragon's
tail curled up and over the body. On the end was a bul bous stinger that

i njected venominto the victim venomthat could either kill or, in snmall
doses, paralyze.

The tail flicked out near Alfred.

"This may burn a little,’
our trip back to nmy cave."

the dragon said, "but it will keep you docile during

The tip of the stinger grazed Alfred on the cheek. He screanmed; his body
jerked. Marit clenched her hands tight, dug the nails into her flesh. Beside
her, she could hear Hugh the Hand breathing hard, gulping for air.

"What do we do?" His face was covered with sweat. He wi ped his nouth with the
back of his hand.

Marit | ooked at the dragon. A linp and unresisting Alfred dangled fromthe
creature's front claws. The dragon carried the man carelessly, as a snall

child mght carry a rag doll

Unfortunately, the wetched Sartan was still conscious, his eyes open and wi de



with fear. That was the worst part of the dragon's venom It kept the victim
paral yzed but conscious; feeling, know ng everything.

"Not hing," Marit answered quietly.

Hugh the Hand gl owered. "But we have to do sonething! W can't let it fly
of f =

Marit put her hand over the man's nmouth. He hadn't spoken above a whisper, yet
t he dragon's huge head was shifting swiftly toward them its roving eyes
searching the forest.

The bal eful gaze raked across them passed on. The dragon continued its search
a bit longer; then, losing interest perhaps, it began to nove.

It was wal ki ng,
Mar k' s hopes rose.

The dragon was wal ki ng, not flying. It had begun to | unber through the forest,
carrying AlIfred in its claws. And now that the creature had turned toward her
Mark could see that it was injured. Not critically, but enough to keep it

grounded. The menbrane of one wing was torn, a gaping hole sliced through it.

Score one for Alfred, Marit said silently, then sighed. That wound would only
make the dragon all the nore furious. It would keep Alfred alive for a |ong,
[ ong time.

And he wouldn't like it much.

She stood unnoving, silent, until the dragon was well out of eyesight and
earshot. Every tine Hugh the Hand woul d have spoken, Marit frowned, shook her
head. Wen she could no | onger hear any sound of the dragon crashing through
the forest, she turned to Hugh

"The dragons have excel |l ent hearing. Renenber that. You nearly got us killed."

"Way didn't we attack it?" he demanded. "The damm thing is hurt! Wth your

magi c— He waved his hand, too angry to finish

"Wth nmy magic, | could have done exactly nothing," Mrit retorted. "These
dragons have their own nagic, far nore powerful than mne. Wich it probably
woul dn't have even bothered to use! You sawits tail. That stinger noves fast,
strikes like lightning. One touch and you're paral yzed, hel pless, just |ike
Afred."

"So that's it." Hugh eyed her grimy. "W give up?"
"No, we don't," Marit said.

She turned her back on himso that he couldn't see her face, couldn't see how
wonder ful the words "give up" sounded. Resolutely, she began to make her way
through the twi sted trees, the flattened undergrow h.

"We' |l track it. The dragon said it was taking Alfred back to its cave. If we
can find the dragon's lair, we can rescue the Sartan."

"What if it kills Alfred on the way?"

"It won't," Marit said. This was one thing she knew for a certainty.



"Labyrinth dragons don't kill their prey right off. They keep themfor sport."

The dragon's trail was easy to follow It nmowed down everything in its path,
never deviating froma straight route through the forest. G ant trees were
uprooted with a blow fromthe massive tail. Scrub trees and brush were crushed
beneath the large hind feet. Choke vines, trying to wap their cutting
tendrils around the dragon, realized too | ate what they had caught. The vines
I ay bl ack and snol dering on the ground.

Hugh and Marit trudged along in the dragon's devastati ng wake. The way had
been nade easier for them the dragon cleared the path quite effectively. But
t hey noved cautiously, at Marit's insistence, although Hugh protested that
with all the noise the dragon was making it wouldn't be likely to hear them
And when the creature changed direction, began traveling upwi nd of them Marit
stopped to coat her body in foul-smelling mud froma bog. She forced Hugh to
do the sane.

"I saw a dragon destroy a Squatters' village once," Mrit said, dabbing nmud on
her thighs, snearing it over her |legs. "The beast was clever. It could have
attacked the village, burned it, killed the inhabitants. But what sport is
there in that? Instead, it captured two nmen alive —young nen, strong. Then the
dragon proceeded to torture them

"We heard their screams—terrible screams. The screaning went on for two days.
The headman deci ded to attack the dragon, rescue his people—er at |east put
them out of their misery. Haplo was with ne," she added softly. "W knew about
the red dragons. W told the headnan he was a fool, but he wouldn't listen to
us. Armed wi th weapons enhanced by magic, the warriors marched on the dragon's
lair.

"The dragon canme out of its cave, carrying the still living bodies of its two
victinms—ene in each clawed hand. The warriors fired rune-sped arrows at the
dragon, arrows that cannot possibly mss their target. The dragon distorted
the runes with its own magic. It didn't stop the arrows; it sinply slowed them
down. The dragon caught the arrows—wi th the bodies of the two men.

"When they were dead, the dragon tossed the bodies back to their conpanions.
By this time, a few of the arrows had found their mark. The dragon was
wounded, beginning to get annoyed. It lashed out with its tail, noving so fast
the warriors couldn't escape. It would sting one, then another, then another
darting here and there anong the ranks. Each tine, the person screaned in
horri bl e pain. H s body convul sing, he fell helpless, withing on the ground.

"The dragon plucked up his victinms, tossed theminto the cave. Mre sport. The
dragon al ways chose the young and the strong. The headman was forced to pul
his forces back. In trying to save two, he'd |l ost nmore than twenty. Haplo

advi sed himto pack up, nove his people away. But the headman was hal f insane
by this tine, vowed to rescue those the dragon had taken. Turn around," Marit
ordered abruptly. "I'll coat your back."

Hugh turned, allowed Marit to slather nud on his back and shoul ders. "What
happened then?" he asked gruffly.

Marit shrugged. "Haplo and | decided it was tine to | eave. Later, we cane
across one of the Squatters, one of the fewto survive. He said the dragon
kept up the game for a week—om ng out of its cave to fight, snatching up new
victinms, spending the nights torturing themto death. At |ast, when there was
no one | eft except those too sick or too young to provide any amusenent, the
dragon razed the village.



"There, now, do you understand?" Marit asked him "An army of Patryn warriors
could not defeat one of these dragons. Do you see what we are up agai nst?"

Hugh did not inmedi ately answer. He was slathering nud on his arms and hands.
"What's your plan, then?" he asked when he was fi ni shed.

"The dragon has to eat, which nmeans it will have to go out and hunt—=
"Unless it decides to eat Alfred."

Marit shook her head. "Red dragons don't eat their victims. That would be a
wast e of good sport. Besides, this one is trying to figure out what Alfred is.
The dragon's never seen a Sartan before. No, it will keep Alfred alive,
probably | onger than he wants. \When the dragon | eaves the cave to feed, we'll
slip in and rescue Al fred."

"If there's anything left to rescue," Hugh nuttered.
Marit nade no reply.

They pushed on, following the dragon's trail. It [ed themthrough the forest,
headi ng away fromthe city, in the direction of the next gate. The ground
began to rise; they were in the foothills of the mountains. They had been
traveling all day, pausing only to eat enough to keep up their strength, and
to drink whenever they cane across cl ear water

The gray light of day was dwindling. Clouds filled the sky. Rain began to
fall, which Hugh counted as a bl essing. He was sick of the stench of the nud.

The rain was fortunate in another way. They had left the thick forest behind,
and were clinbing up a barren hillside dotted by rocks and boul ders. They were
out in the open; the rain provided cover

The dragon's trail was still relatively easy to track—so | ong as they had
light enough to see by. Its feet tore up the ground, gougi ng out great chunks
of dirt and rock. But night was com ng

Wul d the dragon hole up for the night, perhaps in some cave in the nountains?
O would it press on until it reached its lair? And should they press on, even
after dark?

The two di scussed it.

"If we stop and the dragon doesn't, it'll be a |ong way ahead of us by
nmor ni ng, " Hugh ar gued.

"I know." Marit stood, irresolute, thinking.

Hugh the Hand waited for her to continue. Wen it was obvious she wasn't goi ng
to, he shrugged, spoke.

"I"ve done ny share of tracking. |'ve been in this situation before. Usually I
rely on what | know of ny mark, try to put nyself in his place, figure out
what he'd do. But I'mused to tracking nmen, not beasts. | leave this up to
you, lady."

"We'll go," she decided. "Track it by my rune-light." The gl ow of the runes on
her skin faintly illunm nated the ground. "But we'll have to nove slowy. W
have to be careful that we don't accidentally stunble across its lair in the
darkness. If the dragon hears us coming . . ." She shook her head. "I remenber



once, Haplo and I —=

Marit stopped. Wiy did she keep tal king about Hapl o? The pain was like a
dragon's claw in her heart.

Hugh settled down to rest and eat, chewing on strips of dried neat. Marit

ni bbl ed at hers wi thout appetite. Wen she realized she couldn't swallow the
soggy, tasteless nass, she spat it out. She shouldn't keep thinking about
Hapl o, shouldn't speak his name. It was |ike speaking the runes; she conjured
up his imge, a distraction when she needed to concentrate all her faculties
on the probl em at hand.

Hapl o had been dyi ng when Xar took himaway. C osing her eyes, Marit saw the
| ethal wound, the heart-rune ripped open. Xar could save him Surely, Xar
woul d save him Xar would not let himdie ..

Marit's hand went to the torn sigil on her forehead. She knew what Xar woul d
do. No use fooling herself. She renenbered Haplo's face, the astonishnent, the
pai n when he had known she and Xar were joined. In that nonent, he had given
up. Hi s wounds were too deep for himto survive. He'd left all he had—their
peopl e—+n her care.

A hand cl osed over hers.

"Haplo will be all right, lady." Hugh the Hand spoke awkwardly, not used to
of fering confort. "He's tough, that one."

Marit blinked back her tears, angry that he'd caught her in this weakness.

"W shoul d get noving," she said coldly. Standing up, she wal ked of f, assuning
he woul d fol | ow

The rain had stopped for the nmoment, but the |l owering clouds, obliterating the
tops of the mountains, nmeant that nmore was coming. A hard rain would wash out
the dragon's tracks conpl etely.

Marit clinbed onto a boul der, peered up the nountainside, hoping to catch a
glinpse of the dragon before darkness fell. Her attention was caught, shifted
to the sullen red glow lighting the skyline on the horizon. She watched it in
terrible fascination.

What was the glow? Was it a great conflagration, started by the dragon-snakes,
nmeant to act as a beacon fire to lure all evil creatures to the battle? Was
the city of the Nexus itself burning? O was it, perhaps, sone type of magica
defense thrown up by the Patryns? Aring of fire to protect themfromtheir
enemni es?

If the Gate fell, they'd be trapped. Trapped inside the Labyrinth with
creatures worse than the red dragons, creatures whose evil power would grow
stronger and stronger.

Hapl o was dyi ng, thinking she didn't |love him

“Marit."

Startled, she turned too swiftly, alnmost fell fromthe boul der

Hugh the Hand steadied her. "Look!" He pointed upward.

She | ooked, couldn't see anything.



"Wait. Let the clouds pass. There it is! See!"

The clouds lifted monentarily. Marit saw the dragon, moving across the
nmount ai nsi de, heading for a |large dark opening in the cliff face.

And then the clouds dropped down agai n, obscuring the dragon fromview. Wen
they lifted, the creature was nowhere in sight.

They had found the dragon's lair.

CHAPTER 3

THE LABYRI NTH

THEY SPENT THE NI GHT CLI MBI NG THE HI LLSI DE, LI STENING TO Al fred scream

The scream ng was not constant. The dragon apparently allowed its victimtinme

to rest, recuperate. During such lulls, the dragon's voice could be heard,
runbling fromthe cave, its words only partially discernible. It was

describing to its victim in lurid detail, exactly what torment it planned to

inflict on himnext. Wrse still, it was destroying hope, robbing himof his

will to survive.

"Abri . . . rubble," was sone of what the red dragon was saying. "lIts people
sl aughtered . . . wolfen, tiger-men overrun . "

"No," Marit said softly. "No, it's not true, Alfred. Don't believe the
creature. Hold on ... hold on."

At one point, Alfred s silence lasted | onger than usual. The dragon sounded
irritated, as might someone attenpting to wake a sound sl eeper

"He's dead," Hugh the Hand whi sper ed.

Marit said nothing. She continued clinbing. Just when Alfred' s silence had

| asted | ong enough to al nbost convince her that Hugh was right, she heard a | ow
and pl eadi ng moan—the victimbegging for mercy—that rose to a high-pitched cry
of torment, a cry punctuated by the cruel, triunphant voice of the dragon

Li stening again to Alfred' s screans, the two pushed on

A narrow path wound along the hillside, |eading up toward the cave, which had
undoubt edly been used for shelter by a great nmany of the Labyrinth's
popul ati on over the years—dntil the dragon noved in. The path was not
difficult to clinmb, even in the steadily pouring rain, and Marit need not have

worried about losing the dragon's trail in the darkness. In its eagerness to
reach its lair, the injured dragon disl odged trees and boul ders. The beast's
gigantic feet dug deep gouges into the soil, form ng crude steps.

Mark didn't particularly Iike all this "help." She had the distinct inpression
that the dragon knew it was being followed and was quite pleased to do what it
could to lure new victins to tornment.

She had no choice but to go on. And if ever once she despaired, thought of
giving up and turning back, the red glow on the horizon reflected off the
storm cl ouds, drove her forward.

At about mdnight, she called a halt. The two were as near the lair as Marit
deenmed safe. Finding a shallow depression in the rock that would at | east
of fer them some shelter fromthe rain, she crawed into it, notioned Hugh to



foll ow her.

He did not. He remained crouched on the narrow |l edge that led up the hill to
t he gapi ng darkness of the dragon's lair. Marit could see, by her rune-light,
the nmensch's face twisted with hatred and ferocity. One of those terrible,

om nous silences had just fallen, after a particularly |ong session of
torture.

"Hugh, we can't go on!" Marit warned him "It's too dangerous. W have to wait
until the dragon | eaves!"

A fine plan, except that Alfred' s cries were weakening.

Hugh didn't hear her. He stared with narrowed eyes up the cliff face. "I'd
live this wetched existence forever," he whi spered passionately, reverently,
"if I could just, this once, have the power to kill!"

Hatred. Marit knew the feeling well, and she knew how dangerous it could be.
Reachi ng out, she grabbed hold of the nan and dragged hi m bodily inside.

"Listen to me, nensch!" she said, arguing as nuch with herself as with him
"You're feeling exactly what the dragon wants you to feel! Don't you renenber
anything of what | told you? The dragon's doing this on purpose, torturing us
as well as Alfred. It wants us to rush in and attack mindlessly. And that's
why we won't. We're going to sit right here until it |eaves or we think of
somet hing el se.”

Hugh gl owered at her and for a noment Marit thought he was going to defy her
She could stop him of course. He was a strong nan, but he was a nensch,

wi t hout nmagic and therefore weak, compared to her. She didn't want to have to
fight him however. A magical battle would alert the dragon to their
presence—f it didn't already know-and then again there was that cursed Sartan
kni fe Hugh carried

Marit sucked in a breath. Her hold on Hugh the Hand eased.

Hugh wedged his body into the narrow space beside her. "What? You've thought
of sonet hi ng?"

"I mght just let you rush in mndlessly, after all. That Cursed Blade. Do you
still have it?"

"Yes, |'ve got the damm thing. It's like this cursed Iife of mne—+ can't seem
to get rid of either " Hugh paused, the same idea occurring to him "The
bl ade woul d save Al fred!"

"Maybe." Marit gnawed her lip. "lIt's a powerful weapon, but |I'mnot sure even
such a mmgi cal object could stand up against a red dragon. Still, the Cursed
Bl ade could at |east buy us tine, provide a diversion."

"The bl ade has to believe that Alfred' s in danger. No, belay that," Hugh said,

thinking swiftly. "It only has to believe that I'min danger."

"You charge in. The dragon will attack you. The Cursed Blade will attack the
dragon. 1'Il find Alfred, use nmy magic to cure himenough to get himon his
feet, and we'll [eave."

"Just one problem |ady. The blade could go for you, too.

Marit shrugged. "You've heard Alfred' s cries. He's growi ng weaker. Mybe the



dragon's tiring of its sport or maybe, since Alfred's a Sartan, the dragon
doesn't know how to keep himalive. Whatever . . . Afred s dying. If we wait
any longer, it my be too late."

Per haps now was too |ate. The words hung between them unspoken. They had
heard nothing from Al fred, not even a nmoan, in all the noments they'd been
crouched in the narrow cave. The dragon, too, was strangely silent.

Hugh the Hand funbl ed about in his belt, produced the crude, ugly Sartan
kni fe—the Cursed Bl ade, as he had nanmed it. He eyed it narrowWy, held it

gi ngerly.

"Ugh," he grunted, grimacing in disgust. "The damm thing wiggles in nmy hand
like a snake. Let's get on with this. 1'd as soon face that dragon as hold on
to this knife rmuch | onger."

Grafted by the Sartan, the Cursed Bl ade was intended to be used by nmensch to
defend their "superiors"—the Sartan—n battle. The bl ade was sentient; would,
of its own accord, assune a form necessary to defeat its foe. It needed Hugh
or any nensch, nerely as a neans of transport. It did not need his direction
to fight. The bl ade woul d defend himas its carrier. It would defend any
Sartan in danger. Unfortunately, as Hugh had pointed out, the bl ade had been
designed to battle the Sartan's anci ent eneny—the Patryns. The bl ade was j ust
as likely (perhaps nore likely) to attack Marit as it was to attack the

dr agon.

"At | east now | know how to control the damm thing," he told her. "If it goes
for you, I can—=

"—+escue Alfred." Marit cut himoff. "Take him back to Abri, to the heal ers.
Don't stop to try to help me, Hugh," she added, as he opened his nmouth to
protest. "At least the blade will kill me quickly."

He regarded her intently, not neaning to argue with her, but taking her
nmeasure, trying to decide if she was ail talk or if she had the courage to
back her words.

Marit gazed back at him unblinking.

Noddi ng once, Hugh slid out of the rock depression. Marit crawl ed after him
As luck—er the Labyrinth—would have it, the rain that had conceal ed their
nmoverrent now stopped. A gentle breeze stirred the trees, producing niniature
rai nstorns when the water fell fromthe | eaves. The two stood on the | edge,
hardly daring to breathe.

Not a whinmper, not a nban . . . and the cave's entrance was only a hundred
steps away. Both could see it clearly, a gaping black hole against the white
glimer of the rock. In the distance, the red glow in the sky seened to burn
brighter.

"Perhaps the dragon's asleep!" Hugh the Hand hissed into her ear

Marit conceded the possibility with a nod and a shrug. She found little
confort in the idea. The dragon woul d wake soon enough when it smelled fresh
sport.

Hugh the Hand took the lead. He trod softly, testing each step, padding al ong
the path with a skill and ease Marit deened inpressive. She crept after him
maki ng no noise at all. Yet Marit had the uneasy feeling that the dragon coul d
hear them conming, that it was lying in wait.



They reached the cavern's entrance. Hugh flattened hinmsel f back agai nst the
rock wall, wormed his way along the cliff face, hoping to be able to peer

i nside, see without being seen. Marit waited at a distance, hiding behind a
bush, keeping the entrance to the cave in plain sight.

Still no sound. Not an indrawn breath, nor the grating noise of a |large body
rubbi ng agai nst stone, nor the rustle of a danaged w ng scraping along a rock
floor. The rain had washed the mud from her body, and now the runes on Marit's
skin glowed brilliantly. The dragon had only to gl ance outside to know it had
conpany. The light would make her a tenpting target when she entered the cave,
but it would also give her the chance to find Alfred in the darkness, and so
she did not attenpt to conceal the gl ow.

Hugh tw sted his body, peered around the rock wall, tried to see inside the
cavern. He stared for long nonments, head cocked, l|istening as rmuch as | ooking.
Wth a wave of his hand, he notioned Marit to join him Keeping her eye on the
cave entrance, she darted across the path, flattened herself next to him

He | eaned over, spoke in her ear. "Dark as an elf's heart in there. Can't see
a damm thing. But | thought |I heard a gasping breath com ng fromyour right,
as you face the cave. It could be Alfred."

Whi ch neant he was still alive. Atiny surge of relief warmed Marit; hope
added fuel to her courage.

"Any sign of the dragon?"

"Gt her than the stench?" he asked, winkling his nose in disgust. "No,
didn't see anything of the beast."

The snell was horribl e—decayed, rotting flesh.

Marit didn't like to think of what they'd find in there. If Vasu had been

m ssing any of his people | atel y—the shepherd picked off while guarding the
fl ocks, the child who had wandered too far fromhis nother, the scout who had
never cone hone—the remmins were probably in this cave

Marit hadn't seen the dragon | eave. And surely she could have heard it if it
were still inside. Perhaps the cavern extended far beneath the hills. Perhaps
t he dragon had a back way out. Perhaps it didn't know they were here. Perhaps
the dragon's injury was worse than Marit had thought. Perhaps the wounded
creature had craw ed far back inits lair to sleep. Perhaps . . . perhaps

Few events in Marit's |ife had ever worked to her advantage. She al ways made
t he wrong decision, ended up in the wong place, did or said the wong thing.
She had made the m stake of staying with Haplo; then she had made the m stake
of leaving him She had made the m stake of abandoning their child. She had
made the mi stake of trusting Xar. Finding Hapl o again, she had nmade the

nm st ake of loving himagain, only to | ose himagain.

Surely, now, sonething in her life nmust go right! Surely, she was owed this
nmuch!

For the dragon to be asleep
She asked only for the dragon to be asl eep

The two slipped, wary and silent, inside the cave.



Marit's runes illumnated the cavern. The entrance was not very wi de or

hi gh—the dragon nust have a tight fit to squeeze inside, as was evidenced by a
crust-like coating of glittering red scales lining the top and sides of the

r ock.

The entry tunnel opened, expandi ng upward and outward to forma |arge, roughly
circular room Marit's bluish-red rune-light reflected off damp walls, it

nost of the chanber except the top—which di sappeared into darkness—and an
opening in the very back. She drew Hugh's attention to that opening. It was
bi g enough for the dragon to use. And apparently, that was what it had done,
because the chamber in which they stood was enpty.

Empty, except for the dragon's gruesone trophies.

Corpses in various states of deconposition hung fromchains on the walls. Men

and worren and children—all having obviously died in pain and torment. Hugh the
Hand, who had lived with death, seen it in all its forns during his life, was

si ckened. He doubl ed over and retched.

The sheer brutality, the wanton cruelty overwhel med even Marit. The horror of
it and the attendant rage at the creature that could so callously commt such
hei nous acts conbined to nearly rob her of her senses. The cavern began to
swimin her sight. She was |ightheaded, dizzy.

Afraid she was about to pass out, she lurched forward, hoping novenent woul d
stir her bl ood.

"Alfred!" Hugh wi ped his mouth with the back of his hand. He pointed.

Marit peered through the rune-lit darkness, found Al fred. She concentrated on
hi m bani shed everything el se fromher mnd, and felt better. He was alive,
t hough just barely, by the | ooks of him

"Go to him" Hugh said, his voice harsh fromvonmting. "Il|l keep watch." He
hel d the Cursed Bl ade, drawn and ready. It had begun to glow with an ugly,
greeni sh light.

Marit hurried to Alfred' s side.

Li ke the countless other victins, the Sartan hung fromchains. Hs wists were
manacl ed to the wall above his head. H s feet dangl ed near the floor, the toes
barely touching. H s head was bowed down. He m ght have been dead but for the
sound of rasping breath whi ch Hugh had heard outside the cavern. H s gasping
breaths were nuch | ouder in here.

Marit touched himas gently as she could, hoping to rouse hi mwi thout
frightening him But at the brush of her fingers against his cheek, Alfred
nmoaned, his body convul sed, his heels clattered against the rock wall.

Marit clapped her hand over his nouth, forced his head up, nmade hi ml ook at
her. She dared not say anything al oud, and a whi sper woul d probably nean
little to himin his state.

He stared at her with wild, bulging eyes in which there was no recognition
only fear and pain. He struggled instinctively against her, but he was far too
weak to break free. His clothes were soaked with bl ood. Bl ood spread in pools
beneath his feet, yet his flesh—as far as Marit could tell —aas whol e and
undamaged.



The dragon had sl ashed and torn his flesh, then heal ed hi m back up. Probably
many tinmes. Even the broken arm had been heal ed. But the true danage was in
the mind. Alfred was very far gone.

"Hugh!" Marit had to risk calling, and though it was no nore than a | oud
whi sper, the nanme echoed eerily through the cavern. She flinched, did not dare
repeat it.

Hugh edged his way toward her, never taking his eyes fromthe back of the
cave. "l thought | heard sonething nove inside there. Better make this quick."

Just exactly what she couldn't do!

"I'f I don't heal him" she said softly, "he'll never make it out of the cave
alive. He doesn't even recognize ne."

Hugh gl anced at Alfred, then at Marit. Hugh had seen the Patryn heal ers at
wor k; he knew what it entailed. Marit would have to concentrate all her

magi cal power on Al fred. She would have to draw his injuries into herself,

rel ease her life-giving energy to him For |ong nonents, she would be as

i ncapacitated as he was. Wen the healing process was concl uded, both of them
woul d be weak.

Hugh gave a brief nod to show he understood; then he returned to his post.

Marit reached up, touched the manacles that held A fred, softly spoke the
runes. Blue fire twined fromher arm the nanacles released. Alfred sagged to
the cavern floor, lay sprawmed in his own blood. He had | ost consci ousness.

Swiftly, Marit knelt beside him dasping his hands in hers—+ight in left,
left in right—she joined the circle of their beings, called on the magic to
heal him

A series of fantastic, beautiful, wonderful, and frightening i nages fl ooded
Mark's mind. She was above Abri, far above Abri—ot just on the city walls,

but as if she stood on the top of a nmountain, |ooking down on the city bel ow
And then she leapt fromthe mountain and fell —but she was not falling. She was
soaring in the sky, gliding on unseen currents as she m ght have glided on

wat er. She was flying.

The experience was terrifying until she grew accustoned to it. And then it was
thrilling. She had enornous, powerful wi ngs, taloned front claws, a | ong and
graceful neck, tearing teeth. She was huge and awe-inspiring, and when she
swooped down upon her enenies, they fled in shrieking terror. She was Al fred,

t he Serpent Mage.

She hovered protectively over Abri, scattered its enenies, threw down those
bol d enough to fight. She saw Lord Xar and Hapl o—snall and insignifi cant
creatures—and she felt Alfred's fear for his friends, his determination to
hel p .

And then a shadow glinpsed fromthe corner of the eye ... a desperate swerve
inmdair . . . too late. Something struck her side, sent her rolling, out of
control. She was tunbling, spiraling downward. Frantically, she beat her
wi ngs, clawed her way back up. She could see her enemy now, a red dragon.

Tal oned feet extended, the dragon plunged through the sky, aiming for her

Confused i mages of falling, crashing to the ground. Marit shuddered in pain,



bit her Iip to keep fromcrying out. Part of her was Alfred, part of her was
flowing into Alfred, but part of her was still in the dragon's cavern, stil
very much aware of the danger

And she coul d see Hugh, tense and alert, staring into the blackness in the
back of the cavern, his face gone rigid. He turned toward her, gesturing,
nmout hi ng somet hi ng. She coul dn't hear, but then she didn't need to hear

The dragon was comi ng.

"Alfred!" Marit pleaded, clasping the man's wists nore tightly. "Alfred, cone
back!"

He stirred and groaned. His eyelids fluttered. He caught hold of her, held on
to her.

Horrid images slamred into Marit—a bul bous tail inflicting searing,
paral yzi ng, numbing pain; swirling hot darkness; waking to torment and agony.
Marit could no | onger hold back the screans.

The dragon slid into the cavern
CHAPTER 4
THE LABYRI NTH

THE DRAGON HAD BEEN CONCEALED IN THE SHADOWS OF I TS back exit all al ong,

wat ching the two woul d-be saviors, waiting for the preci se noment when they
wer e weakest, nost vulnerable, to attack. It had first heard the two in the
forest, guessed that they had come in search of their friend. The dragon woul d
have attacked themthen and there, since it knew by experience that few
Patryns woul d attenpt such a hopel ess rescue. But the dragon quite sinmply
didn't feel up to such a fight and so it had, with regret, contented itself

wi th one toy.

To the dragon's delight, however, these two had decided to followit. Patryns
weren't often this stupid, but the dragon sensed sonethi ng odd about these

two. One of them had a strange snell, unlike anything the dragon had
previously encountered in the Labyrinth. The other one the dragon understood
wel . She was a Patryn and she was desperate. The desperate were often
car el ess.

Once back inits lair, the dragon took its time torturing the Thing it had
captured, the Thing that had been a dragon and had then transfornmed itself
back into a man. The Thing was powerful in magic; it was not a Patryn, yet it
was |ike a Patryn. The dragon was intrigued by it, but not intrigued enough to
waste tine investigating. The Thing had not proved as amusing as the dragon
had hoped. It gave up too easily and actually seenmed on the verge of dying.

Becomi ng bored with tornmenting the wetched Thing, and feeling weak fromits
injury, the dragon had crawl ed back into the inner part of the cavern to hea
its wounds and wait for prey that m ght prove nore entertaining.

The two were better than the dragon had hoped. The Patryn fenale was actually
heal i ng the Thing, which was fine with the dragon. Saved it time and troubl e,
gave it a stronger victim one who might now live until next nightfall. As for
the Patryn, she was young and defiant. She would last a long tine. The nale

t he dragon was unsure about. He was the one with the peculiar snell and no
magi ¢ about hi m what soever. Mre like an aninmal, a deer, for exanple. Not nuch
sport to him but he was large and well fleshed. The dragon woul d have no need



to go out in search of a neal this day.

The dragon waited until it saw the Patryn's rune-magi c wholly consurmed by the
heal i ng process. Then it noved.

The dragon crawl ed slowy out of the darkness of the cavern. The tunnel seened
large to Hugh, but it was small for the dragon, which had to duck its head to
creep beneath the overhang. Hugh stood his ground, assum ng that the dragon
would wait until its entire body, including the stinging tail, was out in the
open before it would attack. The Sartan knife squirmed in Hugh's grip.

He held it up in challenge, willed it to change formto fight the dragon

If it had been possible, he would have sworn that the knife seemed ill at
ease, unsure. Hugh w shed he understood nore about the Cursed Bl ade, tried
frantically to recall everything either Haplo or Alfred had said in regard to
it. All he could come up with at the noment was that the bl ade was
Sartan-nmade. And at that nonment it occurred to himthat the Labyrinth and the
creatures in it—ncluding this dragon—had al so been nade by the Sartan

The bl ade was confused. It recognized the sanme magi c inherent in itself, but
it also recognized threat. If the dragon had remai ned patient, gone after
Marit, the Sartan bl ade woul d not have altered form But the dragon was
hungry. It planned to catch and devour Hugh; then, with a confortably ful
stomach, it could go after the other, nore difficult prey. Mst of the

dragon's body was still inside the back part of the cavern; it could not yet
use its tail in the attack. But the dragon didn't think it woul d need such an
advantage. Alnmpost lazily, it swi ped out a clawed forefoot, intending to inpale
Hugh the Hand and eat himwhile his flesh was still warm

The nove caught Hugh by surprise. He ducked and flung hinsel f backward. A
gi ant claw raked across his stonmach, tearing the leather armor as if it had
been finest silk, slashing through flesh and nuscle.

At the attack, the Sartan bl ade was quick to respond. It wenched itself free
of Hugh's grasp.

A gigantic sweeping tail knocked him aside. Hugh rolled across the cavern
floor, bunped up against Marit and Alfred. The two | ooked terrible—Marit now
al nrost as bad as Alfred. Both seened dazed, barely conscious. The Hand

regai ned his feet quickly, prepared to defend hinself and his hel pl ess
conpani ons. He stopped, frozen, staring.

Two dragons were inside the cavern

The second dragon—actually the Cursed Bl ade—was a gorgeous creature. Long and
sl ender, this dragon was wi ngless; its scales sparkled and gleamed |ike nyriad
tiny suns, shining in a blue-green sky. It dove for its victimbefore the
Labyrinth dragon had tinme to fully assinilate what was happeni ng. The

bl ue-green dragon's head darted in close, jaws opened and snapped shut on the
Labyrinth dragon's neck

Shrieking in fury and pain, the red dragon twi sted out of its captor's grasp,
freeing itself but |eaving a bloody chunk of flesh in its enemy's nouth. The
red dragon heaved its body from beneath the overhang, its trenendous strength
literally bearing back the attacker. The bul bous tail struck out, stinging the
bl ue- green dragon agai n and agai n.

Hugh had seen enough. The dragons were fighting each other, but he and his
friends were in peril of being smashed by the flailing, struggling bodies.



"Marit!" He shook her.

She was still holding fast to Alfred; her face was gray and drawn, but she was
now alert, staring at the two dragons in astoni shment. Alfred was conscious,
but he obviously had no idea where he was, who was with him or what was going
on. He was gazing about in dazed perplexity.

"Marit, we've got to get out of here!"™ Hugh shout ed.
"Where did that other dragon— she began.

"The Cursed Bl ade," Hugh answered shortly. He bent over Alfred. "Gab his
other arm™

Hugh instructed her needl essly. Marit had al ready taken hold. Between the two
of them they dragged Alfred to a sem standtng position and—hal f draggi ng,
hal f carryi ng hi mheaded for the cave opening.

The going was difficult. Their way was bl ocked by reptile bodies that tw sted
and grappl ed. Slashing clawed feet tore up the dirt floor. Enornous heads
cracked into the cavern ceiling; rock shards and dust drifted down on top of
them Magical attacks flared and burst around them

Hal f blind, choking, fearful of being trampled to death or caught in a magical
fire-storm the three staggered out of the cavern entrance. Once in the clear,
they fled down the narrow pat hway, kept going until Alfred coll apsed, Hugh and
Marit paused, gasping for breath. Behind them the dragons roared in pain and
rage.

"You're hurt!" Marit | ooked concerned at the sight of the gaping wound across
Hugh' s st omach.

"It"ll heal,"” he said grimy. "Wn't it, Alfred? I'll carry him™"

Hugh started to lift Alfred bodily, but the Sartan pushed hi m away.

"I can nmake it," he said, struggling to regain his feet. A fierce shriek of
fury caused himto bl ench, glance back at the cavern. "Wat—=

"No time to explain! Run!" Marit ordered. G abbing hold of Al fred, she shoved
hi m al ong ahead of her.

Al fred stunbl ed, managed to regain his feet and foll owed orders.

Hugh tw sted around. "Where?"

"Down!" Marit answered. "You help Alfred. I'll keep watch behind."

The ground shook with the ferocity of the battle being waged inside the
cavern. Hugh nmoved swiftly down the path, slipping and sliding on the rain-wet
rock. Marit followed nore slowly, keeping one eye on the path, the other on

t he cavern. She scranbl ed down the hillside, often losing her footing in the

| oose soil. Alfred tunbled head over heels, was well on his way to rolling
down the hill when he came up hard against a boulder. By the tine they reached
the bottom they were all scratched, bruised, and bl eeding.

"Listen!" Marit called a halt.

Al was quiet now Very quiet. The battle had ended.



"I wonder who won?" Hugh asked.

"I can live wi thout know ng," Marit answered.

"I'f we're lucky, they killed each other,'
| never saw that damm bl ade again."

Hugh comented. "I wouldn't care if

The silence continued; it had an omnous feel toit. Marit wanted to be
farther away, much farther

"How are you?" she asked, including both Hugh and Al fred.

Hugh grunted, pointed. H s wound had al nost closed; the rent in his arnor was
the only indication of where it had been. In explanation, he pulled aside his
shirt, revealing a single Sartan sigil, gleaning faintly on his chest. Alfred,
at the sight, flushed bright red and averted his gaze.

Suddenl y, an expl osi on rocked the ground, comng fromthe direction of the
cave. They stared at each other, tense, fearful, wondering at the portent.

Then, once again, all was silent.

"W better push on," Marit said, keeping her voice | ow
Al fred nodded befuddl ed agreenent. Taking a step, he stunbled over his own
feet, lurched headlong into a tree.

Marit, sighing, reached out to take hold of his arm Hugh the Hand, on
Al fred' s other side, noved to do the sane.

"Hugh!" Marit pointed at the bl oodstained | eather belt around his waist.
Hanging fromit, wapped snugly in its sheath, was the Cursed Bl ade.
CHAPTER 5

THE LABYRI NTH

"I CANT ... GO ON." ALFRED PI TCHED FORWARD, LAY VERY still.

Marit eyed him frustrated. They were wasting tinme. Yet, though she didn't
like to admt it, she could not go much farther. Thinking back, she couldn't
remenmber how long it had been since she'd slept.

"You can rest," she said curtly, sitting on a tree stunp. "But only a few
nonments, till we catch our breath.”

Alfred lay with his eyes closed, his face half buried in the nmud. He | ooked
ol d—el d and shrunken. Marit found it difficult to believe that this gangling,
frail Sartan had once been a creature as beautiful and powerful as the green
and gol den dragon she'd seen soaring above Abri.

"What's the matter with hi mnow?" Hugh the Hand demanded, entering the small
cl eari ng where they had stopped. The Hand had been foll owi ng sone distance
behi nd, keeping watch to make certain nothing was tracking them

Marit shrugged, too tired to respond. She knew what was wong with Alfred: the
same thing that was wong with her. Wat was the use? Wy bother to keep
struggling?



"I found some water,"” Hugh said, gesturing. "Not far from here

Marit shook her head. Al fred made no nove.

Hugh sat down, nervous, ill at ease. He sat with what patience he could for a
few nonents, then was on his feet again. "We'll be safer in Abri—

"For how |l ong?" Marit returned bitterly. "Look. Look up there."

Hugh peered through the tangl ed branches of the trees. The sky, which had been
gray, was now tinged with a faint pinkish-orange gl ow.

The runes on her skin barely tingled at all. No eneny was near them Yet that
red fire in the sky seemed to be burning up her hope.

She cl osed her eyes wearily.

And she saw, once again, the world fromthe dragon's eyes. She was flying
above Abri, and saw its buildings and its people, sawits sheltering walls,
the arns of the land reaching out to encircle the land's children

Her children. Her child. Hers and Haplo's.

A girl-child. Her name—Rue. She was eight gates now, or around there. Marit
could see her—skinny and wiry, tall for her age, with chestnut hair |ike her
nmot her and her father's quiet smile.

Marit could see it all so clearly.

"W taught Rue how to snare small gane, how to skin a rabbit, how to catch
fish with her hands,"” Marit was telling Headman Vasu, who had i nexplicably
appeared out of nowhere. "She's old enough to be of some help to us now. |I'm
gl ad we decided to keep her with us, instead of leaving her with the
Squatters."

Rue could run fast, when need arose, and she could fight if cornered. She had
her own rune-covered dagger —a gift from her nother

"I taught her howto use it," Marit was saying to the headman. "Not |ong ago,
Rue faced down a snog with it. She held the creature at bay until her father
and | could rescue her. She wasn't afraid, she said, though she shook in ny
arnms afterward. Then Hapl o came and teased her and nmade her | augh and we were
all three of us laughing . . ." "Hey!"

Marit jerked to sudden wakeful ness. Hugh's hand was on her shoul der. He'd
caught her just as she was about to topple over

She flushed deeply. "lI'msorry. | nust have fallen asleep.”

Rubbi ng her burning eyes, she stood up. The tenptation to slip back into that
sweet dream was too strong. For an instant she let herself believe,
superstitiously, that the dream hel d nmeaning for her. Haplo was alive. He
woul d cone back to her. Together, they would find their |lost child.

The warnmth of that dreamlingered in her; she felt surrounded by |ove and
caring . . . Angrily, she banished it.

A dream she told herself coldly, firmy. Nothing nmore. Nothing I can ever
attain. | threwit all away.



"What ?" Al fred sat up. "Wat did you say? Sonet hi ng about Hapl o?"

Marit didn't think she had spoken al oud, but then she was so tired she didn't
know what she was doi ng anynore

"W better get going," she said, avoiding the subject. Alfred staggered to his
feet, continued to stare at her with a strange, sad intensity.

"Where is Haplo? | saw himwith Lord Xar, Are they in Abri?"

Marit turned away fromhim "They left for Abar-rach."
"Abarrach ... the necronmancy." Alfred sank down despondently on the trunk of a
fallen tree. "The necromancy." He sighed. "Then Haplo is dead."

"He isn't!" Marit cried, rounding on Alfred viciously. "My lord would not | et
himdie!"

"Li ke hell!" Hugh the Hand snorted. "You tried to kill Haplo—en your lord's
orders!”

"That was when he thought Haplo was a traitor!" Marit flared. "My lord knows
better now He knows Haplo was telling himthe truth about the dragon-snakes.
My lord won't let Haplo die! He won't ... he won't . . ."

She was so tired, she began to sob like a frightened child. Enbarrassed,
ashaned, she tried to stop crying, but the pain inside was too great. The
enptiness she had nurtured and cherished for so | ong was gone, filled by a
terrible, burning ache only tears seenmed to ease. She heard Alfred take a step
toward her. Blindly, she turned fromhim made it clear she wanted to be |eft
al one.

H s footsteps stopped.

When at last Marit was nore conposed, she w ped her nose, brushed away her
tears. Her stonmach hurt from sobbing; the muscles in her throat constricted
spasnodi cal |l y. She gul ped, coughed.

Hugh the Hand was staring grimy at nothing, kicking moodily at a clump of
weeds. Al fred sat hunched over, shoul ders stooped, gangling arns dangling
bet ween his bony knees. Hi s gaze was abstracted; he appeared deep in thought.

"I"'msorry," Marit said, trying to sound brisk. "I didn't nean to fall apart.
I"'mtired, that's all. W better get back to Abri—=

"Marit," Alfred interrupted timdly, "how did Lord Xar enter the Labyrinth?"

"I don't know. He didn't say. Wiat does it matter?"
"He nust have come through the Vortex," Al fred reasoned. "He knew we entered
fromthat direction. | assume you told himthat?"

Marit's skin burned. She lifted her hand involuntarily to touch the sigil on
her forehead, the sigil that Xar had rent open, the sigil that had once |inked
her and her lord together. Seeing Al fred watching her, she snatched her hand
away.

"But the Vortex was destroyed—



"It can never be destroyed," Alfred corrected. "The nmountain fell on it.

Entering woul d not be easy, but it could be done. However " He paused
t hought f ul
"He couldn't |eave that way!" Marit cried. " 'The Gate swings in only one

direction.' You said that to Haplo!"

"I'f what Alfred said was true," Hugh the Hand grow ed. "Renenber, he was the
one who didn't want to | eave."

"I told you the truth," Alfred said, blushing. "It makes sense, if you stop to
think about it. If the Gate swng in both directions, all the Patryns sent
into the Labyrinth would have been able to escape back the way they cane."

Marit was no longer tired. Renewed energy surged through her. "Xar would have
to | eave through the Final Gate! That's the only way out. Once he was there,
he woul d see our danger! CQur people would cry to himfor help. He couldn't

| eave themto fight alone. We'll find my lord there, at the Final Gate. And
Haplo will be with him"

"Perhaps,” said Alfred. And now it was his turn to avoid her eyes.
"OfF course he will be," Marit said resolutely. "Now we nust get there
Quickly. I could use ny magic. It will take me to—=

She had been about to say to Xar, but then she renmenbered—the wound on her
forehead. She forbore to touch it, though it had begun to burn painfully.

"To the Final Gate," she finished lanely. "I've been there. | can see it in ny
m nd. "

"You could go," said Alfred. "But you couldn't take us with you."

"What does it matter?" Marit said, alive with hope. "Wat do | need with you
now, Sartan? My lord will battle his foes and emerge triunmphant. And Hapl o
will be heal ed . "

She nade ready to draw the rune-circle, to step inside. Alfred was on his
feet, babbling, apparently going to try to stop her. Marit ignored him If he
cane too close, she would . .

"Could | be of assistance, sir, nmdanf?"

A gentl eman—nposi ng, dressed all in black: black breeches, black velvet coat,
bl ack sil k stockings; white hair, tied in back with a black ri bbon—stepped out
of the forest. He was acconpanied by an old man, with fl owi ng beard and hair,

weari ng nouse-col ored robes, all topped by a shabby and sorry-1|ooki ng pointed
hat .

The ol d man was singi ng.
" 'Oneisone. . . and all alone . . . and ever nore shall be so.' " He
smled gently, sadly, sighed, and began again. " Til give you one-o, every day
| grow, ei-o. What is your one-o0? One is one . o

"Excuse me, sir," said the gentleman in a | ow voice, "but we are not al one."
"Eh!" The old man gave a violent start. His hat fell off his head. He eyed the
t hree astoni shed people facing himwi th deep suspicion. "Wat are you doing
here? Get out!"



The gentleman in black sighed a |ong-suffering sigh. "I don't believe that
woul d be at all wi se. These are the people we came to find, sir."

"You sure?" The old man appeared dubi ous.

Marit stared. "I know you! In Abarrach. You're a Sartan, a prisoner of ny
lord."

Marit recalled his ranmbling, nonsensical conversation in the cells of
Abarrach. She had thought hi m nad.

"Now | wonder if | am" she nuttered.

Did the old man truly exist? O had he leapt into being fromher own exhausted
m nd? Peopl e who went w thout sleep too | ong began to see things that weren't
there. She | ooked at Hugh the Hand, was relieved to see himstaring at the old
man, as was Alfred. Either they had all fallen under some extraordi nary spell,
or the old man was really standing in front of her

Marit drew her sword

The old man was regarding themw th equal perplexity. "Wat does this rem nd
me of ? Three desperate-|ooking characters wandering around lost in a forest.
No, don't tell nme. I'lIl get it. Geat Auntie Emis ghost! The Scarecrow. "
Rushi ng forward, the old man grabbed Alfred' s hand and shook it heartily.

The old man turned to Hugh. "And the Lion. How do you do, sir? And the Tin
Man!" He lunged toward Marit, who lifted the point of her sword to the old
man's throat.

"Stay away fromme, old fool. How did you get here?"

"Ah." The old man fell back a step, gave her a cunning | ook. "Not been to Qg,
yet, | see. Hearts are free there, ny dear. O course you do have to open
yourself up to put the heart inside. Sonme find that rather an inconvenience.
Still—=

Marit made a threatening nmotion with the sword. "Wo are you? How did you get
her e?"

"As to who | am. . ." The old nan was thoughtful. "Good point. If you're the
Scarecrow, you the Lion, and you the Tin Man, then that must make ne ..
Dor ot hy! "

The old man sinpered, gave a curtsey, extended his hand. "My name is Dorothy.
A small-town girl froma small town west of Topeka. Like nmy shoes?"

"Excuse me, sir," the gentlenman interrupted. "But you are not—

~"And this," the old man cried triunphantly, flinging his arms around the

gentleman in black, "is my little dog Toto!"

The gentl eman appeared extrenely pained at this suggestion. "lI'mafraid not,
sir." He attenpted to extricate hinmself fromthe old man's enbrace. "Forgive
me, sirs, madam" he added. "This is all nmy fault. | should have been watching
him"

"I know You're Zifnab!" cried Al fred.



"Bl ess you," the old man returned politely. "Need a hankie?"

"He neans you, sir," the gentlenman said in resigned tones.
"Does he?" The ol d man was consi derably astoni shed.

"Yes, sir. You are Zifnab today."

"Not Dor ot hy?"

"No, sir. And | nust say, sir, | never cared for that one,
added with sone asperity.

the gentl eman

"He's not referring, perhaps, to M. Bond?"

"I amafraid not, sir. Not today. You are Zifnab, sir. A great and powerful
wi zard. "

"Well, of course | anml Pay no attention to the nan behind the shower curtain.
He's just awakened froma bad dream Takes a great and powerful w zard to cone
to the Labyrinth, doesn't it? And | ¥y, there, there, old chap. It's nice to
see you, too."

Al fred was shaking hands with Zifnab solemly. "I am so pleased to nake your
acquai ntance, sir. Haplo told me about neeting you. On Pryan, wasn't it?"

"Yes, that was it! | renenber!" Zifnab beaned; then his face darkened. He grew
sad. "Haplo. Yes, | do renenber." He sighed. "I'mso sorry—=
"That will be quite enough, sir," interrupted the gentleman in stern tones.

"What does he nean?" Marit denmanded. "Wat about Hapl 0?"
"He neans nothing," said the gentleman. "Do you, sir?"

"Uh, no. That's right. Nothing. Nada. Zip." Zi fnab began toying nervously wth
hi s beard.

"We overheard you speaking of going to the Final Gate," the gentlenman
continued. "I believe that | and ny brethren night be of assistance. W are
traveling there ourselves."

He gl anced skyward. Marit |ooked up, follow ng his gaze distrustfully. A
shadow fl owed over her. Another and another. She stared, dazzled and dazed, at
hundreds of dragons, blue-green as the sky of Pryan, scales gleaning bright as
Pryan's four suns.

And now, towering over her, its great bulk blotting out the gray sun of the
Labyrinth, was a huge dragon. Blue-green scales glistened. The gentl eman in
bl ack was gone.

Marit trembled with fear, but not for her safety or well-being. She was afraid
because suddenly her world, her universe, had been ripped asunder, as her |ord
had ri pped open the sigil on her skin. Through the rent, she caught a glinpse
of radiant light, suddenly overwhel med by terrible darkness. She saw the gray
sky of the Labyrinth, the Nexus in flanes, her people—snmall, fragile
creatures, trapped between the darkness and the light—fighting a | ast
desperate battle.

She struck out at the dragon with her sword, barely knowi ng what she was



attacki ng or why, only knowi ng that she was consumed with despair.

"Wait!" Alfred caught hold of her arm "Don't fight!" He peered up at the
dragon. "These dragons are here to help us, Marit. To hel p your people. They
are the enenmies of the serpents. Isn't that true?"

"The Wave acts to correct itself,"” said the Pryan dragon. "So it has been
since the beginning of tine. W can take you to the Final Gate. W are taking
ot hers."

Patryns rode on the backs of the dragons. Men and wonen, carrying weapons in
their hands. Marit recognized Headman Vasu in the vanguard, and she
under st ood. Her people were leaving the safety of their walled city, going to
fight the enemy at the Final Gate.

Hugh the Hand had al ready nmounted the dragon's broad back, was now assisting
Al fred—-with sone difficulty—+o clinmb on behind.

Marit hesitated, preferring to trust in her magic. Then she realized that she
m ght not nake it. She was tired. So very tired. She would need all her
strength once they reached the Final Gate.

Marit clambered up on the dragon, sat on the great broad back of the beast,
bet ween t he shoul der bl ades where sprouted the enornmous, powerful w ngs. [1]
The wi ngs began to beat on the air.

1 Those fam liar with the dragons of Pryan will recall that they are descri bed
as w ngless. One can only guess that, like their enem es the dragon-snakes,
t he Pyran dragons can assume whatever formsuits their needs.

Zi fnab, who had been directing operations, conpletely oblivious to the fact
that no one was paying any attention to him suddenly gave a strangled cry.
"Wait! Where am 1 going to sit?"

"You're not going, sir," said the dragon. "It would be too dangerous for you."

"But | just got here!" Zifnab whined.

"And done far nore damage than | woul d have thought possible in such a short
period of time," the dragon remarked gloomily. "But there is that other little
matter we spoke about. In Chelestra. | assunme you can handl e that wi thout

i nci dent ?"

"M. Bond could," said Zifnab craftily.
"Qut of the question!" The dragon flicked its tail in annoyance.

Zi fnab shrugged, twi ddled his hat. "On the other hand, | could be Dorothy." He
clicked his heels together. "

"There's no place Iike home. There's no place—

"Ch, very well," the dragon snapped. "If nothing else will suit you. Try not
to make a pig's breakfast of this one, will you?"

"You have ny word," said Zifnab solemly, saluting, "as a nenber of Her
Maj esty's Secret Service."

The dragon heaved a sigh. It waved a claw, and Zifnab di sappeared.

W ngs beat, raising clouds of dust, obscuring Marit's sight. She clasped hold
tightly of gleam ng scales that were hard as nmetal to the touch. The dragon



soared into the sky. The treetops fell away beneath her. Light—warm and
bri ght as the beacon fire—touched her face.

"What is that light?" she cried fearfully.
"Sunlight," said Al fred, awed.

"Where does the light come fron?" she asked, staring all around. "There is no
sun in the Labyrinth."

"The citadels," Alfred answered. Tears glinmered in his eyes. "The |ight beans
fromthe citadel of Pryan. There is hope, Mark. There is hope!"

"Keep that in your heart," said the dragon grimy. "For if all hope dies, then
we die."

Turning their faces fromthe light, they flew toward the red-tinged darkness.
CHAPTER 6
THE CHALI CE CHELESTRA

THE WORLD OF CHELESTRA IS A GLOBE OF WATER, HANG NG I N the col d bl ackness of
space. Its outside is ice; its inside —warnmed by Chelestra's free-floating
sun—s water, warm breathable as air, destructive of Sartan and Patryn magic.
The nmensch of Chel estra, brought here by the Sartan, dwell on seanpbons—iving
organi sns that drift through the water, following Chelestra's erratic sun. The
seanoons nake their own atnmosphere, surrounding thenselves with a bubble of
air. On these noons, the nensch build cities, raise crops, and sail the water
in their magi cal submersibles.

On Chelestra, unlike the worlds of Arianus and Pryan, the nensch live together
in peace. Their world and their lives had remnai ned undi sturbed for centuries,
until the arrival of Alfred through Death's Gate. [1] He

1 Alfred wites: Looking at the recent history of the four worlds, it is
instructive to note that the events which were to play such significant roles
in the worlds' future all took place near the sane tine—the time when Haplo
first entered Death's CGate.

At this time, the evil dragon-snakes, long held prisoners in Chelestra by the
ice, first felt the warmh of the sun. On Arianus, King Stephen hired an
assassin to kill the changeling Bane. On Abarrach, Prince Edrmund led his
people to the dooned city of Necropolis. On Pryan, the tytans began their

nmur der ous ranpage. The good dragons, sensing the awakening of their evil
cousins, left their underground hones and prepared to enter the worlds. | do
not believe we can consider such timng coincidence. It is, as we are
beginning to | earn, the Wave correcting itself.

accidental ly waked a group of Sartan—the very ones who had sundered the
worl d—from a stasis sleep. Once considered dem gods by the nensch, the Sartan
attenpted again to rule over those believed to be inferior

Led by Samah, Head of the Council +he nman who had ordered the Sunderi ng—the
Sartan were angered and amazed to find that these nensch not only refused to
bow down and worship, but actually had the tenerity to defy the so-called gods
and wall the Sartan up in their own city, keeping them prisoners by fl oodi ng
that city with the magi c-destroyi ng seawater.

Also living on Chelestra were the manifestation of evil in the worlds. Taking



the form of enornmous serpents, the evil dragon-snakes, as the dwarves naned
them had | ong been seeking a way of f Chelestra and into the other three
wor | ds. Samah inadvertently provided it. Enraged at the nensch, fearful, no

| onger able to control men or events, Samah fell unwitting victimto the
dragon-snakes. Despite the fact that he had been warned against it, the Sartan
opened Death's Gate. [2] Thus the evil dragon-snakes were able to enter the

2 Sone confusion has arisen over this term If Death's Gate has not previously
been open, how have Haplo and Alfred traveled through it? Imagine a roomwth
seven doors leading out of it. On his first journey, Haplo opens the door from
the Nexus, shuts it behind him travels across the roomto the door of

Arianus, enters. The door shuts behind him Thus he travels fromone place to
anot her, but all other doors remain closed.

Samah, entering the room causes the doors to open wide, and they renmain open
provi di ng ease of travel between the worlds, but also giving access to those
who m ght otherw se have found it difficult or inpossible to gain access. The
only way to shut the doors nowis through the Seventh Gate.

ot her worlds, where they worked to foment the chaos and discord that are their
nmeat and dri nk.

Secretly appalled at what he had done, Samah left Chelestra, intending to
travel to Abarrach. Here, as he had learned fromAlfred, the Sartan were
practicing the ancient and forbidden art of necromancy.

"If," Samah reasoned, "I could bring the dead back to life, we would have a
force strong enough to defeat the dragon-snakes, and once again rule the four
wor | ds. "

Samah never lived to learn the art of raising the dead. He was captured, along
with a strange old Sartan who called hinself Zifnab, by their ancient eneny
the Patryns, who had acconpanied their lord Xar to Abarrach. Xar was there
also to learn the art of necromancy. He ordered Sanmah executed, then attenpted
to raise the Sartan's body through magi cal mneans.

Xar's plan was thwarted. Samah's soul was freed by an undead Sartan naned
Jonat hon, of whomthe prophecy says, "He will bring life to the dead, hope to
the living, and for himthe Gate will open."

Fol | owi ng the departure of Samah from Chelestra, the other Sartan remaining on
the Chalice—the only stable piece of land in the water-bound worl d-have been
waiting inmpatiently, and with growing anxiety, for his return

"The Councillor has been gone well past the tinme he hinself set. W can no
| onger function | eaderless. | urge you, Ranu, to accept your father's position
of Head of the Council of Seven."

Ramu gl anced around at each of the other six menbers. "Is this what you al
t hi nk? Are you all of one nind?"

"We are." They spoke in nods and words. [ 3]

Ramu had been carved fromthe sanme cold stone as Samah, his father. Not nuch
could warm either man. Hard and unyi el ding, Ramu woul d shatter before he would
bend. It was never twilight in Ramu's vision—+t was day or night. The sun
shone brightly or darkness engulfed his world. And even when the sun shone, it
cast shadows.

But he was basically a good man, honorable, a devoted father, friend, and



husband. And if his worry over his own father's di sappearance was not etched
on the rock-hard surface of his face, it had been burned deep within.

"Then | accept,"” Ramu said. d ancing around the group again, he added, "unti
such time as nmy father returns.”

Al'l on the Council gave agreenment. To do otherw se woul d have been to
di sparage Samah.

Rising to his feet, his white robes brushing softly against the surface of the
floor—a surface that was still cold and danp to the touch, despite the fact
that the flood-waters had receded—Ramu noved fromhis seat at the end of the
table to take his place in the chair in the center

The ot her nenbers of the Council of Seven re-

3 The | eadership of the Council is not hereditary, just as menbership on the
Council is not hereditary. The seven chosen to serve on the Council, the
governi ng body of the Sartan, elect one of thenselves to serve as |eader. Just
how t he seven thensel ves were chosen in those early days is not known, was
kept secret by the Sartan, who undoubtedly feared some Patryn mght attenpt to
i nfl uence the deci sion.

Ramu was servitor to the Council—a position required before one can becone a
menber. Either Ramu was prompoted to full Council menber during the emergency
peri od when the nmensch flooded the dty or he took over his exiled nother's
Counci |l post.

arranged thenselves to suit, three sitting on Ramu's left and three on his
ri ght.

"What business is brought before the Council this day?" Ranu asked.

One of the members stood up. "The nensch have returned a third time to sue for
peace, Councillor. They have asked to neet with the Council."

"W have no need to neet with them For a peaceful settlenment, they nust neet
our terns, as given to themby ny father. They know what those are, |
bel i eve?"

"Yes, Councillor. The nmensch either nove off the Chalice, nmove off our |ands
whi ch they usurped by force, or they agree to swear fealty to us, to permt
t hensel ves to be governed by us."

"And what is their answer to these terns?"

"They will not |eave the |ands they have taken, Councillor. To be quite fair,
t hey have nowhere el se to go. Their former honel ands, the seanobons, are now
| ocked in ice."

"They could clinb in those boats of theirs and sail after the sun, go search
for new honel ands. "

"They see no need for such a traumatic upheaval in their lives, Councillor
There is land enough for all here on the Chalice. They cannot understand why
t hey cannot settle it."

The Sartan's tone inplied that he could not quite understand it, either. Ranmu
frowned, but at that noment, another Council mnenber rose, asked |leave to
speak.



"To be fair to the nmensch, Councillor," she said deferentially, "they are

ashaned of their past actions and are quite willing to ask our forgiveness and
be friends. They have made inprovenents to the |and, begun to build hones,
establ i sh busi nesses. |'ve seen these nmyself."

"I ndeed, Sister?" Ranu's face darkened. "You have travel ed anong t henP"

"Yes, Councillor. It was at their invitation. | saw no harm and the ot her
menbers agreed with me. You were not avail abl e—=

"What's done is done, Sister." Ramu coldly ended the discussion. "Please
conti nue. What have the nensch done to our | and?"

No one missed the enphasis on the pronoun

The Sartan nervously cleared her throat. "The elves have settled near the
seashore. Their cities are going to be extraordinarily beautiful, Councillor
with dwellings made of coral. The humans have settled farther inland, in the
forests which they love, but with access to the sea, granted them by the

el ves. The dwarves have noved into caverns in the nmountains in the interior
They are mining the mnerals, raising goats and sheep. They have set up
forges—

"Enough!" Ranu's face was livid with anger. "I've heard enough. They have set
up forges, you say. Forges to make weapons of steel which they will use to
attack either us or their neighbors. The peace of our lives will be shattered,

just as it was long ago. The nensch are quarrel some, violent children who need
our direction and control ."

The Council nenber was inclined to argue. "But they appear to be living quite
peaceful | y—=

Ramu waved his hand, brushed her words away. "The mensch may get along for a
time, particularly if they have some new toy to keep them occupied. But their
own history shows that they cannot be trusted. They will either agree to live
by our rules, under our |aws, or they can depart."

The Sartan gl anced uncertainly around the Council. The other menbers indicated
wi th nods that she was to continue. "Then ... uh ... the nensch have given ne
their terns for peace, Councillor."

"Their ternms!" Ramu was amazed. "Why should we bother to listen to their
terns?"

"They consider that they won a victory over us, Councillor," said the Sartan
She flushed beneath Ramu's bal eful gaze. "And it nust be admitted that they
could do the very sane thing to us again. They control the floodgates. They
could open themat any tine, flood us out. The seawater is devastating to our
magi c. Some of us have only just recently regai ned conplete use of our power.
W thout our magic, we are nore hel pl ess than the mensch—=

"M nd what you say, Sister!" Ramu warned.

"I speak the truth, Councillor,
it."

the Sartan returned quietly. "You cannot deny

Ramu did not argue. H's hands, lying flat on the table, drew inward; the
fingers curled over nothing. The stone table was cold, snelled wet and nusty.
"What about ny father's suggestion? Have we nade any attenpt to destroy these



fl oodgat es, seal them shut?"

"The fl oodgates are far below water |evel, Councillor. W cannot reach them
and even if we could, our magic would be rendered powerl ess by the water
itsel f. Besides"—her voice | owered—who knows but that the evil dragon-snakes
are down there still, lying in wait."

"Perhaps,"” Ramu said, but would add nothing further. He knew, because his
father had told himbefore he left, that the dragon-snakes had entered Death's
Gate, had left Chelestra, taken their evil to other worlds

"This is ny fault, my son," Samah said. "One reason | travel to Abarrach
is in hopes of making reparation, of finding the nmeans to destroy the dread

serpents. | begin to think"—-he hesitated, glanced at his son from beneath
| owered eyelids—1 begin to think that Alfred was right all along. The true
evil is here. W created it."

H s father placed his hand over his own heart.

Ramu di d not understand. "Father, how can you say that? Look at what you
created! It is not evil."

Ramu gestured, a broad and sweeping nmotion that included not only the
bui | di ngs and ground and trees and gardens of the Chalice, but the world of
water itself, and beyond that, the worlds of air and fire and stone.

Samah | ooked where his son had pointed. "I see only what we destroyed,"” he
sai d.

Those were his | ast words, before he wal ked t hrough Death's Gate.
"Farewel |, ny father," Ramu called after him "Wen you return triunphant,
wi th | egi ons marchi ng behind you, your spirits will lift."

But Sanmh had not returned. And there had been no word of him

And now, though Ramu was loath to admt it, the nensch had—+to all intents and
pur poses—onquered the gods. Conquered us! Their superiors! Ramu could see no
way out of the present difficulty. Since the floodgates were under the

magi c-nul li fying water, the Sartan could not destroy the floodgates wth
magi c. W m ght resort to nechanical neans. In the Sartan library are books
which tell how, in ancient days, nmen manufactured powerful explosive devices.

But Ramu could not fool hinself. He lifted his hands, turned them pal mup
stared at them The palnms were soft and snooth, the fingers | ong and shapely.
A conjurer's hands, taught to handl e the insubstantial. Not a craftsman's. The
clumsi est dwarf could manufacture in an eyeblink what it would take Ramu | ong
hours of toil to produce with nothing but his hands.

"W mght, after cycles and cycles, produce somnething mechani cal capabl e of
closing or blocking off the floodgates. But at that point we have becone
mensch,” Ramu said to hinself. "Better to just open the floodgates and let the
water rush in!"

It was then that the thought occurred to him Perhaps we should | eave. Let the
mensch have this world. Let them | ook after thenselves. Let them destroy each
other, as-so Alfred had reported—+the nmensch were doi ng on other worlds.

Let the unruly and ungrateful children come hone to find that their
| ong-suffering parents have gone.



He was suddenly conscious of the other Council menbers exchangi ng gl ances,
their expressions anxious, worried. He realized, too late, that his dark

t hought s had been reflected on his face. H s expression hardened. To | eave now
was to give up, surrender, admt defeat. He would sooner drown in that

bl ue- green wat er.

"Ei ther the nensch abandon the Chalice or agree to place thensel ves under our
control. Those are their only two options. | assune the rest of the Counci
agrees with ne?" Ramu gl anced around.

The rest of the Council did agree, at |east by voice. Any di sagreenment or

di ssent was not spoken aloud. This was no time for disunity.

"I'f the mensch refuse to neet these terns," Ramu continued, frowning, speaking
slowy and distinctly, his gaze fixing in turn on each person in the room
"there will be consequences. Dire consequences. You may tell themthat."

The Council nenbers appeared nore hopeful, relieved. Qoviously, their
Councillor had a plan. They del egated one of their nunber to speak to the
mensch, then noved on to other business, such as cl eaning up damage |eft by
the floodwaters. Wien there were no other matters left to consider, the
Council voted to adjourn. Mst of them went about their business, but a few
lingered behind, talking with Ranmu, hoping to discover some hint of what the
Councillor had in mnd.

Ramu was expert at keeping his own counsel. He gave away nothing, and the
ot her Council menbers at |ength departed. Ranu remai ned seated at the table,
glad to be alone with his thoughts, when he suddenly realized he wasn't al one.

A strange Sartan had entered the room

The man | ooked faniliar, but was not imedi ately recogni zable. Ranu regarded
himintently, trying to place him Several hundred Sartan lived on the
Chalice. A good politician, Ramu knew them all by sight and could generally
put a nane to a face. It disturbed himthat he couldn't remenber this one. Yet
he was positive he'd seen this man before.

Ramu rose politely to his feet. "Good day, sir. If you have cone to present a
petition to the Council, you are too |ate. W have adjourned."”

The Sartan sniled and shook his head. He was a nman of m ddl e age, handsone,
with a receding hairline, strong jaw and nose, sad and thoughtful eyes.

"I come in time, then," the Sartan said, "for | have cone to talk to you
Councillor. If you are Ramu, son of Samah and Ol ah?"

Ramu frowned, annoyed by this reference to his nother. She had been exiled for
crimes agai nst the people; her name was never to be spoken. He was about to

t nake some comment on this when it occurred to him that perhaps the strange
Sartan (what was his nane!) did not know of Orlah's exile to the Labyrinth, in
t he conpany of the heretic Alfred. CGossip had undoubtedly spread the word,

but, Ramu was forced to admt, this dignified stranger did not |ook the type
to indul ge in whispers over the back fence,

Ramu bit back his irritation, nade no comrent. He answered the question with a
slight enmphasis that should have given the stranger a clue. "I am Ranu, son
of Samah. "

At that point, Ramu was faced with a problem Asking the man's nanme was not a



politic nove, would reveal that Ranu did not remenber him There were
di pl omati ¢ ways around this, but—being generally a blunt and forthright
man—Ranu coul d think of none at the nonent.

The strange Sartan, however, settled the matter. "You don't renmenber me, do
you, Ramu?"

Ramu flushed, was about to nake some polite reply, but the Sartan went on

"Not surprising. W net long, long, |long ago. Before the Sundering. | was a
menber of the original Council. A good friend of your father's."
Ramu' s nmout h sagged open. He did renenber now ... in a way. He renenbered

somet hing disquieting in regard to this man. But what was of nore i mediate
interest was the fact that this Sartan was obviously not a citizen of

Chel estra. Vhich nmeant he had cone from another world.

"Arianus," said the Sartan with a smle. "Wrld of air. Stasis sleep. Mich
i ke you and your people, | believe."

"I am pl eased to know you again, sir," Ramu said, trying to clear his
confusion, recall what he knew about this man, and, at the sane time, revel in
t he newfound hope the stranger brought. There were Sartan alive on Arianus!

"I trust you will not be insulted, but it has been, as you say, a long tine.
Your nane . "

"You may call me James," said the Sartan

Ramu eyed himdistrustfully. "James is not a Sartan nane.

"No, you're right. But as a conpatriot of nine nust have told you, we on

Arianus are not accustonmed to using our true Sartan nanes. | believe you have
met Al fred?"
"The heretic? Yes, I've met him" Ranmu was grim "I think it only fair to warn

you that he was exiled

Sonething stirred in Ranu, a distant menory, not of Alfred. Further back, nuch
further back in tine.

He had al nost grasped it, but before he could Iay hands on the nenory, the
strange Sartan unraveled it.

James was noddi ng gravely. "Always a troubl enmaker, was Alfred. |'m not
surprised to hear of his downfall. But | didn't come to speak of him | cane
on a far sadder mission. | amthe bearer of unhappy news and evil tidings."

"My father," Ranu said, forgetting everything else. "You come with news of ny
father."

"I amsorry to have to tell you this." James drew near to Ranu, placed a firm
hand on the younger man's arm "Your father is dead."

Ramu bowed his head. He didn't for a nmoment doubt the stranger's words. He'd
known, deep inside, for some tine.

"How di d he die?"

The Sartan grew nore grave, troubled. "He died in the dungeons of Abarrach, at



t he hands of one who calls hinmself Xar, Lord of the Patryns."

Ramu went rigid. He could not speak for |ong nonments; then he asked, in a | ow
voi ce, "How do you know t his?"

"I was with him" Janes said softly, nowintently regardi ng the young man. "I
was mysel f captured by Lord Xar."

"And you escaped? But not ny father?" Ranmu gl owered.

"I amsorry, Councillor. A friend assisted me to escape. Help cane too |late
for your father. By the time we reached him. " Janes sighed.

Ramu was overconme by darkness. But anger soon burned away his grief—-anger and
hatred and the desire for revenge.

"A friend hel ped you. Then there are Sartan |iving on Abarrach?"
"Ch, yes," James replied, with a cunning | ook. "Many Sartan on Abarrach. Their
| eader is called Balthazar. | know that is not a Sartan nane," he added

qui ckly, "but you nust renenber that these Sartan are twel fth-generation. They
have | ost or forgotten many of the old ways."

"Yes, of course,"” Ranu nuttered, not giving the matter further thought. "And
you say that this Lord Xar is also living on Abarrach. This can only nmean one
t hi ng. "

James nodded gravely. "The Patryns are attenpting to break out of the
Labyri nth—such are the evil tidings | bear. They have | aunched an assault on
the Final Cate."

Ramu was appal | ed. "But there nust be thousands of them.

"At least," James replied conplacently. "It will take all your people, plus
the Sartan of Abarrach—=

"—+o0 stop this evil!" Ramu concl uded, fist clenched.

"To stop this evil," Janes repeated, adding sol emmly,

"You must go at once to the Labyrinth. It's what your father would have
wanted, | think."

"Certainly." Ranmu's mnd was raci ng ahead. He forgot all about where he m ght
have met this man, under what circunstances. "And this tine, we will not be
merci ful to our eneny. That was ny father's m stake."

"Samah has paid for his mistakes,” Janmes said quietly, "and he has been

forgiven."
Ramu paid no attention. "This tine, we will not shut the Patryns up in a
prison. This time, we will destroy themutterly."

He turned on his heel, was about to | eave, when he renenbered his manners. He

faced the elder Sartan. "I thank you, sir, for bringing this news. You may

rest assured ny father's death will be avenged. | nust go now, to discuss this
with the other nmenbers of the Council, but I will send one of the servitors to
you. You will be a guest in my house. Is there anything else | can do to nake

you confortabl e—=



"Not necessary," said James, with a wave of his hand. "Go along to the
Labyrinth. I'lIl manage on my own."

Ramu felt again that sanme sense of unease and disquiet. He did not doubt the
i nformati on the strange Sartan had brought to him One Sartan cannot lie to
anot her. But there was sonmething not quite right . . . \Wat was it about this
man?

James stood unnoving, sniling beneath Ramu's scrutiny.

Ramu gave up trying to remenber. It was probably nothing, after all. Nothing
i mportant. Besides, it had all happened | ong ago. Now he had nore urgent, nore
i medi ate probl ens. Bowi ng, he left the Council Chanber.

The strange Sartan renmi ned standing in the room staring after the departed
man. "Yes, you renmenber ne, Ramu. You were anong the guards who came to arrest
me that day, the day of the Sundering. You cane to drag ne to the Seventh
Gate. | told Sanah | was going to stop him you see. He was afraid of nme. Not
surprising. He was afraid of everything by then."

James si ghed.
Wal ki ng over to the stone table, he traced his finger through the dust.

Despite the recent flood, the dust continued to drift down fromthe ceiling,
coating every object in the Chalice with a thin, fine, white powder.

"But I was gone when you arrived, Ranmu. | chose to stay behind. | couldn't
stop the Sundering, and so | tried to protect those you left behind. But I
couldn't do anything to help them There were too nmany dying. | wasn't of nuch

use to anyone then.
"But | am now. "

The Sartan's aspect changed, altered. The handsone m ddl e-aged nan evol ved,
transformed in an instant into an old man with a long, scraggly beard, wearing
nmouse-col ored robes and a battered, shapeless hat. The old man stroked his
beard, | ooked extrenely proud of hinself.

"Pig's breakfast, indeed! Just wait till you hear what |'ve done now |
handl ed that just exactly right. Did exactly what you told nme, you el ongated
toad of a dragon .

"That is"—Zifnab thoughtfully tugged at his beard —=I believe | did what you
said. 'At all costs, get Ranu to the Labyrinth.' Yes, those were your exact
wor ds

"I think those were the exact words. Un, nowthat | recall . . ." The old man
began to twi st his beard into knots. "Perhaps it was 'At all costs, keep Ranu
away fromthe Labyrinth ? .

"I"ve got the "at all costs' bit down pat." Zifnab appeared to take sone
confort fromthis fact. "It's the part that comes after I'ma bit nuddl ed on.
Maybe . . . Maybe | just better pop back and check the script.”

Mumbling to hinself, the old man wal ked into a wall and vani shed.

A Sartan, happening to enter the Council Chanber at that nonent, was startled
to hear a grimvoice saying gloomly, "Wat have you done now, sir?"

CHAPTER 7



THE LABYRI NTH

THE BLUE- GREEN DRAGON OF PRYAN ROSE H GH ABOVE THE treetops. Alfred gl anced
down at the ground once, shuddered, and resolved to | ook anywhere except that
direction. Somehow, flying had been different when he'd been the one with the
wi ngs. He gripped the dragon's scales nore tightly. Trying to take his mnd
off the fact that he was perched precariously and unsteadily on the back of a
dragon, soaring far, far above solid ground, Alfred searched for the source of
t he wondrous sunlight. He knew it shone fromthe citadels, but those were

| ocated on Pryan. How was the light shining into the Labyrinth? Turning slowy
and carefully, he risked peering back tentatively over his shoul der

"The light shines fromthe Vortex," Vasu shouted. The headman was flying on
anot her dragon. "Look, |ook toward the ruined nmountain."

Sitting up as tall as he dared, clinging nervously to the dragon, Alfred
stared in the direction indicated. He gasped in awe.

It was as if a sun burned deep within the nountain's heart. Shafts of
brilliant |ight beamed fromevery crack, every crevice, illumnated the sky,
poured over the land. The |ight touched Abri's gray walls, causing themto
glisten silver. The trees that had lived so long in the gray day of the
Labyrinth seemed to lift their twisted linbs to this new dawn, as an aged man
reaches aching fingers to a warmfire.

But, Alfred saw sadly, the light did not penetrate far into the Labyrinth. It
was a tiny candle flame in the vast darkness; nothing nore. And soon the
dar kness consuned it.

Al fred watched for as long as he could, until the light was blotted out by
nmount ai ns, rising jagged and sharp, like bony hands thrust into his face to
prohi bit hope. He sighed, turned away, and saw the fiery red gl ow on the
hori zon ahead.

"What is that?" he called. "Do you know?"

Vasu shook his head. "It began the night after the attack on Abri. In that
direction lies the Final Gate."

"I saw the elves burn a walled city on the Vol karan |slands," Hugh the Hand
said, dark eyes squinting to see. "Flanes |eapt from house to house. The heat
was so intense, some buil di ngs expl oded before the fire even reached them At
night, the blaze fit up the sky. It |ooked very nuch like that."

"It is undoubtedly nmagical fire, created by nmy lord to drive off the
dragon-snakes,"” Marit said coolly.

Al fred sighed. How could she continue to have faith in Lord Xar? Her hair was
gunmed together with her own bl ood, drawn by Xar when he obliterated the sigi
whi ch had joi ned themtogether. Perhaps that was the reason. She and Xar had
been in conmmuni cati on. She was the one who had betrayed themto Xar, had told
himtheir |ocation. Perhaps, somehow, Xar continued to exert his influence
over her.

"I shoul d have stopped her at the very beginning," he said to hinself. "I saw
that sigil when | brought her into the Vortex. | knew what it meant. | should
have warned Hapl o she would betray him™

And then, as usual, Alfred began to argue with hinself. "But Marit saved



Haplo's life in Chelestra. It was obvious she |oved him And he | oved her

They brought love into a prison house of hate. How could | slam shut the door
against it? Yet maybe if | had told him he could have protected hinself ... |
don't know." Alfred sighed bleakly. "I don't know ... | did what | thought was
best . . . And who can say? Perhaps her faith in her lord will be justified."

The bl ue-green dragons of Pryan flew on through the Labyrinth, circling around
the tall nountains, diving through the passes. As they drew nearer the Fina
Gate, they dipped Iow, barely skimrng the treetops, hiding as best they could
fromwat chful eyes. The darkness grew deeper, an unnatural darkness, for
nightfall was sonme hours distant. This darkness affected not only the eyes,

but the heart and the mind as well. An evil, magical darkness, cast by the
dragon-snakes, it brought with it the ages-old fear of night we first know as
children. It spoke of unknown, hideous things |urking just beyond sight, ready
to leap out and drag us off.

Marit's face, bathed in the Iight of her own warning rune-glow, was pale and
strai ned. The bl ood on her forehead | ooked black by contrast. Hugh the Hand
constantly turned to stare around.

"W're being watched," he warned.

Al fred cringed at the words, which seened to bounce back fromthe darkness in
| aughi ng, nocki ng echoes. Crouching, trying to hide behind the dragon's neck
Al fred grew faint—-his preferred form of defense. He knew the signs, and he
fought agai nst them |ightheaded, his stonmach crawling, his forehead beaded
with sweat. He pressed his face against the dragon's cool scales and cl osed
his eyes.

But being blind was worse than seeing, because suddenly Alfred had the vivid
menory of falling fromthe air, spiraling dowward, too weak and wounded to
stop his descent. The ground spun crazily, soared up to nmeet him.

A hand shook him
Al fred gasped, jerked upright.

"You damm near fell off," Hugh the Hand told him "You aren't planning to
faint, are you?"

"No-no," Al fred nurnured.
"Good thing," the Hand said. "Take a | ook ahead."

Al fred sat up, wiped the chill sweat fromhis face. It took a nonent for the
fog of dizziness to clear fromhis eyes, and at first he had no idea what it
was he was seeing. The darkness was so intense, and nowit was nmngled with a
choki ng snoke

Snmoke. Alfred stared, ail things coming into terrible focus.

The city of the Nexus, the beautiful city built by the Sartan for their
enem es, was abl aze.

The dragons of Pryan were not affected by the dragon-snakes' magi cal darkness.
They flew through it unerringly, keeping to their destination, whatever that
m ght be. Alfred had no idea where he was being taken, nor did he nuch care.
It would be horrible, wherever it was. Sick at heart, terrified, he longed to
turn around, flee back to the bright 1ight shining fromthe nountain.



"It is a good thing I amriding on the back of this dragon," Vasu said
somberly, his voice com ng out of the darkness. The runes on his skin
glimered brightly, red and blue. "Otherwi se, | would not have had the courage
to cone this far."

"It shanes me to say it, Headman," Marit said in a |low voice, "but | feel the
sane. "

"No shane," said the dragon. "The fear grows from seeds planted within you by
the serpents. Fear's roots seek out every dark part of you, every nenory,
every nightmare, and, once found, the roots sink into those dark parts and
drink deep. Fear's evil plant flourishes."

"How can | destroy it?" Alfred quavered.
"You cannot," said the dragon. "Fear is a part of you. The serpents know this
and that is why they use it. Don't let fear overwhel myou. Don't becone afraid
of the fear."

"Just what |'ve been all nmy life!" Alfred said m serably.
"Not all your life," the dragon said—and it m ght have been Alfred's
i magi nati on, but he thought he could see the dragon smile

Marit gazed down at the buil dings of the Nexus, their walls and pillars,
towers and spires now bl ack skeletons, Iit fromw thin by the devouring
flanmes. The buil di ngs were made of stone, but the support beans and fl oors and
wal s within were wood. The stone was protected by runes, wought by the
Sartan, strengthened by the Patryns. Marit wondered at first how the city
could have fallen; then she remenbered the walls of Abri. They, too, had been
protected by the rune-magi c. The serpents had thrown thensel ves bodily agai nst
the walls, causing small cracks to form cracks that w dened and spread unti

t hey broke apart the runes, tore apart the magic.

The Nexus. Marit had never considered the city beautiful. She had al ways
thought of it in ternms of practicality, as did nost Patryns. Its walls were
thick and sound, its streets well laid and snooth, its buildings strong and
solid and sturdy. Now, by the light of the fire that was destroying it, she
noticed its beauty, the grace and delicacy of its tall spires, the harnoni ous
simplicity of its design. Even as she watched, one of the spires toppled and
fell, sending up a shower of sparks and a cloud of snoke.

Marit despaired. Her lord could not have let this happen. He could not be
here. O if he was, he must now be dead. Al her people nust now be dead.

"Look!" Vasu cried suddenly. "The Final Gate! It's still open! W' re hol ding
it

Marit dragged her gaze fromthe burning city, stared through the snoke and
darkness, trying to see. The dragons tipped their w ngs, turned, started to
descend fromthe sky in large spirals.

Patryns on the ground below lifted their faces upward. Marit was too far away
to see their expressions, but she guessed by their actions what thoughts were
runni ng through their mnds. The arrival of a vast arny of w nged beasts could
only mean one thing—defeat. The death bl ow

Understanding their fear, Vasu began to sing; his voice—dsing Sartan
rune-| anguage—arried clearly through the snoke and the flame-1it darkness.



Marit coul dn't understand the words; she had the feeling they weren't neant to
be understood. But they lifted her heart. The horrible terror that had al nost
suffocated her in its choking grasp shriveled and | ost sone of its strength.

The Patryns on the ground bel ow stared up in wonder. Vasu's song was echoed by
Patryn voi ces, shouting encouragenment and war chants. The dragons flew | ow,

all owi ng their passengers to junp off. Then the dragons returned to the skies,
some circling, keeping watch, others departing, scouring the area for the
eneny or flying back to the interior of the Labyrinth, to bring nore Patryns
to the battlefield.

Bet ween the Labyrinth and the Nexus stood a wall covered with Sartan
runes—unes strong enough to kill anything that touched them The wall was

i mense, stretching fromone nountain range to another in an irregul ar
gigantic semicircle. Barren plains extended fromthe wall on both sides. The
city of the Nexus offered Iife on one side; the dark forests of the Labyrinth
of fered death on the other.

Those in the Labyrinth who came within sight of the Final Gate faced their
nost terrible challenge in trying to reach it. The plains were a

no- man' s-1and, bare of any cover, providing an eneny a clear view of anyone
attenpting to cross. Here was the Labyrinth's last chance to hang on to its
victinms. Here, on this plain, Marit had nearly died. Here her |lord had rescued
her .

Fl yi ng over the ground that had been churned up and bl asted by magi ¢ and
battle, Marit searched the crowd of weary, bloodied Patryns, |ooking for Xar
He nust be here. He nmust! The wall stood, the Gate held. Only her lord could
have perforned such powerful magic.

But if he was in the crowd, she couldn't find him

The dragon settled to the ground, the Patryns giving it a wide berth,
regarding it with dark | ooks, wary suspicion. The dragon carrying Vasu al so

| anded, both dragons remaining, while the rest returned to the skies and their
duti es.

The howl s of wolfen reverberated fromthe forests, punctuated by the unnerving
clicking sounds made by the chaodyn before a fight. Numerous red dragons flew
t hrough the snoke, their scales reflected in the flanes of the burning city,
but they didn't attack. To her astonishment, Marit saw no sign of the
serpents.

But she knew they were near; the sigla on her skin flared alnost as brightly
as the fire.

The Abri Patryns banded together, waited silently for orders fromtheir
headman. Vasu had gone to nmake hinmself known to the Patryns at the Gate. Marit
acconpanied him still searching for Lord Xar, They passed by Al fred, who was
gazing sadly at the wall, winging his hands.

"We built this nonstrous prison," he was lanmenting softly. "We built this!" He
shook his head. "We have nuch for which to answer. Mich."

"Yes, but not nowm" Marit chided him "I don't want to have to explain to ny
peopl e what a Sartan is doing here. Not that ny people would likely give ne
much chance to explain before they ripped you apart. You and Hugh keep out of
sight, as much as possible."

"I understand," Alfred said unhappily.



"Hugh, keep an eye on him" Marit ordered. "And for all our sakes, keep
control of that cursed knife!"

The Hand nodded in silence. H's gaze was taking in everything about his
surroundi ngs, revealing nothing of his thoughts. He put his hand over the
Cursed Bl ade, as if endeavoring to restrain it.

Vasu strode across the burned and bl asted plains, his people renaining
silently behind him showi ng himrespect and support. A woman |eft the group
of Patryns guarding the Gate, wal ked to neet him

Marit's heart lurched. She knew this woman! They had |ived near each other in
the Nexus. Marit was tenpted to rush forward, demand to know where Xar was,
demand to know where he had taken the wounded Hapl o.

She choked back her need. To speak to the wonman before Vasu woul d be a serious
di scourtesy. The worman, rightly, would rebuff Marit, would refuse to answer
her questions. Containing herself, Marit kept as close to Vasu as possible.
She gl anced back worriedly at Alfred, fearful he would give hinmself away. He
remai ned on the fringes of the crowd, Hugh the Hand beside him Nearby, alone,
stood the gentl eman dressed in black. The bl ue-green dragon of Pryan had

di sappear ed.

"I am Headman Vasu of the village of Abri." Vasu touched his heart-rune. "A
vill age several gates from here. These are ny people."

"You and your people are wel come, Headman Vasu, though you come here only to
die," said the wonan.

"W will die in good conpany," Vasu responded politely.

"I am Usha," the woman said, touching her heart-rune. "Qur headman is dead.
More than one are dead," she added, her voice grim her gaze going to the
Gate. "The people have turned to nme to lead them" [1]

Usha had many gates, as the saying went. Her hair was streaked with gray, her
skin winkled. But she was strong, in far better physical condition than Vasu.
She was, in fact, regarding himw th drawn brows and a doubtful I ook

"What beasts are these you have brought with you?" she demanded, her gaze
going to the dragons wheeling in the sky above them "I have never seen their
like in the Labyrinth before."

"You have obviously never been to our part of the Labyrinth before, Usha,"
Vasu sai d.

She frowned, recognizing the answer as evasive. Marit had been wondering how
Vasu was going to explain the dragons. One Patryn could not lie outright to
anot her, but certain truths could be kept concealed. It

1 If a headman dies during battle, another menber of the tribe may take over
for the duration of the energency. Usha is technically headman, but may not
lay claimto the title, which can only be awarded by the tribal council. At
that time, any challenges to the new headnan's rul e are accept ed.

woul d take a long time to explain the presence of the dragons of Pryan, even
if he could.

"You are saying that these creatures cone fromyour part of the Labyrinth,



Headnman?"

"They do now, " Vasu answered gravely. "You need not worry about them Usha.
They are under our control. They are i mensely powerful and will aid us in our
battle. In fact, these dragons may very well save us."

Usha crossed her arnms over her chest. She did not appear convinced, but to
argue further would be to challenge Vasu's authority, perhaps m ght be taken
as a challenge to his right to rule. Wth several hundred Patryns backi ng him
obvi ously supporting himloyally, to do such a thing during this time of
turmoil would be foolish

Her stern expression relaxed. "l say again, you are wel come, Headman Vasu. You
and your people and— She hesitated, then said with a grudging smle, "these
you call your dragons. As for saving us . " Her snile vani shed. She sighed
gl anced back at the fire raging in the Nexus. "I do not think there is nuch
hope of that."

"What is your situation?" Vasu asked.

The two | eaders withdrew to talk. At this point, the tribes were free to
mngle with each other. The Patryns of Abri advanced. They had brought with

t hem weapons, food, water, and other supplies. They offered their own healing
strength, to renew those in need.

Marit cast another worried glance at Alfred. He was, fortunately, keeping to
hi nsel f and out of trouble. She noticed that Hugh had a firmgrip on the
Sartan's arm The gentleman in black was no | onger anywhere in sight. Her nind
at ease about Alfred, Marit trailed after Usha and Vasu, anxious to hear what
t hey sai d.

serpents attacked us at dawn," Usha was saying. "Their nunbers were

i mense. They struck the city of the Nexus first. Their intent was to trap us
inthe city, destroy us there, then, when we were dead, they would seal shut
the Final Gate. They nmade no secret of their plans, but told us, |aughing,
what they plotted. How they would trap our people in the Labyrinth, how the
evil would grow . . ." Usha shuddered. "Their threats were terrible to hear."
"They want your fear,"
happened after that?"

said Vasu. "It feeds them nmakes them strong. \Wat

"We fought them The battle was hopel ess. Qur magi cal weapons are usel ess

agai nst such a powerful foe. The serpents hurled thenselves bodily at the city
wal I s, broke the runes, swarmed inside." Usha glanced back at the burning
bui | di ngs. "They coul d have destroyed us then, every one of us. But they
didn't. They let nost of us live. At first, we couldn't understand why. Wy
didn't they kill us, when they had the chance?"

"They wanted you inside the Labyrinth," Vasu guessed.

Usha nodded, her face grim "W fled the city. The serpents drove us in this
direction, rmurdering any who tried to elude them W were caught between the
terror of the Labyrinth and the terror of the serpents. Some of the people
were half mad with fear. The serpents | aughed and ringed us around, driving us
closer and closer to the Gate. They picked off victins at random i ncreasing
the terror and chaos.

"W entered the Gate. What choice did we have? Mst of the people found the
courage. Those who did not . . ." Usha fell silent. Lowering her head, she
bl i nked her eyes rapidly, swallowed before she could speak again. "W heard



them screanming for a long tine."

Vasu was slow to reply, his own anger and pity choking his voice. Marit could
remain silent no | onger.

"Usha," she said desperately. "Wat of Lord Xar? He is here, isn't he?"

"He was here," replied Usha.

"Where has he gone? Was . . . was anyone with hin?" Mrit faltered, her skin
f 1 ushi ng.
Usha eyed her, her expression dark. "As to where he has gone, | neither know

nor care. He left us! Left us to die!" She spat on the ground. "That for Lord
Xar!"

"No!" Marit murnured. "It's not possible.™
"Was anyone with hin? | don't know. | couldn't tell."” Usha's Ilip curled. "Lord
Xar was riding on a ship, a ship that flewin the air. And it was covered with

t hose marki ngs.
of our enemy!"

She cast a scathing glance at the wall, the Gate. "The runes

"Sartan runes?" Marit said, in sudden realization. "Then it couldn't have been
Lord Xar you saw It nust have been a trick of the serpents! He woul d never
fly a ship with Sartan runes. This proves it couldn't have been Xar!"

"On the contrary," said a voice. "Il amafraid it proves it was Lord Xar."
Angry, Marit turned to face this new accusati on. She was sonewhat daunted to
find the gentleman in black standing near her. He was regarding her with deep
SOrrow.

"Lord Xar left Pryan on just such a ship. It was of Sartan make and desi gn—a
vessel formed in the |likeness of a dragon, with sails for w ngs?" The

gent| eman gl anced questioningly at Usha.

She confirmed his description with an abrupt nod.

"It can't bel"™ Marit cried angrily. "My lord couldn't have gone off and |eft
hi s people! Not when he saw what was happeni ng! Not when he saw that the
serpents had betrayed him Did he say anythi ng?"

"He said he woul d be back!" Usha snapped the words off bitterly. "And that our
deat hs woul d be avenged!"

Her eyes flashed; she glared distrustfully at Marit.

"This may hel p explain, Usha," said Vasu. Brushing Marit's tangl ed,

bl ood-encrusted hair fromher face, Vasu revealed the torn mark on her
f or ehead.

Usha gazed at it; her expression softened.

"I see," she said. "I amsorry for you."

Turning away from Marit, Usha continued her conversation with Vasu.

"At ny suggestion, our people—ow caught inside the Labyrinth agai n—have
concentrated their magic on defending the Final Gate. W are attenpting to



keep it open. If it shuts— She shook her head grimy
"That will be the end for us," Vasu agreed.

"The Sartan death-runes on the walls—so | ong a curse—now prove to be a

bl essing. After they drove us in here, the serpents discovered that they could
not come through the Final Gate or even get near it. They attacked the wall,
but the runes were one magic they could not destroy. \Wenever they touch the
runes, blue light crackles around them They bellow in pain and back off. It
does not kill them but it seenms to weaken them

"Seeing this, we wove the sane blue fire across the Final Gate. W cannot get
out, but neither can the serpents seal shut the Gate. Frustrated, the serpents
roamed for a while outside the walls. Then, suddenly, they nysteriously

depart ed.

"And now the scouts report that other enem es—all the creatures of the
Labyrinth—are massing in the forest behind us. Thousands of them"

"They'l|l attack fromboth directions, then," Vasu said. "Pin us against the
wal | ."

"Crush us," said Usha.

"Perhaps not," said Vasu. "Wat if we .

The two continued tal king strategy, defense. Marit ceased to |isten, wandered
away. What did it all matter anyway? She had been so certain of Xar, so sure

"What is happening?' Alfred asked worriedly. He had waited until she was al one
to come talk to her. "What's going on? Were's Lord Xar?"

Marit said nothing. Instead, the gentleman in black answered. "Lord Xar has
gone to Abarrach, as he said he would."

"And Haplo is with hinP" Afred s voice quivered
"Yes, Haplo is with him" replied the gentleman softly.

"My lord has taken Haplo to Abarrach to heal him" Marit glared at them
daring themto refute her

Al fred was silent a nmonent; then he said quietly, "My way is clear. I will go
to Abarrach. Perhaps | can . . ." He glanced at Marit. "Perhaps | can help,"
he finished | anely.

Marit knew all too well what he was thinking. She, too, saw the |iving corpses
of Abarrach. Dead bodies transformed into mndless slaves. She renenbered the
torment in the unseeing eyes, the trapped soul peering out through its prison
of rotting flesh . . . She saw Haplo

She couldn't breathe. A yellowtinged bl ackness blinded her. Gentle arns
caught hold of her, steadied her. She gave in to their support, so long as the
darkness | asted. When it began to recede, she pushed Alfred away from her

"Leave ne alone. I'mall right now," she nmuttered, ashaned of her weakness.
"And if you're going to Abarrach, so aml."

She turned to the gentleman. "How do we travel there? W don't have a ship."



"You will find a vessel near Lord Xar's dwelling place," said the gentleman.
"Or rather—his forner dwelling place. The serpents burned it."

"But they left a ship intact?" Marit was suspicious. "That doesn't make
sense. "

"Perhaps it does—+to them" the gentleman replied. "If you are resolved, you
nmust | eave quickly, before the serpents return. If they discover the Serpent
Mage, and catch himout in the open, they will not hesitate to attack him"

"Where are the dragon-snakes?" Alfred asked nervously.

"They are leading the Patryn's enenies: wolfen, snogs, chaodyn, dragons. The
arm es of the Labyrinth are massing for a final assault."”

"There aren't that many of us left to fight them" Mrit wavered in her
decision to | eave, |ooking at her people, thinking of the vast nunbers of the

eneny.

"Reinforcenents are already on the way," the gentleman said, with a reassuring
smle. "And our serpent cousins won't be expecting to find us here. W will
cone as a nasty surprise to them Between us, we can hold themoff for a |ong
time. As long as it takes," he added with a peculiar |ook at Alfred.

"What does that nean?" Al fred asked.

The gentleman rested his hand on Alfred's wist, gazed at himintently. The
dragon's eyes were blue-green as Pryan sky, as Chelestra's magi c-endi ng water.
"Remenber, Coren, hope's light now shines into the Labyrinth. And it will
continue to shine, though the Gate is shut."

"You're trying to tell ne sonething, aren't you? Riddles, prophecies! |'m not
good at this!" Alfred was sweating. "Wiy don't you just cone out and say it?
Tell me what |'m supposed to do!"

"So few people follow instructions these days,"
his head gloom ly. "Even sinple ones."

t he gentl eman sai d, shaking

He patted Alfred's hand. "Still, we do what we can with what we have. Trust to
your instincts."

"My instinct is usually to faint!" Alfred protested. "You expect ne to do
somet hing grand and heroic. But I'mnot the type. I'monly going to Abarrach
to help a friend."

"OfF course you are," said the gentlenman softly, and he sighed and turned away.

Marit heard the sigh echo inside her, rem nding her of the echo of the trapped
soul s of Abarrach's living dead.

CHAPTER 8

NECRCOPOLI S ABARRACH

ABARRACH-WORLD OF FIRE, WORLD OF STONE. WORLD OF the dead. And of the dying.
In the dungeons of Necropolis, dead city of a dead world, Haplo |ay dying.

He lay on a stone bed, his head pillowed on stone. It was not confortable, but



Hapl o was past the need for confort. He had been in terrible pain, but the

wor st of the pain was gone now. He could feel nothing except the burning pul

of every ragged breath, each breath nore difficult to draw in than the
previous. He was a little afraid of that last breath, the final spasnodic gasp
that would not sustain his life; the choke, the rattle. He imagined it, feared
it would be simlar to the tine on Chel estra when he had thought he was

dr owni ng.

Then he had drawn water into his lungs and the water had been |ife-giving. Now
he woul d draw i n nothing. He would struggle to keep away the darkness, a
struggle terrifying, but mercifully brief.

And his lord was here beside him Haplo was not al one.

"This is not easy for me, ny son," Xar said.

He was not being sarcastic, or ironic. He was truly grieving. He sat beside
Hapl o's hard bed and the lord' s shoul ders were stooped, his head bowed. He
| ooked far older than his many, nmany years. H s eyes, watching Haplo die,
shimrered with unshed tears.

Xar could have killed Haplo, but he didn't.
Xar coul d have saved Haplo's life, but he wasn't doing that either

"You must die, ny son," Xar said. "l dare not let you live. | cannot trust
you. You are nore valuable to ne dead than you are alive. And so | nust |et
you die. But | cannot kill you. |I gave you life. Yes, | suppose that this
makes it nmy right to take that life away. But | cannot. You were one of the
best. And I loved you. | still love you. I would save you if only ... if only

Xar did not finish

Hapl o said nothing, made no argunent, no plea for his life. He knew the pain
this rmust cause his lord and he knew that if there were any way, Xar woul d
spare him But there wasn't. Xar was right. The Lord of the Nexus could no

| onger trust his "son." Haplo would fight himand continue to fight until, as
now, he had no nore strength left.

Xar woul d be a fool to give Haplo back that strength. Once Hapl o was dead, his
cor pse—poor m ndl ess, soulless shell —aould be at Xar's comand. Hapl o —the
iving, breathing, thinking Hapl o—sould not.

"There is no other way," Xar said, his thoughts running parallel with Haplo's,

as they often did. "I must let you die. You understand, my son. | know you do.
You will serve ne in death, as you did in life. Only better. Only better."
The Lord of the Nexus sighed. "But this is still not easy for ne. You

understand that, too, don't you, ny son?"

"Yes," Hapl o whispered. "I understand."

And so the two remained together in the darkness of the dungeon. It was quiet;
very, very quiet. Xar had ordered all the other Patryns to | eave t hem al one.
The only sounds were Hapl o's shuddering breaths; Xar's occasional question

Hapl o' s whi spered answers.

"Do you mind tal ki ng?" Xar asked. "If it pains you, I will not press you."



"No, Lord. | don't feel any pain. Not anynore."
"A sip of water, to ease the dryness."
"Yes, Lord. Thank you."

Xar's touch was cool. H s hand snoot hed back Hapl o's sweat-danp hair fromhis
feverish forehead. He lifted Haplo's head, held a cup of water to the dying
man's lips. Gently, the lord | aid Hapl o back down on the stone.

"That city in which I found you, the city of Abri. Acity in the Labyrinth.
And | never knew it was there. Not surprising, of course, since it was in the
very heart of the Labyrinth. Abri has been there a long, long tinme, | assune,
judging by its size."

Hapl o nodded. He was very tired, but it was conforting to hear his lord's

voi ce. Haplo had a dimrecollection of being a boy riding on his father's
back. The boy's small arnms w apped around nuscul ar shoul ders, small head
drooping. He could hear his father's voice and feel it at the same tinme, fee
it resonate in his chest. He could hear his lord's voice and feel it at the
same time—an odd sensation, as if it were conming to himthrough the cold hard
st one.

"Qur people are not city-builders," Xar conmented.

"The Sartan," Hapl o whi spered.

"Yes, so | judged. The Sartan who, |ong ago, defied Samah and the Council of
Seven. They were punished for their defiance, sent to the Labyrinth with their
enem es. And we did not turn on themand kill them | find that strange."

"Not so strange," said Haplo, thinking of Alfred.

Not when two people have to fight to survive in a terrible land that is intent
on destroying themboth. He and Al fred had survived only by hel pi ng each
other. Now Al fred was in the Labyrinth, in Abri, perhaps hel ping Haplo's
peopl e to survive.

"This Vasu, the |eader of Abri, a Sartan, isn't he?" Xar continued. "Part
Sartan, at least. Yes, | thought so. | did not neet him but | saw himon the
fringes of ny mnd. Very powerful, very capable. A good |eader. But anbitious,
certainly. Especially now that he knows the world is not bounded by Abri's
wall's. He will want his share, | amafraid. Perhaps the whole of it. That is
the Sartan in him | can't permt it. He nust be eradicated. And there nmay be
nmore like him Al those of our people whose bl ood has been tainted by the
Sartan. | amafraid they will seek to overthrow nmy rule.”

| amafraid .

You are wong, Lord, Haplo said silently. Vasu cares only for his people, not
for power. He is not afraid. He is what you were, Lord. He will not becone
what you are—afraid. You will rid yourself of Vasu, because you fear him Then
you will destroy all those Patryns who have Sartan ancestry. Then you wil |
destroy the Patryns who were friends of those who have been destroyed. And at
the end, there will be no one |left but yourself—the person you fear nost.

"The end is the beginning," Hapl o nurnured.

"\What ?" Xar | eaned forward, sharp, intent. "Wat did you say, mnmy son?"



Hapl o had no recollection. He was in Chelestra, world of water, drifting in
the seawater, sinking slowy beneath the waves, as he had done once before.
Except that now he was no longer afraid. He was only a little sad, a little
regretful. Leaving matters undone, unfinished.

But others were left to pick up what he had been forced to let fall. Afred,

bunbling, clunsy . . . golden, soaring dragon. Marit, beloved, strong. Their
child . . . unknown. No, that was not quite true. He knew her. He'd seen her
face . . . faces of his children ... in the Labyrinth. Al of these

drifting on the waves.

The wave bore himup, cradled him rocked him But he saw it as it had once
been—a tidal wave, rising, rising to a fearful pronontory, crashing down to
engul f, deluge the world, split it apart.

Sanah.

And then the ebb. Debris, weckage, floating on the water. The survivors
clinging to fragments until they found safe haven on strange shores. They
flourished, for a tinme. But the wave nmust correct itself.

Slowmy, slowy, the wave built again, in the opposite direction. A vast
mountain of water, threatening to again crash down on and drown the worl d.

Xar .

Hapl o struggled, briefly. It was hard-hard to | eave. Especially now that he
was finally beginning to understand

Begi nning. Xar was talking to him cajoling him Sonething about the Seventh
Gate. A child's poem End is the beginning.

A muffl ed whi nper came from beneath the stone bed, was |ouder than Xar's
voi ce. Haplo found just strength enough to nove his hand. He felt a wet lick
He smiled, fondled the dog's silky ears.

"Qur |l ast journey together, boy," he said. "But no sausages . . ,"
The pain was back. Bad. Very bad.
A hand took hold of his. A hand gnarled and old, strong and supportive.

"Easy, ny son," said Xar, holding fast. "Rest easy. Gve up the struggle. Let
go . "

The pai n was agony.
"Let go . "

C osing his eyes, Haplo sighed his |last breath and sank beneath the waves.
CHAPTER 9

NECRCPOLI S THE LABYRI NTH

XAR CLASPED HI'S HAND AROUND HAPLO s WRIST. THE LORD kept his hand on the
wrist even when he could no |longer feel life pulsing through it. Xar sat
silently, staring into the darkness, seeing nothing at first. And then, as
time passed and the flesh in his fingers grew cool, Xar saw hi nmsel f.



An old man, alone with his dead.

An old man, sitting in a dungeon cell far below the surface of a world that
was its own tonb. An old man, head bowed, stoop-shoul dered, grieving over his
| oss. Haplo. Dearer to himthan any son he'd fathered. But nore than Haplo.

Cosing his eyes against the bitter darkness, Xar saw anot her darkness, the
terrible darkness that had fallen over the Final Gate. He saw the faces of his
people, lifted to himin hope. He saw that hope change to disbelief, then to
fear in some, anger in others, before his ship swept himinto Death's Gate.

He could renenber a tine, countless tines, when he'd energed fromthe
Labyrinth, weary, wounded, but triunphant. Hs people, stern and taciturn, had
not said rmuch, but their very silence was eloquent. In their eyes he saw
respect, love, admiration

Xar | ooked into Haplo's eyes—w de open and staring—and the lord saw only
enpti ness.

Xar let fall Haplo's wist. The lord gazed in dull despair around the dark
cell.

"How have | come to this?" he asked hinself. "How, fromwhere | began, did
end up here?"

And he thought he heard, in the darkness, sibilant, hissing |aughter.
Furious, Xar bounded to his feet. "Wo is there?" he called.
No reply, but the sounds ceased.

H s monment of sel f-doubt was over, however. That hissing | aughter had caused
the enptiness to fill with rage.

"My people are disappointed in ne now," Xar nuttered to hinself. He turned
back, slowy and purposefully, to the corpse. "But when | rejoin themin
victory, comng to themthrough the Seventh Gate, bringing to thema single
world to conquer, to rule—then they will revere ne as never before!

"The Seventh Gate," Xar whispered, as he gently, tenderly, conposed the body's
linbs, folding the flaccid arns across the chest, stretching out the |egs.
Last, he shut the staring, enpty eyes. "The Seventh Gate, ny son. Wen you
were a living man, you wanted to take ne there. Now you will have the chance.
And | will be grateful, ny son. Do this for me, and I will grant you rest."

The flesh was cool beneath his fingers now The heart-rune—with its dreadful
gapi ng wound—was beneath his hand. Al he had to do was close the sigil, mend
it, then work the magic of the necromancy on Haplo's corpse, on all the rest
of the runes tattooed upon the body.

Xar rested his fingers on the heart-rune, the words of nending on his lips.
Abruptly, he drew his hand back. H's fingertips were stained with blood. H's
hand, which had always held firmin battle against his foes, began to trenble.

Agai n a sound, outside the cell. Not a hissing sound, but a shuffling. Xar
turned, staring hard into the darkness. "I know you are there. | hear you. Are
you spying on ne? What do you want ?"

In response, a figure advanced on the cell. It was one of the |azar, one of
the frightful living dead of Abarrach. Xar eyed the shanbling corpse



suspi ciously, thinking it mght be Kleitus. Fornmer Dynast of Abarrach, now a
| azar, nmurdered by his own people, the Sartan Kl eitus would have been quite

happy to return the favor by nurdering Xar. The lazar had tried arid fail ed,
but was ever on the | ookout for another opportunity.

This |l azar was not Kleitus, however. Xar breathed an involuntary sigh. He was
not afraid of Kl eitus, but the Lord of the Nexus had other, nore inportant
matters to consider now. He did not presunme to waste his magical talents
fighting a dead man.

"Who are you? What do you want here?" Xar demanded testily. He thought he
recogni zed the lazar, but could not be certain. One dead Sartan | ooked a great
deal |ike another to the Patryn.

"My nanme is Jonathon," said the |azar.

Jonat hon . cane the echo that was the trapped soul, forever trying
to free itself fromthe body.

"I come, not to you, but to him"

to him.

The | azar's strange eyes, which were sonetinmes the blank eyes of the dead and
sonmetines the pain-filled eyes of one living in torment, fixed on Haploo.

"The dead call to us," the |lazar continued. "W hear their voices

voi ces . whi spered the echo sadly.
"Well, this is one call you needn't bother to answer," Xar said sharply. "You
may depart. | have need of this corpse myself."

"Perhaps you coul d use ny assistance,"” the |l azar offered.

assi st ance .

Xar started to rebuff the lazar, bid it be gone. Then he renmenbered that the
last tinme he'd tried to use the necronmancy on Samah's corpse, the spell had
failed. Gving life to Haplo was far too inportant to Xar to take a chance.
The lord glanced distrustfully at the |azar, doubting its notives.

All he saw was a being in tornment, |like every other |azar on Abarrach. The
ghoul s had only one anbition, so far as Xar knew, and that was to turn ot her
beings into horrid copies of themnsel ves.

"Very well," Xar said, his back to the lazar. "You may stay. But do not
interfere unl ess you see me doi ng somet hing wong."

And that woul d not happen. The Lord of the Nexus was confident. This tinme, his
spel | woul d succeed.

The lord went resolutely back to work. Swiftly now, ignoring the blood on his
hands, he cl osed the heart-rune on Hapl o's body. Then, mndful of the spell
he began to trace over the other sigla, nuttering the runes as he worked.

The | azar stood silent, unnmoving, outside the cell door. Soon, concentrating
solely on his spell-casting, Xar forgot all about the undead. He noved sl owy,
patiently, taking his tine. Hours passed.



And suddenly, an eerie blue gl ow began to spread over the dead body. The gl ow
started at the heart-rune, then spread slowy, one sigil catching fire from
another. Xar's spell was causing each individual sigil to burn with a nockery
of life.

The lord drew in a shivering breath. He was shaking w th eagerness, elation
The spell was working! Working! Soon the body would rise to its feet, soon it
woul d lead himto the Seventh CGate.

He lost all feeling, all pity, all grief. The nan he'd | oved as a son was
dead. The corpse was no |onger known to Xar. It was an it. A nmeans to an end.
A tool. A key to unlock the door of Xar's anbition. Wen the last sigil flared
to life, Xar was so excited that, for a noment, he actually struggled to
recall the corpse's name —an essential in the concluding monents of the spell.

"Hapl o," said the |lazar softly.

". . . Haplo . . ." sighed the echo.

The nane seened whi spered by the darkness. Xar never noticed who spoke it, nor
did he notice the scrabbling, scuffling sound that came from behind the stone
bi er on which the corpse |ay.

"Hapl o!" Xar said. "OF course. | must be wearier than | thought. Wen this is
done, | shall rest. |I will need all ny strength to work the magi c of the
Seventh Gate."

The Lord of the Nexus paused, going over everything one last tine in his mnd
Al was perfect. He had not made a single error, as was evidenced by the

shi mering blue of the runes on the dead body.

Xar raised his hands. "You will serve ne in death, Haplo, as you served nme in
life. Stand. Wal k. Return to the land of the living."

The corpse did not nove

Xar frowned, studied the runes intently. There was no change. None what soever.
The sigla continued to glow, the corpse continued to lie on the bier

Xar repeated his command, a hint of sternness in his voice. It seened
i mpossi bl e that Hapl o shoul d, even now, continue to defy him

"You will serve nel" Xar repeated.

No response. No change. Except that perhaps the blue glow was starting to
f ade.

Xar hurriedly repeated the nmost critical of the rune-structures and the bl ue
gl ow strengt hened.

But still the corpse did not nove.

Frustrated, the Lord of the Nexus turned to the lazar, waiting patiently
outsi de the cell

"Well, what is wong?" Xar demanded. "No, don't go into | ong explanations," he
added irritably, when the lazar started to speak. "Just . . . whatever it is,
fix it!" He waved his hand at the corpse.

"l cannot, Lord," said the | azar



cannot cane the echo.
"What ? Why?" Xar was aghast, then furious. "What trick is this? I'll cast you
into oblivion—=

"No trick, Lord Xar," said Jonathon. "This corpse cannot be raised. It has no
soul . "

Xar glared at the lazar, wanting to doubt, yet sonething in the back of his
m nd was nudgi ng himpainfully toward the truth.

No soul
"The dog!" Xar gasped, outrage and frustration conbining to nearly choke him

The sound he'd heard, from behind the bier. Xar dashed behind it, arrived just
intine to see the tip of a pluny tail disappear around the front.

The dog sped for the cell door, which had been left standing wi de open
Roundi ng the corner, the animl skidded on the danp stone floor, went down on
its hind legs. Xar called on his magic to halt it, but the necromancy had |eft
hi m weak. The dog, with a wild scranble, managed to get its |egs underneath it
and sped off through the corridor of cells.

Xar reached the cell door, planning to vent his anger on the lazar. He had at

| ast recalled where he'd seen this particular dead Sartan before. This

"Jonat hon" had been present at the death of Samah. Xar's spell had also failed
to resurrect that corpse. Was this lazar deliberately thwarting hin? Wiy? And

how?

But Xar's questions went unanswered. The | azar was gone.

The dungeons of Necropolis are a naze of intersecting and bisecting corridors,
burrowi ng far beneath the surface of the stone world. Xar stood in the doorway
of Haplo's cell and stared down first one corridor, then another, as far as he
could see by the fitful, sputtering torchlight.

No sign, no sound of anything |iving—er dead.
Xar turned back, glared at the body on the stone bier. The runes gl owed

faintly, the spell preserving the flesh. He had only to catch that fool dog

"The creature won't go far," Xar reasoned, when he was at |ast cal menough to
reason. "It will stay in the dungeons, near its master's body. | wll set an
arnmy of Patryns to the task of searching for it.

"As for the lazar, | will put out search teans for it, too. Kleitus said
somet hi ng about this Jonathon,"” Xar nused. "Sonething about a prophecy. 'Life
to the dead ... for himthe gate will open ..." Al nonsense. A prophecy

i mplies a higher power, a higher ruling power, and I amthe ruler of this
worl d and any other | care to take over."

Xar started to |l eave, to order his Patryns to their various tasks. Pausing, he
gl anced back a final tine at Haplo' s corpse.

Rul i ng power

"OfF course | am" Xar repeated and left.



CHAPTER 10
NECROPOLI S ABARRACH

THE DOG WAS CONFUSED. | T COULD HEAR I TS MASTER S VO CE clearly, but its master
was not around. Haplo lay in a cell far fromthe dog's current hiding place.
The dog knew somet hing was terribly wong with Hapl o, but every tinme the
animal attenpted to go back to help, a sharp and perenptory voi ce—Haplo's

voi ce, sounding very near, alnmost as if Haplo were right beside it—erdered the
dog to lie still, stay put.

But Hapl o wasn't here. Was he?

Peopl e—et her peopl e—were passi ng back and forth outside the dark cell where

t he dog crouched hidden in a corner. These people were searching for the dog,
whistling, calling, cajoling. The dog wasn't particularly in the nood for
people, but it did have the thought that perhaps they could help its naster
They were, after all, the sane kind of people. And, formerly, some of them had
even been friends.

Not now, apparently.

The unhappy ani mal whinpered a little, to indicate that it was unhappy and
lonely and forlorn. Haplo's voice ordered the dog sharply to keep quiet. And
with no conciliatory pat on the head to nmtigate the severity of the comrand.
A pat that would indicate "I know you don't understand, but you nust obey."

The dog's only confort—a bl eak one—was that it sensed fromits nmaster's tone
t hat Hapl o was al so unhappy, confused, and frightened. He hinself didn't seem
to quite know what was going on. And if the master was frightened

Nose on its paws, the dog lay shivering in the darkness, its body pressed
agai nst the danmp stone floor of a cell, and wondered what to do.

Xar sat in his library, the Sartan book of necromancy on a tabl e nearby, but
unopened, unread. Wy bother? He knew it by rote, could have recited it in his
sl eep.

The I ord picked up one of the rectangul ar rune-bones |lying on his desk. Idly,
lost in thought, he tapped the rune-bone rhythm cally agai nst the kairn-grass
deskt op, tapping the bone on one corner, sliding the bone through his fingers,
tapping it on the next corner of the rectangle, sliding it down, and so on
Tap, slide. Tap, slide. Tap, slide. He had been sitting thus for so long that
he'd entered into a trancelike state. H s body —except for the hand with the
rune- bone—felt nunb, heavy, unable to nmove, as if he were asleep. Yet he was
awar e of bei ng awake.

Xar was confounded, conpletely, totally confounded. He had never before cone
up agai nst such an insurnountabl e obstacle. He had no i dea what to do, where
to turn, howto act. At first he'd been raging, furious. Anger gave way to
frustration. Now he was . . . benused.

The dog m ght be anywhere. A legion of tytans could hide in that rat's nest of
a tunnel system and no one stunble across them |et al one one insignificant
ani mal .

And suppose | do find the dog? Xar wondered, tapping the rune-bone, sliding it
through his fingers. Wiat do | do then? Kill it? Wuld that force Haplo's soul
back to his body? O would I kill the soul? Cause Haplo to die as Sammh



di ed—ef no use to ne.

And how to find the Seventh Gate without hin? I nust find the Seventh Gate!
Swiftly. My people are fighting, dying in the Labyrinth. | promsed them... |
prom sed them | would return .

Tap, slide. Tap, slide. Tap, slide.

Xar closed his eyes. A man of action, who had fought and overcone every eneny
he had ever faced, he was now relegated to sitting at a desk, doing nothing.
Because there was absolutely nothing he could do. He slid the problemthrough
his mnd, as he slid the rune-bone through his fingers. Exanined it from every
angl e.

Not hi ng. Tap, slide. Nothing. Tap, slide. Nothing.

How, from where he began, had he arrived here?

Failure ... he would fail

"My Lord!"

Xar jerked to full consciousness. The rune-bone flew fromhis fingers,
clattered onto the desk

"Yes, what is it?" he said harshly. Hastily, he flipped open the book
pretended to be reading.

A Patryn entered the library, stood in respectful silence, waiting for Xar to
conpl ete the task at hand.

The lord pernitted hinself another nmoment to conpletely restore his wandering
mental faculties; then he gl anced up.

"What news? Have you found the dog?"

"No, Lord. | have been sent to report to you that Death's Gate in Abarrach has
been opened. "

"Someone's entered," Xar said, his interest caught. A prenonition of what he
was about to hear surged through him He was fully awake, fully functiona
now. “"Marit!"

"Yes, Lord!" The Patryn regarded himw th admiration

"Did she cone alone? Wwo is with her?"

"She arrived by ship—ene of yours, My Lord. Fromthe Nexus. | recognized the
runes. Two nmen are with her. One of themis a nensch."

Xar was not interested in nmensch

The Patryn continued, "The other is a Sartan."

"Ah!" Xar had a good idea who. "A tall, balding, clunsy-I|ooking Sartan?"
"Yes, Lord."

Xar rubbed his hands together. He could see the plan now, see it |eap out of
t he darkness with extraordinary clarity, as an object is suddenly and



brilliantly illum nated during a |lightning storm

"What did you do?" Xar regarded the Patryn with narrowed eyes. "Did you accost
t hen®?"

"No, Lord. | left imediately to report to you. The others are keeping watch
on the three. Wen | left, they were still on the ship, conferring together
What are your orders, Lord? Do we bring themto you?"

Xar considered his plan a nmonent |onger. He picked up the rune-bone, slid it
through his fingers swiftly.

Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Al angles covered. Perfect.
"This is what you will do . . ."

CHAPTER 11

SAFE HARBOR ABARRACH

THE PATRYN SHI P, DESI GNED AND BUI LT BY LORD XAR FOR HI' S j our neys through
Death's Cate, hovered over the Fire Sea—a river of nolten |ava that w nds

t hrough Abarrach. The ship's runes protected it fromthe searing heat, which
woul d have set an ordi nary wooden ship abl aze. Al fred had brought the ship
down near a dock running out into the Fire Sea, a dock belonging to an
abandoned town known as Safe Harbor

He stood near the porthole, gazing out on the churning river of flane, and
recalled with vivid and terrifying clarity the last time he'd been in this
dread worl d.

He could see it all so clearly. He and Hapl o had barely reached their ship
alive, fleeing the nmurderous lazar, led by the forner Dynast, Kleitus. The

| azar had only one goal +o0 destroy all the living and, when they were dead,
grant thema terrible formof tornented, eternal life. Safely on board ship,

Al fred watched in shock as the young Sartan nobl eman, Jonat hon, gave hinsel f—a
willing victim4nto the bl oodstai ned hands of his own nurdered w fe.

What had Jonat hon seen, in the so-called Chanber of the Dammed, that |ed him
to cormit that tragic act?

O had he truly seen anything? Al fred wondered sadly. Perhaps Jonat hon had
gone mad, driven insane by his grief, the horror

Al fred knew, he under st ood

The ship noves beneath ny feet, nearly throwing me off balance. | |ook
back at Hapl o. The Patryn has his hands on the steering stone. The sigla gl ow
a bright, intense blue. Sails shiver, ropes tighten. The dragon ship spreads
its wings, prepares to fly. On the pier, the dead begin to clamor and cl ash
t heir weapons together. The lazar lift their horrible visages, nmove as a group
toward the ship.

Apart fromthem at the far end of the dock, Jonathon rises to his feet. He is
a lazar; he has becone one of the dead who is not dead, one of the living who
is not living. He begins wal king toward the ship.

"Stay! Stop!" | cry to Haplo. | press ny face against the glass, trying to see
nore clearly. "Can't we wait a mnute | onger?"



Hapl o shrugs. "You can go back if you want to, Sartan. You've served your
purpose. | don't need you any longer. Go on, get out!"

The ship begins to nove. Haplo's nagical energies flow through it

| should go. Jonathon had faith enough. He was willing to die for what he

believed. | should be able to do the sane.
| start toward the | adder. Qutside the ship, | can hear the chill voices of
t he dead, shouting in fury, enraged to see their prey escaping. | can hear

Kleitus and the other lazar raise their voices in a chant. They are attenpting
to break down our ship's fragile protective rune-structure.

The ship lurches, begins to sink

A spell comes, unbidden, to my mind. | can enhance Haplo's failing energy.

The | azar that was Jonat hon stands apart fromthe other |azar. The eyes of his
soul —Aot quite torn fromthe body—gaze up at the ship, gaze through the runes,
t hrough the wood, through the glass, through flesh and bone into ny heart

"Sartan! Alfred!"

Alfred turned fearfully, fell back against the bul kheads. "I'"mnot! | can't!
." He blinked. "Ch, it's you."

"OfF course it's me. Way did you bring us to this forsaken place?" Mrit
demanded. "Necropolis is over there, on the other side. How are we going to
get across the Fire Sea?"

Al fred | ooked hel pl ess. "You said that Xar would have Death's Gate watched—

"Yes, but if you'd done what | told you to do and flown the ship straight to
Necropolis, we could be safely hidden in the tunnels by now. "

"It's just that I —Well, that | ..." Afred lifted his head, glanced around
"It sounds foolish, I know, but . . . but ... | was hoping to nmeet soneone
here.”

"Meet someone!" Marit repeated grinmy. "The only people we're likely to neet
are ny lord' s guards."

"Yes, | suppose you're right." Alfred | ooked out at the enpty dock and si ghed.
"What should we do now?" he asked neekly. "Fly the ship to Necropolis?"

"No, it's too late for that. W' ve been seen. They're probably already com ng
for us. W'll have to bluff our way out of this."

"Marit," Alfred said hesitantly, "if you are so certain of your lord, why are
you afraid to neet hin®"

"I wouldn't be, if | were by nmyself. But I"'mnot. I"mtraveling with a nensch
and a Sartan. Come on," she said abruptly, turning away. "W better disenbark
I need to strengthen the runes protecting the ship."

The ship, sinmlar in build and design to the dragon ships of Arianus, floated
only a few feet above the dock. Marit junped easily fromthe foredeck, |anded
lightly on her feet. Alfred, after a few false starts, |aunched hinsel f

overboard, caught his foot in one of the ropes, and ended by dangling upside



down above the nolten lava. Marit, her face grim nanaged to free him get him
standing nore or |ess upright on the dock

Hugh the Hand had been staring in awe and disbelief at the new and terrifying
world into which they'd flown. He leapt off the ship, |anded on the dock. But
al nrost i Mmedi ately he stunbled to his knees. H's hand clutched his throat. He
began to choke, gasp for air.

"Thus did the mensch on this world die, so many | ong years ago," came a Voice.
Alfred turned fearfully.
A figure emerged fromthe sul furous haze that hung over the Fire Sea.

"One of the lazar," Marit said in disgust. Her hand cl osed over the hilt of
her sword. "Begone!" she shout ed.

"No, wait!" Alfred cried, staring hard at the shanbling corpse. "I know .
Jonat hon! "
"I amhere, Alfred. |'ve been here, all this tine."

all this tinme .

Hugh the Hand lifted his head, gazed in disbelief at the terrifying
apparition, at its waxen visage, the death-marks upon its throat, the eyes
that were sonetinmes enpty and dead, sonetimes bright with life. Hugh tried to
speak, but each breath he drew carried poisonous fumes into his lungs. He
coughed until he gagged.
"He can't survive here," Alfred said, hovering over Hugh anxi ously. "Not
wi thout magic to protect him™

"We'd best get himback on board the ship, then," Marit said, with a
di strustful glance at the lazar, which stood silently watching them "The
runes will maintain an atnosphere he can breathe.™

Hugh the Hand shook his head. Reaching out his hand, he caught hold of Alfred.

"You promised . . . you could help nme!" He managed to gasp. "I'm. . . going
with . . . you!"

"I never prom sed!" Alfred protested, stooping over the choking man. "I never
did"

"Whet her he did or he didn't, Hugh, you better get back on board. You—=

At that noment, Hugh pitched forward onto the dock, withing in agony, his
hands clutching at his throat.

"I'I'l take him" Alfred offered.

"You better hurry," Mrit said, eyeing the nmensch. "He's about finished."

Al fred began to sing the runes, perforned a graceful and sol etm dance around
Hugh. Sigla sparkled in the brinmstone air, twinkling around the Hand like a

thousand fireflies. He di sappeared.

"He's back on board," Alfred said, ceasing his dance. He glanced at the ship
nervously. "But what if he tries to | eave agai n—



"Il fix that." Marit drew a sigil in the air. It burst into flanme, soared
upward, hit a sigil burned into the ship's outer hull. The fire flared, spread
fromrune to rune nore swiftly than the eyes could follow "There. He cannot

| eave. And nothing can get inside."

"Poor man. He is like nme, isn't he?" Jonathon asked.

like me . cane the sad echo.
"No!" Alfred spoke sharply, so sharply that Marit stared at himin amazenent.
"No, heis not . . . like you!"

"I do not nean a lazar. H's death was noble. He died sacrificing hinmself for
one he loved. And he was brought back, not by hatred, but out of |ove and
conpassion. Still," Jonathon added softly, "he is like ne."

Alfred's face was red, nottled with white. He stared down at his shoes. "
| never neant this to happen.”

"None of this was neant to happen," Jonathon replied. "The Sartan did not nean
to lose control of their new creation. The nensch were not nmeant to die. W
were not meant to practice necronmancy. But all this did happen, and now we
nmust take the responsibility. You nust take it. Hugh is right. You can save
him Inside the Seventh Gate."

". . . Seventh Gate . . ."

"The one place | dare not go," Alfred murmnured.
"True. Lord Xar searches for it. So does Kleitus."

Al fred gazed across the Fire Sea at the city of Necropolis, a towering
structure of black rock, its walls reflecting the red gl ow of the lava river.

"I won't go back," said Alfred. "I"'mnot certain | could find the way."

"I't would find you," said Jonat hon

find you .
Alfred paled. "I'"'mhere to ook for my friend. Haplo. You remenber hinf? Have
you seen hin? |Is he safe? Could you take us to hin?" In his anxiety, he
stretched out his hand to the |azar.

Jonat hon backed up, away fromthe warm flesh reaching toward it. Its voice was
stern. "My help is not for the living. It is for the living to help each

ot her."

"But if you could just tell us?

Jonat hon had turned around and was wal king, with the undead's halting gait,
down the dock, toward the abandoned town.

"Let the thing go," Marit said. "W've got other problens."
Turning, Alfred saw Patryn runes light the air. The next noment, three Patryns
stepped out of the fiery circle of magic and stood on the dock in front of

t hem

Marit wasn't surprised. She'd been expecting this.



"Play along with ne," she said softly, beneath her breath. "No matter what |
do or say."

Al fred gul ped, nodded.

Taking hold of his arm Marit gave the Sartan a rough tug that nearly jerked
himoff his feet. She advanced to neet the Patryns, draggi ng the stunbling
Al fred along with her.

"I must see Lord Xar," Marit called. She thrust Alfred forward. "I've brought
a prisoner."

Fortunately, Alfred generally always managed to appear as wetched as if he'd
just been taken captive by soneone. He didn't need to act to | ook forlorn and
desperately unhappy. He only had to stand on the dock, his head bowed, his
expression guilty, his feet shuffling.

Does he trust nme? Marit wondered. O does he think |I've betrayed hi n? Not that
it matters what he thinks. This is our only hope.

She had decided on this plan of action before they had even left the
Labyrinth. Knowing that the Patryns would be watching Death's Gate, Marit
guessed that she and Alfred would be accosted. If they tried to flee or fight,
they woul d be captured and inprisoned, possibly killed. But if she were
transporting a Sartan prisoner to Lord Xar

Marit brushed back the hair on her forehead. She had washed away the bl ood.
The sigil of joining between herself and Xar was broken by a sl ashing weal .

But his mark on her was still plainly visible.

"I must speak to Xar imediately. As you see," Marit added proudly, "I bear
our lord's authority." :; "You are wounded," said the Patryn, studying the
mar k.

"Aterrible battle is being fought in the Labyrinth,” Marit returned. "An evil
force is attenpting to seal shut the Final Gate."

"The Sartan?" asked the Patryn, with a baleful glance at Al fred.

"No," Marit replied. "Not the Sartan. That is why | nust see Lord Xar. The
situation is dire. Unless help arrives, | fear " She drew a deep breath
"I fear we are lost."

The Patryn was troubled. The bond between Patryns as a race is strong; he knew
Marit wasn't lying. He was al armed, shocked by the news.

Perhaps this man has a wife, children, left behind in the Nexus. Perhaps the
worman wi th hi m has a husband, parents, still caught in the Labyrinth.

"If the Final Gate shuts,” Marit continued, "our people will be trapped inside
that terrible place forever. ' Hasn't our lord told you any of this?" she
asked, alnost w stfully.

"No, he has not," said the woman.

"But | amcertain Lord Xar had good reason,"” the man added coldly. He paused,
t hi nking, then said, "I will take you to Lord Xar."

The other guard started to argue. "But our orders—



"I know my orders!" the nan said.
"Then you know that we are supposed—

The guards drew off to one side of the dock, began to talk in undertones, an
edge of tension audible in the conversation

Marit sighed. Al was going as she had hoped. She remmined standi ng where she
was, arms crossed over her chest, in seem ng unconcern. But her heart was
heavy. Xar hadn't told his people about the struggle in the Labyrinth. Perhaps
he is trying to spare them pain, she argued. But sonethi ng whi spered back

per haps he feared they m ght rebel against him

As Haplo had rebelled .

Marit put her hand to her forehead, rubbed the sigil, which burned and itched.
What was she doing? Wasting tinme. She needed to talk to Al fred. The guards
were still debating, keeping only casual watch on their prisoners.

They know we're not going anywhere, Marit said to herself bitterly. Mving
slowy, so as not to draw attention to herself, she sidled closer to the

Sart an.

"Alfred!" she whispered out of the side of her nouth.

He junped, startl ed.

"Ch! What —=

"Shut up and listen!" she hissed. "Wien we arrive in Necropolis, | want you to
cast a spell on these three."

Al fred' s eyes bulged. He went nearly as white as a | azar and began shaking his
head emphatically. "No! | couldn't! | wouldn't know—-

Marit was keeping an eye on her fellow Patryns, who seemed to be near reaching

some consensus. "Your people once fought mne!" she said coldly. "I'm not
asking you to kill anyone! Surely there's sone type of spell you can use that
wi Il incapacitate these guards |ong enough for us to—=

She was forced to break of f, nmove away. The Patryns had ended their discussion
and were returning.

"W will take you to Lord Xar," said the guard.

"About time!"™ Marit returned irritably.

Fortunately, her irritation could be m staken as eagerness to see her |ord,
not eagerness to shake Alfred until his teeth rattled.

He was silently pleading with her, begging her not to force this on him He
| ooked truly pathetic, pitiful

And suddenly Marit realized why. He had never, in his entire life, cast a
magi cal spell in anger on a fellow being, Patryn or mensch. He had gone to
great lengths to avoid it, in fact—fainting, |eaving hinself defenseless,
accepting the possibility that he nmight be killed rather than use his inmense
power to kill others.



The three guards, working together, began to redraw the sigla in the air.
Concentrating on their nagic, they were not paying close attention to their
prisoners. Marit took firmhold of Alfred's arm as she night well have done
if he were really her prisoner.

Di ggi ng her nails through the velvet fabric of his coat, she whispered
urgently, "This is for Haplo. It's our only chance."

Al fred made a whi nmpering sound. She could feel himtrenbling in her grasp.
Marit only dug her nails in nore deeply.

The Patryn | eader notioned to them The other two Patryns cane to | ead them
forward. The sigil burned in the air, a flaring circle of flane.

Al fred pulled back. "No, don't make ne!" he said to Marit.
One of the Patryn guards |aughed grimy. "He knows what |ies ahead of him"

"Yes, he does," said Marit, staring hard at Alfred, granting himno reprieve,
no hope of reprieve.

Taking firmhold of him she pulled himinto the fiery ring of nagic.
CHAPTER 12

NECROPOLI S

ABARRACH

' M NOT ASKI NG YOU TO KI LL! THE REALI ZATI ON STRUCK ALfred. |ncapacitate. O
course. That's what she'd said. Incapacitate.

What had he been thinking? A shudder, starting inside the marrow of his bones,
shook Alfred' s body. Al he'd been able to think of was killing.

And he'd actually considered it!

It's this world, he decided, horrified at hinmself. This world of death where
nothing is permtted to die. That and the battle in the Labyrinth. And his
anxi ety, his soul-wenching anxiety over Haplo. Alfred was so close to finding
his friend, and these-his enem es—ere bl ocking his way. Fear, anger

"Make all the excuses you want," Alfred accused hinself. "But the truth of the
matter is this—for one single instant, | was |looking forward to it! Wen Marit
told me to cast a spell, | saw the bodies of those Patryns lying at ny feet
and | was glad they were dead!"

He sighed. " 'You created us,' the dragon-snakes said. And now | see how
Marit's el bow dug into his ribs. Alfred came back to hinself with a start that
nmust have been perceptible, for the Patryns were | ooking at himoddly.

"I + recognize this place," he said for the sake of saying sonething.

And he did, much to his regret. They had wal ked t hrough the Patryns' nmagica

tunnel, created by the possibility that they were here and not there. Now they
stood in Necropolis.



A city of tunnels and corridors, burrowing far beneath the world' s stone
surface, Necropolis had been a desol ate, depressing place when Alfred | ast
stood on its winding streets. But then, at least, it had been filled with
peopl e—hi s people, remmants of a race of deni gods who had discovered, too
late, that they weren't.

Now the streets were enpty, enpty and bl ood-spattered. For it was here in
these streets, in these houses, in the palace itself, where the dead Sartan
had taken out their fury on the living. The dead roaned the hallways now. The
terrifying lazar watched himfromthe shadows with their ever-shifting
eyes—hati ng, despairing, vengeful

The Patryns guided their prisoners down the enpty, echoing streets, heading
for the palace. One of the lazar joined them trailed after, its shuffling
footfalls scraping behind, its cold voice, with its eerie double, telling of
what it would Iike to do to them

Al fred shivered all over, and even the steel -nerved Patryns appeared shaken
Their faces tightened; the tattoos on their arns flared in defensive response.
Marit had gone extrenmely pale; her jaw was cl enched. She did not |ook at the

t hi ng, but wal ked forward, grimy resolute.

She's thinking of Haplo, Alfred realized, and he hinself was sick with horror.
What if Haplo . . . what if he is now one of thenf .

Al fred broke out in a chill sweat; his stomach wenched. He felt faint—truly
faint, sick and dizzy.

He cane to a halt, forced to |l ean against a wall to support hinself.
The Patryns stopped, turned. "What's the nmatter with hin®"

"He's a Sartan," Marit answered, her tone scornful. "He's weak. Wat do you
expect? I'll deal with him"

She turned toward himand Al fred saw—+n her eyes —eagerness, expectation

Bl essed Sartan! She thinks this is an act! That |'m shamm ng, preparing to ..
to cast the spell!

No! Alfred wanted to cry. No, you've got it all wong. Not now ... | wasn't
thinking ... | can't think

But he knew he had to go through with it. The Patryns weren't suspicious at
t he nonent, but in about another half a second—as he stood staring and

st ameri ng—they woul d be.

What can | do? he wondered frantically. He had never fought a Patryn, never
fought soneone with magic that worked the sane—enly opposite—as his own. To
make matters worse, the Patryns' magi cal defenses were already raised,
protecting themfromthe lazar. Possibilities whirled through Alfred' s m nd
dazzl i ng, confusing, terrifying.

"1l make the cavern roof coll apse.

(No, that would kill us alll)

"Il bring a fire dragon up through the floor

(No, same outcomne!)



A flower garden will suddenly appear out of nowhere.

(What good will that do?!)

The lazar will attack.
(Someone might get hurt . . . )
The floor will open and swallow me up ..

(Yes! That's it!)
"Hang on!" Al fred grabbed hold of Marit.
He began to do a dance, hopping fromone foot to the other, faster and faster

Marit clung to him Alfred' s dance grew nore frantic, his feet pounding on the
rock floor.

The Patryns, who had at first assumed Al fred had gone mad, suddenly becane
suspi ci ous. They nmade a lunge for him

The magi ¢ sparked, the possibility occurred. The fl oor beneath Alfred s feet
crunmbl ed. A hole gaped in the rock. He junped into it, pulled Marit in with
him The two tunbl ed down through rock and choki ng dust, plunging into

dar kness.

The fall was a short one. As Alfred knew fromhis last visit, Necropolis was a
warren of tunnels stacked up one on top of the other. He had assuned (or at

| east desperately hoped) that another corridor would be running under the one
in which they were standing. It didn't occur to himuntil after he'd cast the
spell that there were al so i nmense pools of |ava beneath the city .

Fortunately, they landed in a dark tunnel. Above them 1ight poured through a
hole in the ceiling. The Patryn guards had surrounded the hole, were peering
down at them talking together in urgent tones.

"Close it!" Marit cried, shaking Alfred. "They're going to cone after us!"

| magi ni ng how he m ght have dropped theminto a pool of lava, A fred had
nmonentarily gone bl ank. Now, realizing their danger, he bel atedly sumoned t he

possibility that the hol e had never existed.

The hol e di sappeared. Darkness—thick and heavy—cl osed over them It was soon
it by the glimrer of the sigla tattooed on Marit's body.

"Are ... are you all right?" Alfred quavered.
I nstead of answering, Marit shoved him "Run!"
"Whi ch way?" he gasped

"It doesn't matter!" She pointed up at the ceiling. "They can use the magic
t oo, renenber?"

The gl ow of Marit's runes increased, giving themlight enough to see by. They
ran down the corridor, not know ng where they were going, not caring, hoping
only to shake off pursuit.



At length, they came to a halt, paused to listen
"I think we lost them" Alfred ventured a guess.

"By | osing ourselves. You know, though, | don't believe they even tried to
pursue us." Marit frowned. "That's strange."

"Maybe they went to report to Lord Xar."

"Possibly." She | ooked up and down the dark tunnel. "W have to figure out
where we are. | don't have any idea. Do you?"

"No," Alfred said, shaking his head. "But | know how to find out."

He knelt down, touched the bottom of the corridor, sang softly beneath his
breath. A sigil glimered to |ife beneath his fingers. Its glow spread to

anot her sigil, and another, until a line of runes burned with a soft, soothing
light along the bottom of the wall.

Marit breathed a sigh. "The Sartan runes. | forgot they were here. \Were wll
they | ead us?"

"\Wherever we want to go," Alfred said sinply.
"To Hapl 0," she said.

Al fred heard the hope in her voice. He had no hope hinmsel f. He dreaded what
they woul d find.

"Where woul d Xar have taken Haplo? Not ... not to the lord s own chanmbers?"
"To the dungeons,” Marit said. "It was where he took Sanah and . . . and the
others he . " Her voice trailed off. She turned away. "W better hurry. It
won't take themlong to figure out where we've gone. Then they'll come after
us."

"Way didn't they come after us before?" Alfred asked.

Marit didn't answer. She didn't need to. Alfred knew well enough anyway.
Because Xar already knows where we're goi ng!

They were wal king into a trap. They had been—all along, Afred realized
unhappily. The Patryn guards had not only let himand Marit escape, they had
actual ly provided the opportunity.

Their magic could have taken us directly to Xar. Planted us on his very
doorstep, as it were, Alfred thought. But no. The Patryns take us into
Necropolis, into enpty streets. They let us go and don't even bother to pursue

us.

And just when all seemed npbst dark, Alfred was startled to notice a tiny bit
of hope flickering to life inside him

I f Hapl o was dead, and Lord Xar had used the necromancy on him then the lord
woul d already be in the Seventh Gate. He woul dn't need us.

Sonet hing's gone wong ... or right.

The sigla flared on the wall, burning with the speed of a brushfire. In sone



pl aces, where cracks on the wall had broken the sigla, the runes renai ned
dark. The Sartan living on Abarrach had forgotten how to restore their nagic.
But the breaks never conpletely stopped the flow. The nagical |ight would |eap
over a broken sigil, catch the next one, and so on. Al he had to do was keep
the i mage of the dungeons on his mnd and the sigla would guide themto them

To what? Al fred wondered fearfully.

He fornmed a resolve, there and then. If | amwong and Xar has turned Hapl o
into one of the wetched undead, | will end such a terrible existence for him
I will grant himpeace. No matter what anyone says or does to try to stop ne.

The sigla led themsteadily downward. Al fred had been in the dungeons before,
knew they were going in the right direction. So did Marit. She |led the way,
wal ki ng rapidly, eagerly. Both kept watch, but saw nothing. Not even the dead
roamed these corridors.

They wal ked for so |ong, seeing nothing except the Sartan runes on the wall
and the glimer of the Patryn nines on Marit's body, that Alfred fell into a
sort of waking horrific dream

When Marit stopped suddenly, Al fred—wal king trancelike—+an right into her
She shoved hi m back against the wall with a hissing shush

"I see light ahead," she said in a |low voice. "Torchlight. And now | know
where we are. Ahead of us are the cells. Haplo's probably being held in one of
them™

"It seens very quiet down here," Alfred whispered. 'Very quiet."
Ignoring him Marit started down the corridor, heading for the torchlight.

It did not take AlIfred long to find the right cell. The sigla on the walls no
| onger guided him in the dungeons, nost of the Sartan runes had been either
broken or deliberately obliterated. But he noved toward the right place
unerringly, as if invisible runes, brought into being by his heart, flared
bef ore his eyes.

Al fred | ooked into the cell first, for which he was grateful. Haplo lay on a
stone bier. His eyes were closed, his hands fol ded over his chest. He did not
nove, did not draw breath.

Marit was follow ng behind, keeping watch. Alfred had a noment to deal wth
his own enotions before Marit, seeing the Sartan cone to a halt, guessed
instantly what he had found.

He tried to catch hold of her, but she broke free, ran past him Hastily,
Al fred removed the cell bars with a spoken word of nagic or Marit would have
torn right through them

She stood a noment over the stone bier, then—with a sob—she sank onto her
knees. Lifting Haplo's cold and lifeless hand, she started to chafe it, as if
she could warmit. The runes tattooed on his body glimered faintly, but there
was no life in the chill flesh

"Marit," Alfred began awkwardly, softly. "There's nothing you can do."

Burning tears stung his eyes, tears of grief and bitter sorrow, yet tears of
relief as well. Haplo was dead, yes. But he was dead! No terrible magical life



burned inside him like a candle inside a skull. H's body |ay conposed on the
bier. Hs eyes were closed, his face snooth, free of pain.

"He's at peace now," Alfred murnured.
He entered the cell slowy, cane to stand beside his eneny, his friend.

Marit had replaced the flaccid hand on Hapl o's chest, over the heart-rune. Now
she sat hunched on the floor, grieving alone in fierce, aching silence.

Al fred knew he should say something, pay tribute, homage. But words were

i nadequate. What did you say to a man who had | ooked inside you and seen—not
what you were—but what you could be? What did you say to a man who had
wrenched that other, better person hiding inside of you outside? Wat did you
say to a man who had taught you how to live, when you would nuch rather have
di ed?

Hapl o had done all this. And now Hapl o was dead. He gave his life for ne, for
t he nmensch, for his people. Each of us drew on his strength and perhaps,

unknowi ngly, each of us ended up draining a little of his life away.

"My dear friend," Alfred whispered, his voice choked. He bent down, rested his

hand on Hapl o's, over the heart-rune. "I promise you. | will continue the
fight. I will do what |I can, take up where you left off. You rest. Don't worry
about it anynore. Farewell, ny friend. Fare—=

At that nonment, Alfred was interrupted by a whuff.

CHAPTER 13

NECROPOLI S ABARRACH

"No, BOY! STAY!"

Hapl o' s voice was insistent, perenptory. His command was final, the |aw Yet
The dog squirmed, whinpered. Here were trusted friends. Here were people who
could make things right. And, above all else, here were people who were
desperately unhappy. Here were peopl e who needed a dog.

The dog hal f rose.

"Dog, no!" Haplo's voice, sharp, warning. "Don't! It's a trap . "

Well, there, you see? Atrap! Here were trusted friends, walking into a trap
And, obviously, the master was only thinking of his faithful dog's safety.

VWhi ch, so far as the dog could determine, left the decision up to it.

Wth a glad and excited whuff, the dog |l eapt fromits hiding place and bounded
joyfully down the corridor.

"What was that?" Alfred glanced fearfully around. "I heard sonething

He | ooked out into the corridor and saw a dog. Al fred sat down on the floor
very hard and very unexpectedly.

"Ch, my!" he repeated over and over. "Ch, ny!"

The ani mal bounded into the cell, junped into Alfred' s lap, and licked his



face.
Al fred flung his arns around the dog's neck and wept.

hj ecting to being sl obbered on, the dog wiggled free of Alfred' s enbrace and
pattered over to Marit. Very gently, the dog |lifted a paw, placed it on her
arm

She touched the of fered paw, then buried her face in the dog's neck and began
to sob. The dog whined in synpathy, |ooked pleadingly at Al fred.

"Don't cry, ny dear! He's alivel" Alfred wi ped away his own tears. Kneeling
down beside Marit, he put his hands on her shoul ders, forced her to lift her
face, to look at him "The dog. Haplo's not dead, not yet. Don't you see?"

Marit stared at the Sartan as if he'd gone mad.

"I don't know how" Alfred was babbling. "I can't understand it myself.
Probably the necromancy spell. O perhaps Jonat hon had sonething to do with
it. O maybe all together. O none at all. Anyhow, my dear, because the dog is
alive, Haplo is alivel™

"I don't . . ." Marit was bew | dered.

"Let me see if | can explain."

Conpletely forgetting where he was, Alfred settled hinmself on the floor
prepared to launch into explanations. The dog had ot her plans, however.

Cat ching hold of the toe of AlIfred' s over-large shoe in its mouth, the dog
sank in its teeth and began to tug.

"When Haplo was a young man . . . Good dog," Alfred interrupted hinself,
attenpted to free his shoe fromthe dog's nouth. "A young man in the
Labyrinth, he—Haplo . . . N ce doggie. Let go. I ... Ch, dear."

The dog had rel eased the shoe, was now tugging at Alfred' s coat sleeve.
"The dog wants us to | eave," said Marit.

She stood up, somewhat unsteadily. The dog, giving up on Alfred, switched its
attention to her. Pressing its |arge body against her legs, it tried to herd
her toward the cell door

"I"mnot going anywhere," she said, getting a firmgrip on the |oose skin
around the dog's neck and hanging on. "I'mnot |eaving Haplo until |
under st and what's happened. "

"I"'mtrying to tell you," Alfred said plaintively. "Only | keep getting
interrupted. It all has to do with Haplo's 'good' inpul ses—pity, conpassion
nmercy, love. Haplo was raised to believe that such feelings were weaknesses."

The dog muttered in its throat, nearly knocked Marit down trying again to
shove her toward the cell door

"Stop it, dog!" she ordered and turned back to Alfred. "Go on."

Al fred sighed. "Haplo found it increasingly difficult to reconcile his true
feelings with what he believed he should be feeling. Did you know he searched
for you? After you left hinf He realized he | oved you, but he couldn't admt
it—either to hinself or to you."



Marit's gaze went to the body on the stone bier. Unable to speak, she shook
her head.

"When Hapl o believed he had | ost you, he grew increasingly unhappy and
confused,” Alfred went on. "H s confusion angered him He concentrated all his
energy on beating the Labyrinth, on escaping it. And then his goal was in
sight—+the Final Gate. \Wen he reached it, he knew he had won, but w nning
didn't please him as he had assuned it would. Rather, it terrified him After
he passed through that Gate, what would life hold for hinf Nothing.

"When Hapl o was attacked at the Gate, he fought desperately. H's instinct for
survival is strong. But when he was severely wounded by the chaodyn, he saw
his chance. He could find death at the hands of the eneny. This death would be
an honorabl e one. No one would say otherwise, and it would free himfromthe
terrible feelings of guilt, self-doubt, and regret.

"Part of Haplo was determined to die, but another part—the best part of

hi m+efused to give up. At that point, wounded and weak in body and spirit,
angry with hinmself, Haplo solved his problem He did so unconsciously. He
created the dog."

The animal in question had, by this tine, given up on attenpting to drag
everyone out of the cell. Flopping down on its belly, it rested its head on
the floor between its paws and regarded Alfred with a resigned, dol eful
expression. \Watever happened now was not its fault.

"He created the dog?" Marit was incredul ous. "Then—+t's not real ."

"Ch, it'sreal."” Alfred smled, rather sadly. "As real as the souls of the
elves, fluttering in their garden. As real as the phantasns, trapped by the
| azar."

"And now?" Marit stared doubtfully at the animal. "Wat is it now?"

Al fred shrugged, helpless. "I'mnot sure. Haplo's body appears to be in sone
sort of suspended state, |like the stasis sleep of nmy people . "

The dog junped up suddenly. Tense, hackles raised, it glared out into the dark
corridor.

"There's sonmeone there," Alfred said, stunbling to his feet.
Marit didn't nmove. Her eyes shifted fromHaplo to the dog

"Perhaps you're right. The runes on his skin are glow ng." She | ooked at
Al fred. "There nmust be a way to bring himback. Perhaps if you used the
necr omancy—

Al fred bl anched, backed away. "No! Please don't ask ne!l"

"What do you mean, no? No, it can't be done? O no, you won't do it?" Marit
demanded.

"It can't Al fred began | amely.

"Yes, it can!" someone said, speaking fromthe corridor

it can . cane a di smal echo.



The dog barked a sharp warni ng.

The [ azar that had once been the Dynast, ruler of Abarrach, shanbled into the
cell.

Marit drew her sword. "Kleitus." Her tone was cool, though her voice shook
slightly. "What do you want here?"

The | azar paid no attention to her, or to the dog, or to the body on the stone
bi er.

"The Seventh Gate!" Kleitus said, the dead eyes horribly alive.
". . . Gate . . ." sighed the echo.

"I ... 1 don't know what you nean,
pal e. Sweat beaded on his bal d head.

Alfred said faintly. He had gone extrenely

"Yes, you do!" Kleitus returned. "You are a Sartan! Enter the Seventh Gate and
you will find the way to rel ease your friend."

The bl ood-nottl ed hand of the |azar pointed at Haplo. "You will bring him back
tolife."

"I's that true?" Marit asked, turning to Al fred.

Al around him the cell wails were starling to shrink and shrivel, to withe
and crawl . The darkness began to grow huge, swell and expand. It seened about
to junmp on him swallow him.

"Don't faint, damm it!" said a voice.
A famliar voice. Haplo's voice

Alfred' s eyes flared open. The darkness retreated. He | ooked for the source of
the voice, found the dog's liquid eyes fixed intently on his face.

Al fred blinked, gul ped. "Blessed Sartan!"

"Don't listen to the lazar. It's a trap," Haplo's voice continued, and it was
coming frominside Alfred, frominside his head. O perhaps fromthat el usive
part of himthat was his own soul .

"It's a trap,"
was sayi ng.

Al fred repeated al oud, w thout being truly conscious of what he

"Don't go to the Seventh Gate. Don't let the lazar talk you into it. O anyone
el se, for that matter. Don't go."

"I won't go."
the lazar's echo. He added to Marit, "lI'msorry .

Al fred had the confused inpression of sounding very much |ike

"Don't apologize!" Haplo ordered irritably. "And don't let Kl eitus fool you.
The | azar knows where the Seventh Gate is. He died in that room"

"But he can't get back inside!" Alfred said in sudden understandi ng. "The
war di ng runes prevent him™"

"And he's not worried about ne," Haplo added dryly. "He's thinking of hinself.
Maybe hopi ng you' Il bring hi mback!"



"I won't be the one to let you in," Afred said.

"A mstake, Sartan!" The | azar snarl ed.

m st ake, Sartan .

"I amon your side! We are brothers." Kl eitus advanced several shuffling steps
into the cell. "If you bring ne back, I will be strong, powerful. Far stronger
than Xar! He knows this and he fears nme. Come! Swiftly! This is your only

chance to escape him"

"I won't!" Alfred shuddered.

The [ azar nmoved toward him Alfred fell back until he hit the wall and could
go no farther. He pressed both hands against the stone, as if he would seep

intoit. "I won't "

"You' ve got to get out of here!" Haplo urged. "You and Marit! You're in
danger! If Xar finds you here . "

"What about you?" Alfred asked.

Marit was | ooking at him strangely, suspiciously. "What about ne?"

"No, no!" Alfred was losing control. "I ... | was talking to Haplo."

Her eyes wi dened. "Hapl o?"

"Can't you hear hin?" Alfred asked and realized, in the instant of asking,
that she could not. She and Hapl o had been close, but they had not exchanged
soul s, as had Haplo and Alfred, that one tine, crossing through Death's Gate.
Al fred waver ed.

"Never mind ne! Just leave, dam it!" Haplo urged. "Use your nagic!"

Al fred swall owed. Licking dry lips with a dry tongue, trying ineffectually to
noi sten a parched throat, he began to sing the runes in a cracked, al nost

i naudi bl e voi ce.

Kl ei tus understood the forgotten rune-language enough to realize what Alfred
was doi ng. Reaching out its wasted hand, the |azar caught hold of Marit.

She tried to break free, tried to stab the lazar with her sword. But the dead
know no physical limtations. Wth i nhuman strength, Kleitus wested the sword
fromMarit's grasp. The | azar w apped its bl oodstai ned hand around her throat.

The sigla on Marit's skin flared, her magic acting to defend her. Another
living being woul d have been paral yzed by the shock, but the corpse of the
Dynast absorbed the puni shment w thout apparent harm The |ong blue nails of
t he skeletal hand dug into Marit's flesh

She flinched in pain, choked back a cry. Blood trickled down her skin.

"Sing one nore rune,” Kleitus warned Alfred, "and | will turn her into the
undead. "

Al fred' s tongue clicked against the roof of his nouth, froze there. Before he
could cast the spell, Marit woul d be dead.



"Take me to the Seventh Gate!" Kl eitus demanded. He stabbed his fingers deeper
into Marit's throat.

She cried out. Her hands tore frantically at the corpse's.

The dog whi ned and whi nmper ed.

Marit began to gulp, gasp for breath. Kl eitus was slowy strangling her.
"Do something!" Hapl o ordered furiously.

"What ?" Alfred cried.

"This is what you do, Sartan."

Lord Xar entered the cell. He lifted his hand, fornmed a sigil in the air, and
sent it flashing toward Kl eitus.

CHAPTER 14
NECROPOLI S ABARRACH
THE SIAL STRUCK THE  LAZAR IN THE  CHEST, EXPLCDED.

Kleitus cried out in rage; the corpse felt no pain. It fell to the floor, the
dead linbs jerking and tw tching spasnodically.

But Kl eitus fought against the magic. The corpse seenmed about to win, was
struggling to regain its feet.

Xar spoke sharply. The single rune expanded. Its arms became tentacles,
surroundi ng, subduing the writhing corpse.

At length, the lazar shuddered, then lay still.

Lord Xar regarded it suspiciously, thinking it was shanm ng. He had not killed
it. He couldn't kill something that was already dead. But he had rendered it
harm ess, for the noment. The sigil, burning feebly, flickered and died out.
The spell ended. The | azar did not nove.

Satisfied, Xar turned to Alfred

"Well met, Serpent Mage," said the Lord of the Nexus. "At last."

The Sartan's eyes were bul ging out of his balding head. Hi s jaw worked; no
sound came out. Xar thought he had never seen such a pitiful, wetched-I| ooking

speci men. But he wasn't fool ed by outward appearances.

This Sartan was powerful, extraordinarily powerful. The weak and foolish act
of his was just that—an act.

"Al though | nust say that | am di sappointed in you, Alfred," Xar continued. No
harmin letting the Sartan think he was succeeding in his foolery. Xar prodded
t he unnoving lazar with his toe. "You could have done this yourself, or so
presune. "

The [ ord bent over Marit. "You are not hurt badly, are you, Daughter?"

Weak and shaken, Marit shrank back fromhim but there was nowhere for her to



go. She had conme up agai nst the stone bier

Xar took hold of her. She cringed, but he was gentle. He hel ped her to her
feet. She swayed, unsteady, and he supported her

"The wounds burn where he touched you. Yes, | know, Daughter. |, too, have
felt the lazar's foul touch. Some type of poison, | would guess. But | can
gi ve you ease."

He pl aced his hand on her forehead. Brushing aside her hair, his fingers
lightly, delicately retraced the sigil mark that had been there, the nmark he
had sl ashed in the Labyrinth. At his touch, the rune closed, heal ed

conpl etely.

Marit did not notice. She was burning with fever, dizzy and di soriented. Xar
al l evi ated her pain somewhat, but not entirely.

"Soon you will feel better. Sit here"—Xar guided Marit to the edge of Haplo's
stone bier—and rest. | have certain matters to discuss with the Sartan."

"My Lord!"™ Marit grasped hold of Xar's hand, clung to him "M Lord! The
Labyrinth! Qur people are fighting for their lives."

Xar's face hardened. "I amaware of this, Daughter. | plan to return. They
will be able to hold out until—=

"Lord! You don't understand! The dragon-snakes have set fire to the Nexus. The
city is in flames! Qur people . . . dying . "

Xar was aghast. He could not believe what he was hearing. It wasn't possible.
"The Nexus, burning?"

He thought at first she was |ying. But they were now joi ned again and he saw
the truth in her mnd. He saw the Nexus, beautiful, white-spired city; his
city. Never mind the fact that his eneny had built it. He had first set foot
init. He had first clained it. He had won it with bl ood and unceasing toil
He had brought his people to it. H's people had nade that city their hone.

Now, in Marit's eyes, he saw the Nexus red with flane, black with snoke and
deat h.

"Al'l I worked for ... gone . . . ," he nurnured. His grip on her |oosened

"Lord, if you went back . . ." Marit held fast to his hand. "If you returned
to them the people would have hope. Go to them Lord. They need you!"

Xar hesitated. Renenbered

He did not wal k through the Final Gate. He craw ed, dragged hinself
between its rune-covered stone supports on his belly. He left a trail of blood
behind him a trail that marked his path through the Labyrinth itself. Some of
the bl ood was his; nmore of it belonged to his enem es.

Pul i ng hinmsel f across the border, he collapsed onto the soft grass. He rolled
over onto his back, stared up into a twilight sky, a sky of blush reds and
hazy purples, banded with gold and orange. He should heal hinself, sleep. And
he would, in tine. But for a nonment, he wanted to feel everything, including
the pain. This was his monent of triunph, and when he renmenbered it, he wanted
to remenber the pain with it.



The pain, the suffering. The hatred.

When he knew he rmust soon heal hinself or die, he raised up on one el bow and
| ooked around for shelter

And he saw, for the first time, the city his enem es had naned the Nexus.

It was beautiful -white stone shimmering with the colors of perpetual sunset.
Xar saw the beauty, but he al so saw sonet hi ng nore.

He saw people; his people, living and working in peace and safety. No | onger
afraid of the wolfen, the snog, the dragon

He had survived the Labyrinth. He had beaten it. He had escaped. He was the
first. The very first. And he would not be alone. He would go back. Tonorrow,
when he was conpl etely heal ed and rested, he would go back through the Gate
and woul d bring out someone el se.

The next day, he would return again. And the day after that. He would go back
into that dread prison and he would | ead his people to freedom He would bring
themto this city, this sanctuary.

Tears blinded him Tears wung from himby pain and weari ness and—for the
first time in his dark |ife—hope.

Later, much later, Xar would look at that city with clear, cold eyes and he
woul d see arm es.

But not then. Then he saw, through his tears, children playing

And now the twilight skies were black with snmoke. The bodies of the children
lay charred and twisted in the streets.

Xar's hand stole to his heart-rune, tattooed long, long ago on his chest. Hs
nane, then . . . Wat had been his nane? The nanme of the man who had dragged
hi nsel f through the Final Gate? Xar couldn't remenber. He had obliterated it,
witten it over with runes of strength and power.

Just as he had witten over his vision

If only he could think of his name

"I will return to the Nexus." Xar spoke into the awe-tinged silence that
emanated fromhim A silence that had, for a nonent, bound them all together

i n hope. Bound even his enenmy to him "I wll return . . . through the Seventh
Gate. "

Xar's gaze fixed on the Sartan. A fred, he called hinself. Not his real nane
either. "And you will take me there."

The dog barked | oudly, alnbst a command. But it might have spared itself the
troubl e.

"No," Alfred said, his voice mld, sad. "I won't."
Xar | ooked at Haplo, at the body |ying on the cold stone bier. "He stil
lives. You are right about that. But he nmight as well be dead. What do you

intend to do about it?"

Alfred' s face was exceedingly pale. He licked dry lips. "Nothing," he said,



swal | owi ng. "There is nothing | can do."

"Isn't there?" Lord Xar asked, pleasantly. "The necromancy spell | cast
preserves his flesh. H's essence—er soul, as you call it—s trapped inside the
dog. Inside the body of a dumb aninal."

"Some mght say we are all trapped that way," A fred said, but he spoke in a
| ow voi ce and no one, except the dog, heard him

"You can change all that," Xar was saying. "You can bring Haplo back to life."
The Sartan shuddered. "No, | can't."
"A Sartan—tying!" Xar smled. "I wouldn't have said it was possible."

"I"'mnot lying," Alfred returned, drawing hinself up. "You cast the necromancy
spell using Patryn magic. | can't undo it or change it—=

"Ah, but you could," Xar interrupted. "Inside the Seventh Gate."

Alfred raised his hands as if to ward off an attack, though no one had nade a
nmove toward him He backed into a corner, staring around the prison cell,
perhaps seeing it—for the first tine—as a prison. "You can't ask that of ne!"

"But we do, don't we, Daughter?" Xar said, turning to Marit.

She was shivering, feverish. Reaching out her shaking hand, she touched
Haplo's chill flesh

"Alfred . . .'

"No!" Alfred shrank back against the wall. "Don't ask me! Xar doesn't care
about Haplo, Marit. Your lord plans to destroy the world!"

"I plan to undo what you Sartan did!" Xar snarled, |osing patience. "To return
the four worlds to one—=

"Which you would rule! Only you wouldn't. Any nore than Samah was able to rule
the worlds he created. What he did was wrong. But he has answered for his
crimes. Over tine, the wong has been made right. The mensch have built new

lives on these worlds. If you commit this act, mllions of innocents wll
die—
"The survivors will be better off," Xar returned. "Isn't that what Sanmah
sai d?"

"And what of your people, caught inside the Labyrinth?" Al fred demanded.

"They will be free! | will free them"

"You will doomthem They may escape the Labyrinth. But they will never escape
the new prison you will build for them A prison of fear. | know," he added
sadly, softly. "I have lived in one like it alnmost all ny life."

Xar was silent. He was not pondering Al fred' s words; he had ceased payi ng
attention to the sniveling Sartan. Xar was trying to figure out how to coerce
the wetch into doing his will. The lord recognized Al fred' s power, probably
nore than Alfred did hinmself. Xar had no doubt he could win a battle, should
one take place between the two of them But he would not come out unscat hed
and the Sartan would likely be dead. Considering Xar's luck with necromancy so



far, such an outcone was not advi sabl e.
There was one possibility .

"I think you had better nove to a safe place, Daughter." Xar took firm hold of
Marit, drew her away fromthe stone bier on which |lay Haplo' s body.

The Lord of the Nexus traced a series of runes on the base of the bier, spoke
t he comand.

The stone burst into flane.

"What . . . what are you doing?" Marit cried.

"I could not succeed in raising Haplo's body," Xar said offhandedly. "The
Sartan will not use his power to restore him The corpse is, therefore, of no
use to me. This will be Haplo's funeral pyre."

"You can't!" Marit hurled herself at Xar. She clutched at his robes, pleading.
"You can't, Lord! Please! This . . . this will destroy him"

The sigla spread slowy around the bottomof the stone bier, formng a fiery
circle. Flames |icked upward, devouring the magic, since they had no other
fuel .

Until they reached the body.

Marit sank to her knees, too weak and ill fromthe effects of the poison to
stand. "Lord, please!"

Xar reached down, stroked back her hair. "You plead with the wong person
Daughter. The Sartan has it in his power to save Haplo. Beg him"

The flames were growi ng stronger, rising higher. The heat was increasing.
"I = Alfred opened his nouth.

"Don't!" Hapl o commanded.

The dog regarded Alfred sternly, growl ed warningly.

"But"-Alfred stared at the flames—if your body is burned—=

"Let it! If Xar opens the Seventh Gate, then what? You said yourself what
woul d happen. "

Al fred gul ped, gasped for air. "I can't stand here and watch—=

"Then faint, damm it!" Haplo said irritably. "This would be the one tinme in
your |ife when passing out m ght be of sone use!"

"I won't," Afred said, recovering hinmself. He even nanaged to smile bleakly.
"I amafraid | nust put you in ny prison for a while, ny friend."

The Sartan began to dance, moving solemly to music he humred beneath his
breat h.

Xar watched wi th suspicion, wondering what the Serpent Mage was up to. Surely
not an offensive spell. That would be too dangerous in the small cell



"Dog, go to Marit!" Alfred murnured, doing a graceful slide-step around the
ani mal . " Now "

The animal ran to Marit's side, stood protectively near her. At the sane
instant, two crystal coffins sprang into being. One covered Haplo's body. The
ot her surrounded Lord Xar

I nside Haplo's coffin, the flanes dwi ndl ed, died.

Inside the other coffin, Xar fought to free hinself, fumed in inpotent rage.

Al fred took hold of Marit, helped her escape the cell. They ran into the dark
corridor. The dog dashed al ong behi nd.

"Qut!" Alfred gasped for the benefit of the magic. "W want out!"

Blue sigla flashed al ong the base of the wall. Supporting Marit, Alfred
followed the sigla's lead, stunbling blindly through the rune-lit darkness,
with no idea where he was or which way he was going. But it seemed to Alfred
that they were going down, descendi ng deeper into Abarrach

And then the terrifying thought came to himthat the runes m ght be guiding
himright to the Seventh Gate! After all, the runes would take himto wherever

it was he wanted to go and the Seventh Gate had certainly been on his nind

"Well, put the thought out of your mind!" Haplo ordered. "Think about Death's
Gate! Concentrate on that!"

"Yes," Alfred panted. "Death's Gate . . ."

The sigla suddenly flashed, went out, |leaving themin fearful, nind-nunmbing
dar kness.

CHAPTER 15
NECROPOLI S ABARRACH

ENTOVBED | N SARTAN MAG C, XAR QUELLED HI'S ANGER, RE-lied on patience and cal m

to free hinmself. Hs brain, Iike a sharp knife, slid into each chink in the
Sartan runes, searching for a weakness. He found it, and worked at it
patiently, breaking down the sigil, chipping away at the magic. One crack, and

the rest of the hastily designed structure shattered

Xar gave Alfred credit; the Serpent Mage was good. Never before had any magic
conpl etely stopped and confounded the Lord of the Nexus. Had the situation not
been so critical, so dire, Xar would have enjoyed the mental exercise

He stood in the prison cell, alone except for Kl eitus, and that heap of bones
and rotting flesh scarcely counted. The | azar continued under the constraints
of Xar's spell and did not nove. Xar ignored it. He wal ked over to stand

besi de Hapl o' s body, encased in the Sartan's magi cal coffin.

The funeral fire had been snuffed out. Xar could always start it again. He
could break the magic that protected Haplo as the I ord had broken that which
had i nprisoned him

But he did not.

He gazed down at the body and snil ed.



"They won't abandon you, ny son. No matter how nuch you try to persuade them
ot herwi se. Because of you, Alfred will lead me to the Seventh Gate!"

Xar touched the sigil on his own forehead, the rune-mark he had drawn,

destroyed, then redrawn on Marit's forehead. Once again, they were joined.
Once again, he could share her thoughts, hear her words. Except that this
time, provided he was careful, she wouldn't be conscious of his presence.

Xar left the dungeons, began his pursuit.

No sigla lit their path. Alfred guessed this was a result of the confusion in
his own nmi nd—he coul dn't deci de where he wanted to go. And then he considered
that it mght be safer to travel w thout guidance. If he didn't know where he
was goi ng, no one else would, either. O such was his rather confused | ogic.

He spoke a sigil, caused it to burn softly in the air in front of him giving
them light enough to wal k by. They stunbled on, as fast as they could, unti
Marit could go no farther.

She was very ill. He could feel the poison's heat on her skin. Her body shook
with chills; pain gripped her, twi sted her. She'd fought ganely to keep up,
but the [ ast few hundred paces or so, he'd been forced to al nost carry her
Now her body was dead weight. His arms were trenbling and linp with fatigue.
He | et go of her. She sagged to the floor

Al fred knelt down beside her. The dog whi ned, nosed her |inp hand.

"Gve nme time ... to heal nyself." She gasped for breath.
"I can help you." Alfred hovered over her, peering at her in the darkness. The
sigla on her skin barely glimered.

"No. Keep watch," she ordered. "Your magic won't stop Xar ... for long."

She hunched into a ball, bringing her knees to her chin, resting her head on
her knees. Wappi ng her arns around her body, she closed her eyes, closed the
circle of her being. The sigla on her arnms glowed nore warnmly. Her chills and
shivering ceased. She huddl ed in the darkness, enveloped in warnth

Al fred wat ched anxiously. CGenerally a healing sleep was required to nake
Patryns perfectly well. He wondered if she had fallen asl eep, wondered what he
woul d do if she did. He was very tenpted to let her rest. He'd seen no sign
that Xar was follow ng them

Tim dly, he reached out his hand to smooth back the danmp hair from her
forehead. And he saw, suddenly, with a pang of fear, that the sigil Xar had
mar ked on her forehead, the sigil joining the two together, was once nore
whole. Swiftly, Alfred snatched his hand away.

"What ?" Startled at his chill touch, Marit lifted her head. "What is it?
What's wrong?"

"N-nothing," Afred stanmered. "I ... thought you m ght want to sleep
"Sl eep? Are you crazy?"
Refusing his help, Marit rose slowy to her feet.

She was no | onger feverish, but the marks on her throat were still plainly
vi si bl e—bl ack sl ashes, cutting through the rune-light. She gingerly touched



t he wounds, wi nced, as if they burned. "Were are we goi ng?"

"Qut of here!" Haplo ordered perenptorily. "Of of Abarrach. Go back through
Death's Gate."

Al fred | ooked at the dog, didn't know quite how to respond.
Marit saw his glance, understood. She shook her head.

"I won't |eave Haplo."

"My dear, there's nothing we can do for him.

Alfred's lie trailed into silence. There was sonet hing he could do. Kleitus
had spoken the truth. Alfred had, by this time, given a ot of thought to the
Seventh Gate. He had gone over all that he'd heard about it from Ol ah, who
had described to himhow Samah and the Council used the nagic of the Seventh
Gate to sunder the world. Alfred had al so del ved deep in his own nenory,
recal l i ng passages he'd read in the books of the Sartan. Fromhis research, he
guessed that, once inside, he could use the Gate's powerful magic to work
wonder s beyond belief. He could restore Haplo to Iife. He could grant Hugh the
Hand peace in death. He coul d, perhaps, even conme to the aid of those fighting
for their lives in the Labyrinth.

But the Seventh Gate was the one place in the four worlds where Al fred dared
not go. Not with Xar watching, waiting for himto do that very thing.

The dog pattered nervously back and forth, up and down the corridor

"Cet yourself out of here, Sartan!" Haplo told Alfred, reading his thoughts as
usual . "You're the one Xar wants."

"But | can't |eave you," Alfred protested.

"You're not." Marit gave hima puzzled | ook. "No one ever said you were."

"Al'l right, then." Haplo was tal king at the same nmonment. "Don't |eave ne. Take
the damm dog with you! So |long as the dog is safe, Xar can't do anything to
ne."

Alfred, listening to two voices speaki ng sinultaneously, opened and shut his
nmout h i n hopel ess conf usi on.

"The dog . . ." he nmurnured, attenpting to grasp one solid point in the
strange conversation

Hapl o repeat ed,

"You and Marit take the dog to a world where it will be safe,"’
patiently, insistently. "Were Xar can't possibly find it. Pryan, maybe

The suggesti on sounded good, made sense—take the dog and thensel ves out of
harm s way. But sonething about it wasn't quite right. Alfred knew that if he
could only take the time to stop and think about the matter |ong and hard,
he'd di scover what was wong with it. But between fear, confusion, and
amazement at being able to comrunicate with Haplo at all, Alfred was
conpl et el y befuddl ed.

Marit | eaned against the wall, her eyes closed. Her magic was too mnmuch
weakened by her injury to sustain her, apparently. She was once nore
shivering, in obvious pain. The dog crouched at her feet, gazed up at her
forlornly.



"If she doesn't heal herself—or if you don't heal her, Sartan-she's going to
die!" Haplo said urgently.

"Yes, you're right."

Al fred made up his mind. He put his armaround Marit, who stiffened at his
touch but then went |inp against him

A very bad sign.
"Who are you tal king to?" she murmured.
"Never mind," Afred said quietly. "Come al ong

Mark's eyes opened wi de. For an instant, strength suffused her body, hope
eased her suffering. "Haplo! You're talking to Haplo! How is that possible?"

"W shared consci ousness once. In Death's Gate. Qur m nds exchanged bodies ..
At l|east"-Alfred sighed—that's the only explanation | can think of."

Marit was silent |ong nonents; then she said in a |low voice, "W could go to
the Seventh Gate now. While ny lord is still inmprisoned by your magic."

Al fred hesitated. And, as the thought cane into his mnd, the sigla on the
wal | suddenly flared to life, Iit up a corridor previously dark. So dark, they
had never, before now, suspected its existence.

"That's it," Marit said, awed. "That's the way . . ."

Al fred gul ped, excited, tenpted . . . afraid.

But then, when in his |life hadn't he been afraid?

"Don't go!" Haplo warned. "I don't like this. Xar nust have unravel ed your
spel |l by now "

Al fred bl enched. "Do you know where he is? Can you see hin®"

"What | see, | see through the dog's eyes. So long as the nutt's with you, |'m
with you, for all the good that's likely to do any of us. Forget the Seventh
Gate. CGet off of Abarrach while you still have a chance.™

"Alfred, please!" Marit begged. She pushed away fromhim tried to stand on
her own. "Look, I'mwell enough—=

The dog barked sharply, leapt to its feet.

Al fred's heart | urched.

"I don't . . . Haplo's right. Xar is searching for us. W' ve got to | eave
Abarrach! W'll take the dog with us,” Alfred said to Marit, who was glaring
at him the glow of the runes bright in her feverish eyes. "W'|l|l go sonepl ace
where we can rest and you can heal yourself. Then we'll come back. | prom se—=

Marit shoved himout of her way, prepared to go around him over him through
him if necessary. "If you won't take me to the Seventh Gate, 1'll find—=

Her words were cut off. A spasm shook her body. She clutched at her throat,
fighting to breathe. Doubling over, she fell to her hands and knees.



"Marit!" Alfred gathered her into his arms. "You have to save yourself before
you can save Haplo."

"Very well," she whispered, half choked. "But . . . we're com ng back for
him"

"I promise," Afred said, no doubt at all remaining in him "W'Ill go to the
ship."

The sigla lighting the way to the Seventh Gate flickered and di ed.

Al fred began to sing the runes, softly, sonorously. Sparkling, shimering
runes envel oped him Marit, and the dog. He continued to sing the runes, the
runes that would stretch forth into the possibility that they were safely on
board the ship .

And within a heartbeat, Alfred and Marit and the dog were standing on the
deck.

And there, waiting for them was Lord Xar.

CHAPTER 16

SAFE HARBOR ABARRACH

ALFRED BLI NKED, STARED. MARI T CLUTCHED AT HIM NEARLY falling.

Xar ignored them both. He reached out his hand to grab the dog, which was
standing stiff-legged, teeth bared, growing.

"Dragon!" said Hapl o.
Dr agon!

Al fred grasped at the possibility, at the spell. He sprang high into the air,
his body twi sting and dancing with the magic. And suddenly Alfred was no

| onger on the ship but flying high above it. Xar was not a threatening figure
standing next to the Sartan, but a small insignificant one far bel ow, staring
up at him

Marit clung groggily to Alfred' s back. She had been hanging on to his coat
when the spell transformed himand apparently the magi c had taken her with
him But the dog was still down on the deck, dashing back and forth, gazing up
at Al fred and barki ng.

"Gve up, Sartan!" Xar called. "You' re trapped. You cannot |eave Abarrach.”

"You can | eave, Alfred!" Haplo said to him "You are stronger than he is!
Attack him Take back the ship!"

"But | mght hurt the dog . . ." Alfred wavered.

Xar now had hold of the animal, hanging on to it by the scruff of its neck.
"You mght well be able to take back your ship fromne, Sartan. But what will
you do then? Leave without your friend? The dog cannot pass through Death's

Gate."

The dog cannot pass through Death's Gate.



"I's that true, Haplo?" Alfred demanded. He answered his own question
realizing that Haplo wouldn't. "It is, isn't it. | knew sonething about that
suggestion of yours wasn't right. The dog can't go through Death's Gate! Not
wi t hout you!"

Hapl o di d not respond.

The dragon circled, unhappy, irresolute. Down bel ow, the dog, caught in Xar's
grasp, watched them and whi ned.

"You won't |eave your friend here alone to die, Afred," Xar shouted. "You
can't. Love breaks the heart, doesn't it, Sartan . . ."

The dragon wavered. Its wi ngs di pped. Alfred prepared to surrender

"No!" Hapl o shout ed.

The dog twisted in Xar's grasp, shapped viciously at him Its slashing teeth
tore through the sleeve of the lord' s black robes. Xar let |oose, backed up a

step fromthe slavering aninal.

The dog |l eapt fromthe deck, |anded on the dock. It raced off, running as fast
as it could run, heading for the abandoned town of Safe Harbor

The dragon swooped down, flew protectively above the dog until it had

di sappeared into the shadows of the crunbling buildings. Creeping into an
enpty house, the dog waited, panting, to see if it was pursued.

It wasn't.

The Lord of the Nexus could have stopped the dog.

He could have killed it with a single spoken sigil. But he let the aninal go.
He had acconplished his purpose. Al fred would never |eave Abarrach now. And,
sooner or later, he would | ead Xar to the Seventh Gate.

Love breaks the heart.

Smiling, pleased with hinself, Xar left the ship, returned to his library to
consi der what to do next. As he went, he rubbed the sigil on his forehead.

Barely conscious, clinging to the dragon's back, Mrit npaned.
The dragon circled above the abandoned town of Safe Harbor, waiting to see
what Xar would do. Alfred was prepared for anything except the lord s sudden

departure.

When Xar di sappeared, Alfred waited and watched, thinking it mght be a trick
O perhaps the lord had gone to fetch reinforcenents.

Not hi ng happened. No one cane.

"Alfred," Marit said weakly. "You better land. I ... don't think | can hang on
much | onger."

"Take her to Salfag Caverns," Hapl o suggested. "They're up ahead, not far. The
dog knows the way."

The dog energed from hiding, dashed out into the mddle of the enpty street.
Gazing up at Alfred, the aninal barked once, then trotted off down the road.



The dragon flew after the dog, veering sharply over Safe Harbor, followed a
road up the coastline of the Fire Sea until the road itself disappeared. The
dog began to pick its way anong gigantic boul ders, jutting out fromthe
shoreline. Recognizing the place as near the entrance to Sal fag Caverns, the
dragon spiral ed downward, seeking a suitable landing site.

As he did so, as he flew closer to the ground, Al fred thought he detected
nmoverent —a shadow detaching itself froma junble of rocks and dead trees and
hurrying away, losing itself in nore shadows. He stared hard at the site,
could see nothing. Finding a clear spot anong a junble of boul ders, the dragon
settled to the ground.

Marit slid fromthe dragon's back, slunped down anong the rocks, and did not
nmove. Al fred changed back to his usual form bent over her anxiously.

Her healing powers had kept her from dying, but not much beyond. The poison
still coursed through her veins. She was burning with fever and struggled to
draw every breath. She seened to be in pain. She lifted her hand to her
forehead, pressed on it.

Al fred brushed back her hair. He saw the sigil—Xar's sigil—glowng with an
eerie light. Alfred understood, sighed deeply.

"No wonder Xar let us go," he said. "Werever we go, she'll lead himright to
us."

"You' ve got to heal her," Haplo said. "But not here. Inside the cavern. She'l
need to sleep.”

"Yes, of course."

Alfred gently lifted Marit in his arms. The dog, knowi ng Al fred, regarded this
maneuver dubiously. The ani mal obvi ously expected that at any monent it woul d
have to save both of them fromtunbling headl ong into the Fire Sea.

Al fred began to humto hinmself, singing the runes as he m ght have sung a
lullaby to a child. Marit relaxed in his arnms, ceased to cry out. She drew a
deep and peaceful breath. Her head lolled on his shoulder. Smling to hinself,
Alfred carried her easily, w thout slipping once, to the entrance to Sal fag
Caverns. He started to enter.

The dog refused to follow It sniffed the air. Its legs went stiff, its
hackl es rose. It grow ed warningly.

"Something's in there," Haplo said. "Hiding in the shadows. To your right."

Al fred blinked, unable to see in the dark after the lurid light of the Fire
Sea. "It . . . It's not the |azar " H s voi ce quavered nervously.

"No," said Haplo.

The dog crept closer, growing softly.

"This person's alive. | think . Hapl o paused. "Do you renenber Balthazar?
That Sartan necronmancer we |eft behind when we fled Abarrach?"

"Bal thazar!" Alfred couldn't believe it. "But he nust be dead. Al the Sartan
with him The | azar nmust have destroyed them™



"Apparently not. My guess is we've stunbled onto where Balthazar and his
peopl e have been hiding. Renenber, this is where we cane across themthe first
tinme."

"Bal thazar!" Alfred repeated in disbelief. He peered into the shadows,
attenpted to see. "Please, | need help," he called, speaking Sartan. "I was
here once before. Do you renenber me? My nane is—

"Alfred," said a dry, rasping voice fromthe shadows. A Sartan clad in ragged,
t hr eadbare bl ack robes stepped out fromthe shadows. "Yes, | renenber you."

The dog stood protectively in front of Alfred, barked a warning that said Keep
your distance.

"Don't be afraid. I won't harmyou. | haven't the strength to harm anyone,"
Bal t hazar added, a bitter tinge to his voice.

The Sartan had been slightly built to begin with; suffering and deprivation
had left himthin and wasted. H s beard and hair, once shining bl ack—dnusua
anong Sartan—were now prematurely streaked with gray. Though novemnent
obviously fatigued him he managed to carry hinself with dignity and pride.
But the tattered black robes that marked a necromancer hung from bony

shoul ders, as if they covered a skel eton

"Bal t hazar, "
certain.”

said Alfred in shocked recognition. "It is you. | ... wasn't

The pity in his voice was all too apparent. Balthazar's black eyes flashed in
anger. He drew hinself up, clasped his emaciated arnms across his shrunken
chest.

"Yes, Balthazar! \Whose people you left to die on the docks of Safe Harbor!"

The dog, having recogni zed Bal thazar, had been about to make advances in
friendly fashion. The aninal grow ed, backed up to stand near its charges.

"You know why we |eft you behind. | could not permit you to take necromancy
into the other worlds,"” Alfred said quietly. "Especially after I'd seen the
harm done to this one."

Bal t hazar sighed. Hi s anger had been nore reflexive than real, a flickering
spark, all that was left of a fire that had Iong since died. H s arns, clasped
across his chest, slid apart, dropped wearily to his sides.

"I understand. | didn't then, of course. And | can't help ny anger. You have
no i dea"—the bl ack eyes were shadowed, filled w th angui sh and pai n—what we
have suffered. But what you say is true. W brought this evil upon oursel ves
by our own rash actions. It is up to us to deal with it. Wiat is wong with
t he worman?"

Bal t hazar eyed Marit closely. "She nust belong to the same race of people as
that friend of yours—what was his nane? Haplo. | recognize the rune-nmarkings
on the skin."

"She was attacked by one of the lazar," Alfred expl ai ned, gazing down at
Marit. She was no longer in pain. She was unconsci ous.

Bal t hazar's expression grew dark, grim "Sone of our people have net the sane
fate. There is nothing that can be done for her, | fear."



"On the contrary.” Alfred flushed. "I can heal her. But she needs to be
somepl ace qui et, where she can sl eep undi sturbed for many hours."

Bal t hazar gazed at Alfred with unblinking eyes. "I forgot," the necromancer
said at last. "I forgot you possessed skills that we have lost ... or no
| onger have the strength to practice. Bring her inside. She will be safe here

as safe as anywhere in this doomed world."

The necronmancer |ed the way deeper into the cave. As they went, they passed by
anot her Sartan, a young wonman. Balthazar nodded to her, made her a sign. She
cast one curious glance at Al fred and his conpanions, then left, heading
outside. Wthin a few noments, two other Sartan appeared.

"I'f you want, they will take the woman on ahead to our living area, make her
confortable," Balthazar suggested.

Alfred hesitated. He wasn't entirely certain he trusted these people ... his
peopl e.
"I will only keep you a few nonments," Balthazar said. "But | would like to

talk with you."

The bl ack eyes penetrated, probed. Alfred had the uneasy feeling that they
were seeing much nore than he wanted themto see. And it was obvious the
necronmancer wasn't going to permt Alfred to do anything for Marit unti

Bal t hazar's curiosity—er whatever it was—was sati sfied.

Rel uctantly, Alfred relinquished Marit to the care of the Sartan. They treated
her with tenderness and bore her carefully back to the interior of the cavern

He couldn't help noting, however, that the two Sartan who had taken charge of

Marit were al nost as weak as the injured Patryn.

"You were warned of our conming," Alfred said, thinking back to the person he'd
seen novi ng anmong the rocks.
"W keep watch for the |azar," Balthazar answered. "Please, let us sit a
nmonent. Wl king fatigues nme." He sank down, al nost col |l apsing, upon a boul der

"You're not using the dead ... for scouts,” Alfred said slowy, renenbering
the last tinme he'd been on this world. "Or to fight for you?"

Bal t hazar cast hima sharp, shrewd glance. "No, we are not." Hi s gaze shifted
to the shadows that had deepened around them as they nmoved farther into the
cave. "W do not practice the necromancy anynore."

"I amglad," Afred said enptionally. "So very glad. Your decision was the
right one. The power of necronmancy has al ready done great harmto our people.”

"The ability to bring the dead back to life is a strong tenptation, arising as
it does out of what we call |ove and conpassion." Balthazar sighed.
"Unfortunately, it is really only the selfish desire to hold on to sonething
we should let go. Shortsighted and arrogant, we inmagine that this nortal state
is the apex, the best we can achieve. W have | earned that such is not the
case."

Al fred regarded himw th astoni shnment. "You have | earned? How?"
"My prince, ny cherished Edmund, had the courage to show us. W honor his

menory. The souls of our dead are free to depart now, their bodies laid to
rest with respect.



"Unfortunately," he added, the bitterness returning, "burying our dead is a
task that has becone all too common . "

Lowering his head into his hand, he sought vainly to hide his tears. The dog
pattered forward, willing to forgive the earlier msunderstanding. It placed
its paw on the necromancer's knee, gazed up at himw th synpathetic eyes.

"We fled inland to escape the |lazar. But they caught up with us. W fought
them a losing battle, as we well knew. Then one of their nunber—a young

nobl eman known as Jonat hon—st epped forward. He freed Prince Ednmund, sent his
spirit to rest, and proved to us that what we had feared all these centuries
was not true. The soul does not fall into oblivion, but lives on. W had been
wrong to chain that soul to its prison of flesh. Jonathon held off Kleitus and
the other lazar, gave us tinme to escape to safety.

"We hid in the outback for as long as we could. But our food supplies were
scarce, our magi ¢ weakening daily. Finally, driven by hunger, we canme back to
t hi s abandoned town, scavenged what neagre supplies remined, and noved into
this cave. Now our food is al nost conpletely gone and we have no hope of
obtaining nore. What little we have |l eft goes to feed the very young, the sick

Bal t hazar paused, shut his eyes. He seenmed about to faint. Alfred put his arm
around him supported himuntil he was able to sit by hinself.

"Thank you," Balthazar said, with a wan smle. "I ambetter now These dizzy
spells are a weakness with ne."

"A weakness brought on by lack of sustenance. My guess is that you have been
depriving yourself of food so that your people could eat. But you are their

| eader. What will happen to themif you fall ill?"

"The sane thing that will happen to themwhether | live or die," Balthazar
said grimy. "W have no hope. No means of escape. W wait only for death."”
H s voice softened. "And after seeing what peace ny prince found, | mnust

confess that | am |l ooking forward to it."

"Come, cone," Alfred said hastily, alarned by such talk. "W're wasting tine.
If you have any food left at all, | can use nmy magic to provide nore."

Bal t hazar smiled wanly. "That would be a great help. And undoubtedly you have
| arge stores of food on your ship."

"Well, yes, of course, I—= Alfred stopped. His tongue stuck to the roof of his
nout h.

"Now you' ve done it," Haplo muttered.

"So that ship we saw is yours!" Balthazar's eyes burned with a fevered gl ow
He stretched forth a skeletal hand, clutched at Alfred s faded velvet | apel
"At |ast we can escape! Leave this world of death!"

"Il 44— Alfred stammered. "That is ... you see

Al fred could see—oul d see exactly where all this had been | eading. He rose,
trembling, to his feet.

"W will discuss this later. | need to be with ny friend. To heal her. Then I
will do what | can to hel p your people.™



Bal t hazar al so stood up. He | eaned near Alfred. "W will escape!" he said
softly. "No one will stop us this tine."

Al fred gul ped, backed up a pace. He said nothing. Balthazar said nothing. The
two wal ked on, noving deeper into the cavern. The necromancer wal ked sl owy
and weakly, but he politely refused any type of aid. Alfred, niserable and
unhappy, could not control his wandering feet. If it hadn't been for the dog,
he woul d have tunbl ed down any nunber of crevices, fallen over any nunber of
rocks.

A mensch saying came to Alfred' s m nd.
"Qut of the frying pan. Into the fire."
CHAPTER 17

SALFAG CAVERNS ABARRACH

BALTHAZAR REMAI NED SI LENT DURI NG THEI R WALK, FOR which Alfred was extremely
grateful. Having endeavored to extricate hinself fromone problem he had—as
usual —becone enbroiled in another. Now he had to find a way out of both. Try
as he mght, he could see no solution to either

They wal ked on, the dog pattering watchfully behind. And then they cane to the
portion of the cavern in which the Sartan |ived.

Al fred peered through the darkness. H's worries about Haplo and Marit, his
suspi ci ons of Balthazar, were subnerged beneath a wave of pity and shock
Fifty or so Sartan nen, wonen, and a fewfar too few—children were sheltered
in this dismal cavern. The sight of them their wetched plight, was

heart-w enching. Starvation had taken its terrible toll, but worse than

physi cal deprivation, terror and fear and despair had left their souls as
ermaci ated as their bodies.

Bal t hazar had done what he could to keep up their spirits, but he was near the
end hinmsel f. Many of the Sartan had given up. They lay on the hard, cold floor
of the cavern, doing nothing but staring into the darkness, as if beseeching
it to cone down and wap around them

Al fred knew such hopel essness well, knew where it could | ead, for he hinself
had once wal ked that dread road. If it had not been for the com ng of

Hapl o—and Hapl o' s dog-Al fred m ght have followed the road to its bitter
concl usi on.

"This is what we live on," Balthazar said, gesturing to a |arge sack
"Kairn-grass seed, neant to be used for planting, salvaged from Safe Harbor
W grind the seeds, nmix themw th water to nmake gruel. And this is the | ast
sack. When it is gone . "

The necromancer shrugged.

What magi cal powers the Sartan had |l eft were being used to sinply stay alive,
to breathe the poisonous air of Abarrach

"Don't worry," said Alfred. "I will aid you. But first, | nust heal Marit."

"Certainly," Balthazar said.

Marit lay on a pile of ragged bl ankets. Several Sartan wonen were tending her



doi ng what they could to make her confortable. She'd been warnmly covered,
given water. (Alfred couldn't hel p wondering at the apparent abundance of
fresh water; the last time he'd been on Abarrach, water had been extrenely
scarce. He would have to renmenber to ask.)

Thanks to these ministrations, Marit had regai ned consci ousness. She was qui ck
to catch sight of Al fred. Wakly raising her hand, she reached out to him He
started to kneel beside her. Marit grabbed hold of him nearly pulled him

of f - bal ance.

"What . . . where are we?" she asked through teeth clenched against the chills
that shook her. "Wo are these?"

"Sartan," said Alfred, soothing her, trying to coax her to |lie back down. "You
are safe here. I'mgoing to heal you, then you need sleep.”

An expression of defiance hardened Mark's face. Alfred was rem nded of the
ti m—anot her time—n Abar-rach, when he'd heal ed Hapl o, against his wll.
"I can take care of nyself,"
couldn't catch her breath.

Marit began, but her words were choked off. She

Al fred took hold of her hands, her right in his left, her left in his right,
conpl eting, sharing the circle of their beings.

She attenpted feebly to snatch her hand away, but Alfred was stronger now than
she was. He held on to her tightly and began to sing the runes.

Hs warnmth and strength flowed into Marit. Her pain and suffering and
| oneliness entered his. The circle wapped around them bound them t oget her
and for just a brief instant, Haplo was included within it.

Al fred had a strange, eerie imge of the three of them floating on a wave of
light and air and time, talking to each other

"You have to | eave Abarrach, Alfred," Haplo said. "You and Marit. Go sonepl ace
safe, where Xar can't find you."

"But we can't take the dog, can we?" Alfred argued. "Xar is right. The dog
cannot pass through Death's Gate. Not w thout you."

"W won't go," Mark said. "W won't |eave you."

She seened surrounded by light, was beautiful in Alfred s eyes. She | eaned
near Hapl o, reached out her hand to him but he couldn't touch her. She
couldn't touch him The wave carried them supported them but it also
separated them

"I lost you once, Haplo. | left you because |I didn't have the courage to | ove
you. | have the courage now. | love you and I won't | ose you again. If the
situation were reversed," Marit continued, not letting himspeak, "and | were
the one lying back there on that stone bier, would you | eave me? Then how can
you think | amless strong than you are?"

Hapl o's voice faltered. "I don't ask you to be less strong than I am | ask
you to be stronger. You nust find the strength to | eave ne, Marit. Renmenber
our people, fighting for their lives in the Labyrinth. Remenber what will
happen to themand to everyone in the four worlds if our lord succeeds in
closing the Seventh Gate."



"I can't leave you," Marit said.

Her | ove poured out fromher. Haplo's love flowed fromhim and Alfred was the
fine silk cloth through which both passed. The tragedy of their separation
grieved himdeeply. If he could have given them ease by tearing hinself apart,
he woul d have done so. As it was, he could only be a poor sort of go-between.

What rmade it worse was that he knew Hapl o was speaking to him too—+to Alfred
as well as Marit. Alfred, too, nust find the strength to | eave soneone he had
cone to | ove

"But in the neantinme, what do | do about Balthazar?" Al fred asked.

Bef ore Hapl o could answer, the light began to fade, the warnth receded. The
wave ebbed, |eaving Al fred stranded and al one in darkness. He sighed deeply,
shud-deringly, not wanting to let go, not wanting to return. And, as he did
so, he heard his nane.

"Alfred." Marit was half sitting up, propped on her el bow. The fever had |eft
her eyes, although the |lids were now heavy with the |onging for sleep
"Alfred," she repeated urgently, struggling to remai n awake.

"Yes, nmy dear, | amhere," he replied, close to tears. "You should be |ying
down. "

She sank back onto the blankets, permtted himto fuss over her, because she
was too distracted to stop him Wen he started to | eave, she caught hol d of
hi s hand.

"Ask the Sartan . . . about the Seventh Gate," she whispered. "Wat he knows
about it."

"Do you really think that's wi se?" Alfred denurred.

Now t hat he had seen Bal thazar again, he was rem nded of the power of the
necr omancer. And though weakened from anxi ety and | ack of food, Balthazar
woul d regain his strength qui ckly enough if he thought he'd found a way out
for himand his people.

"I"'mnot certain | want Balthazar to find the Seventh Gate, any nore than Lord
Xar. Perhaps | shouldn't bring it up."

"Just ask what he knows," Marit pleaded. "What harm can there be in that?"
Al fred was reluctant. "I doubt if Balthazar knows anything . "

Marit held fast to his hand, squeezed it painfully. "Ask him Pl ease!"

"Ask nme what ?"

Bal t hazar had been standing at a di stance, watching the healing process with
intense interest. Now, hearing his nane, he glided forward. "What is it you

want to know?"

"Go ahead," said Haplo's voice suddenly, startling Al fred. "Ask him See what
he says."

Al fred sighed, gul ped. "W were wondering, Balthazar, have you ever heard of
of something called the Seventh Gate?"



"Certainly," Balthazar answered calmy, but with a stabbing glance of his
bl ack eyes that slid through Alfred like a sharp blade. "All on Abarrach have
heard of the Seventh Gate. Every child learns the litany."

"What . . . what litany woul d that be?" Alfred asked faintly.

'The Earth was destroyed,’ Bal t hazar began, repeating the words in a high
thin voice. " 'Four worlds were created out of the ruin. Wrlds for ourselves
and the mensch: Air, Fire, Stone, Water. Four Gates connect each world to the
other: Arianus to Pryan to Abarrach to Chelestra. A house of correction was
built for our enem es: the Labyrinth. The Labyrinth is connected to the other
worl ds through the Fifth Gate: the Nexus. The Sixth Gate is the center,
permts entry: the Vortex. And all was acconplished through the Seventh Gate.
The end was the beginning.' "

"So that was how you knew about Death's Gate, about the other worlds,"” Alfred
said, recalling the first tinme he'd net Balthazar, how the necromancer had
seen through the lies Haplo had used to conceal his true identity. "And you
say this is taught to children?"

"It was," Balthazar said, with rueful enphasis on the word. "Wen we had
| ei sure to teach our children other things besides howto die."

"How di d your people cone to be in this condition?" Mrit asked, fighting
drowsi ness, fighting sleep. "Wat happened to this world?"

"Greed is what happened,” Balthazar replied. "Greed and desperation. Wen the
magi ¢ that kept this world alive started to fail, our people began to die. W
turned to necromancy, to hold on to those dear to us, at first. Then
eventual ly, we used that black art to increase our nunbers, to add soldiers to
our armes, servants to our houses. But things grew worse instead of better
for us."

"Abarrach was al ways intended to be dependent on the other three worlds for
its survival," Alfred explained. "Conduits, known on this world as col ossi,
were neant to channel energy flowing fromthe citadels of Pryan into Abarrach
The energy woul d provide |ight and heat, enable the people to live near the
surface, where the air is breathable. The plan did not work out. \Wen the

Ki cksey-wi nsey failed, the light of Pryan's citadels failed as well, and
Abarrach was left in the darkness."

He stopped. Hi s didactic |l ecture had worked. Marit's eyes were cl osed, her
breat hi ng deep and even. Alfred smled slightly, carefully tucked the bl ankets
around her to keep her warm Then he stole silently away. Balthazar, after a
gl ance at Marit, followed Al fred.

"Why do you ask about the Seventh Gate?"

Anot her one of the stabbing gl ances penetrated Al fred, who was i nmmedi ately
rendered incoherent.

"I ... 1 ... curious . . . heard . . . sonmewhere . . . something
Bal t hazar frowned. "Wat are you trying to find out, Brother? The |ocation?
Believe ne, if | had any idea where the Seventh Gate was, | would have used it
nmysel f, to help ny people escape this terrible place."

"Yes, of course."

"What el se do you want to know about it, then?"



"Nothing, really. Just . . . just curious. Let's go see what we can do about
f eedi ng your people."

Truly concerned for his people's welfare, the necromancer said nothing nore.
But it was apparent to Alfred that, as he had feared, his sudden interest in
the Seventh Gate had aroused Balthazar's interest as well. And the necronmancer
was a great deal |like Haplo's dog. Once he had sonmething in his teeth, he
woul d not easily let go.

Al fred began replicating sacks of the kairn-grass seed, [1] providing enough
so that the Sartan could turn it into flour, bake it into hardbread—far nore
substantial and nourishing than the gruel. As he worked, he gl anced
surreptitiously around the cavern. No dead Sartan served the living, as had
been the case the last time Alfred had visited these people. No

sol di er-corpses guarded the entrance, no cadaver-king tried to rule. \Werever
the dead lay, they lay at rest—as Balthazar had said.

Al fred | ooked at the children huddl ed around him begging for a handful of
seed that, on Arianus, he would have thrown to the birds.

Hs eyes filled with tears, and that rem nded himof a question. He turned to
Bal t hazar, who kept near him watching each spell A fred cast, al nbst as
hungry for the magic as he was for the food.

The necromancer had, at Alfred' s insistence, eaten a small anount and was
| ooki ng sonewhat stronger—although the renewal of hope probably accounted nore
for the change than the unappetizing kairn-grass paste he had consuned.

"You seemto have plenty of water," Alfred remarked. "That's different from

when | was here |ast."

Bal t hazar nodded. "You recall that one of the colossi stands not far from
here. W had assuned it was dead, its power gone out. But, quite suddenly, not
too long ago, its magic returned to life."

1 Sartan and Patryn magic can replicate already existing food supplies. This
can be done quite easily, nerely by advancing the possibility that one sack of
grain is twenty sacks of grain. Certain powerful magic-users are able to alter
the possibilities to produce food out of objects not normally edible, such as
changi ng stone into bread. O they might change one food substance into
another—turn a fish into a beefsteak. Al fred could undoubtedly perform such
magi ¢, but it would require a tremendous expenditure of will and energy.

Al fred brightened. "lIndeed? Do you have any idea why?"

"There has been no change on this world. | can only assune that there have
been changes on others.™

"Why, yes! You're right!" Alfred was all eager enthusiasm "The Kicksey-w nsey
and the citadels on Pryan . . . they're working now . . . Wy, this
means—

"—nothing to us," Balthazar finished coolly. "Change cones too |ate. Suppose
the heat fromthe conduits has returned, suppose it is causing the ice that

rinmes this world to begin to nelt. W once again find water. But it will be
many, many lifetinmes before this world of the dead can be inhabited by the
living. And by then the Iiving will be no nore. The dead alone will rule

Abarrach. "



"You are deternined to | eave," Alfred said, troubled.

"Or die trying," Balthazar said grimy. "Can you envisage a future for us, for
our children, here, on Abarrach?"

Alfred couldn't answer. He handed over nore food. Balthazar took it and left,
doling it out to his people.

"I can't blane themfor wanting to leave," Alfred said quietly. "I want to
| eave very badly nyself at this nonent. But | know perfectly well what will
happen when these Sartan arrive on the other worlds. It will only be a matter
of time before they begin to try to take over, disrupting the lives of the
nmensch. "

"They're a sad-1ooking lot," Haplo said.

Al fred, not realizing he'd spoken aloud, junped to hear Haplo's voice. O
maybe he hadn't spoken al oud. Hapl o had al ways been able to read his thoughts.
"You're right," Haplo went on. "These Sartan are weak now, but once they are
able to quit using their magic for survival, their magic will strengthen
They' Il discover its power."

"And then there are your people."” Alfred glanced at the sleeping Marit. The
dog lay protectively at her side, growing warningly at anyone who ventured
near her. "If they escape fromthe Labyrinth and enter the worlds, who can say
what will happen? Patryns have sucked in hatred with their nothers' mlk, and
who can bl ame then®"

Al fred began to trenble. He dropped the food, pressed his hands to his burning

eyes. "l see it all happening again! The rivalries, the wars, the deadly
confrontations. The innocent victins caught up in it, dying for sonething they
don't understand ... Al ... all ending in disaster!"

The last burst fromAlfred in a hollow cry. Looking up, he encountered the
necronmancer's glittering bl ack-eyed gaze. Balthazar had returned. Alfred had
t he sudden, uncanny i npression that the necromancer had foll owed every tw st
and turn of his thoughts. Balthazar had seen what Alfred had seen, shared the
vision that had led to his horrified cry.

"I will |eave Abarrach," Balthazar said to Alfred, softly. "You cannot stop
ne."

Al fred, shaken and disturbed, was forced to quit using his magic. He didn't
feel strong enough to turn ice to water on a hot summer's day.

"It was a nistake to cone here," he muttered.
"But if we hadn't, they would have all died," Haplo observed.

"Perhaps it would have been best." Al fred stared at his hands—targe, with

| arge-boned wists; slender, tapering fingers; graceful, elegant . . . and
capabl e of causing so much harm He could use themfor good, too, but at the
nmonent he was not di sposed to see that. "It would be best for the nensch if we
all died."

"If their 'gods' left them you nean?"

'"Ensl avers' is nearer the mark.

'"CGods'!" Alfred repeated, with contenpt.
woul d rid the universe of us and our corrupt 'power



"You know, ny friend"—Hapl o sounded thoughtful —there may be sonmething in
what you say . "

"There may be?" Alfred was startled. He'd been babbling, flailing about
mental |y, not expecting to hit anything. "What exactly did | say?"

"Don't worry about it. Go nake yoursel f useful
"Do you have any suggestions?" Alfred asked neekly.

"You mght want to find out what Balthazar's scouts are reporting to him"
Hapl o suggested dryly. "Or hadn't you noticed that they'd returned?”

Al fred hadn't noticed, as a matter of fact. H's head jerked up, his body
twitched. The Sartan he'd seen posted near the cavern's entrance—the one
Bal t hazar had sent on sone sort of errand—was back. Balthazar brought the
young wonan food. She was eating ravenously, but between nouthfuls, she was
talking to him their discussion | owvoiced and intense.

Alfred started to stand up, slipped on a smattering of kairn-grass seeds, and
sat back down again.

"Stay here," Haplo said. He gave the dog a silent comand.

The animal rose to its feet. Padding silently over to Balthazar, the dog
fl opped down at his feet.

"He sent her to inspect the ship. He's going to try to seize it," Haplo
reported, hearing through the dog's ears.

"But they can't, can they?" Alfred protested. "Marit surrounded it with Patryn
runes . "

"Under ordinary circunstances, no," Haplo said. "But apparently soneone el se
on Abarrach has had the sane idea. Soneone else is also trying to steal the
ship."

Al fred was astoni shed. "Surely not Xar
"No, my lord has no need for that ship. But someone else on this world does."
Suddenly, Alfred knew the answer.

"Kleitus!"

CHAPTER 18

SALFAG CAVERNS ABARRACH

"l WSH WE WERE STRONGER! " BALTHAZAR WAS SAYI NG, AS AlLfred hesitantly

approached the necronmancer and the guard. The dog, tail wagging, pattered over
to greet Alfred

The necr omancer

"Qur nunbers greater! But ... it will have to suffice.
gl anced around. "How many of us are physically capable

"Un. . . what's going on?" Alfred remenbered just in time to pretend that he
didn't know.



"The lazar, Kleitus, is attenpting to steal your ship," Balthazar reported,
with a cal mthat astonished Alfred. "OF course, the fiend nmust be stopped.”

So that you can take it yourself, Alfred added, but he added it silently. "The

... um... that is ... Patryn rune-nmagic guards the ship. | don't think it can
be broken . "
Bal t hazar smiled, thin-lipped, grim "As you recall, | once saw a

denonstration of 'Patryn' nmagic. The rune-structures are visible, they gl ow
with light when they are activated. Isn't that true?"

Al fred, wary, nodded.

"Hal f the sigla on your ship are now dark," Balthazar reported. "Kleitus is
unraveling it."

"That's inpossible!" Alfred protested in disbelief. "How could the |azar have
| earned such a skill—=

"From Xar," Haplo said. "Kleitus has been watching nmy lord and the rest of ny
peopl e. The |l azar has di scovered the secret of the rune-nagic."

"The | azar are capable of learning," Balthazar was saying at the same tine,
"because of the soul's proximty to the body. And they have | ong wanted to

| eave Abarrach. They can find no living flesh here on which to feed. | do not
need to tell you what terrible tragedies will befall in the other worlds if
the | azar succeed in entering Death's Gate."

He was right. He had no need to tell Alfred, who could envision such horror
all too clearly. Kleitus had to be stopped, but—ence the | azar was stopped, it
was—who was going to stop Balthazar?

Al fred sank down on a rock | edge, stared unseeing into the darkness. "WII it
never end? WIll we go on forever perpetuating the msery and the sorrow?"

The dog fl opped down, whined a little in synpathy. Balthazar stood near, black
eyes probing, plodding. Alfred flinched, as if the sharp gaze had drawn bl ood.
He had the distinct feeling he knew what Balthazar was going to say next.

Bal t hazar placed his gaunt, wasted hand on Alfred' s shoul der

Leani ng over him the necronmancer spoke in |ow tones. "Once | m ght have been
able to cast such spells as are required. But not now. You, on the other hand

Al fred bl enched, shrank away fromthe man's touch. "I ... couldn't! | wouldn't
know how . "
"I do," Balthazar said smoothly. "I have been thinking |long on the matter, as

you m ght guess. The |azar are dangerous because—unli ke the ordi nary dead—the
living soul remains attached to the dead. If that attachnent were to be
severed, the soul wenched fromthe body, | believe the |azar woul d be
destroyed. "

"You 'believe'?" Alfred retorted. "You don't know for certain."”

"As | said, | have not been strong enough to conduct such an experi nment
nmysel f."

"I couldn't,” Alfred said flatly. "I couldn't possibly."



"Yet he's right," said Haplo. "Kleitus nust be stopped. Balthazar's too weak
todoit."

Al fred groaned again. What do | do about Balthazar? he asked silently,
consci ous of the necromancer hovering at his el bow How do | stop hin

"Wirry about one thing at a tinme," Hapl o returned.

Al fred shook his head dismally.

"Look at these Sartan," Haplo told him "They can barely wal k. The ship is a
Patryn ship, covered with Pa-tryn runes—nside and out. Even if Kleitus
destroys all the runes, new ones will have to be crafted to enable the ship to
fly. Balthazar won't be |eaving anytinme soon. Plus | don't think Lord Xar wll
be too pleased with the idea of letting these Sartan escape him"

Alfred did not find this cheering. "But that will mean nore fighting, nore
killing . "

"One problemat a tine, Sartan," Haplo said, with an inexplicable calm "One
problemat a tine. Can you work this nagic the necromancer proposes?”

"Yes," said Alfred softly, subdued. He sighed. "Yes, | believe I can."

"You can work the magi c?" The voice was Balthazar's. "lIs that what you are
t al ki ng about ?"

"Yes," Alfred said, flushing.

Bal t hazar's bl ack eyes narrowed. "Wth what—er wth whom-do you commune
Br ot her ?"

The dog, not liking the man's tone, raised its head and grow ed.
Alfred smled, reached out to pat it. "Myself," he said quietly.
Bal t hazar insisted on taking all of his people with them

"W will seize control of the ship, begin to work on it immediately," he told
Al fred. "The strongest anong us will stand guard for any attack. Barring
interruptions, we should be able to | eave Abarrach in a relatively short
tinme."

There will be interruptions, Alfred said silently. Lord Xar will not let you
go. And | cannot go. | can't |eave Haplo behind. Yet | can't stay. Xar is
hunting nme, to lead himto the Seventh Gate. Wat do | do? Wat do | do?

"What you nust," Haplo answered calnmy, quietly.

And it was then Alfred realized Hapl o had a plan

Al fred' s heart quivered with hope. "You have an idea . "

"I beg your pardon?" Balthazar turned to him "What were you sayi ng?"

"Shut up, Alfred!" Haplo ordered. "Don't say a word. It's nothing firmyet.

And circunmstances may not work out. But, just in case, be ready. Now, go wake
up Marit"



Alfred started to protest, felt the heat of Haplo's irritation wash over
hi man unconfortabl e and uncanny experience.

"She'll be weak, but you're going to need hel p and she's the only one who can
provide it."

Al fred nodded, did as he was told. The Sartan were gathering together their
few bel ongi ngs, preparing to nove out. Wrd had spread anong themrapidly: a
shi p, escape, hope. They spoke in awed tones of fleeing this dread |and, of
finding new lives in beautiful new worlds. It was all Alfred could do to keep
fromshrieking in frustration

He knelt down beside Marit. She slept so peacefully, so deeply, it seened
crimnal to wake her. Looking at her, untroubled as she was by dreans or
menories, he was suddenly and shockingly reni nded of anot her—Hugh the
Hand—free of the burdens and pain of life, finding a haven and a sanctuary in
death . . . until wenched back

Alfred' s throat constricted. He choked, attenpted to clear his throat—and at
t he strange sound, Marit woke up

"What ? What is it? Wiat's wong?" Patryns are accustonmed to waking instantly,
m ndf ul al ways—even in slunber—ef the danger that surrounds themin the
Labyrinth. Marit sat up, her hand funbling for her weapon, al nost before

Al fred could conprehend that she was awake and novi ng.

"I't's . . . it's all right." He hastened to reassure her

She blinked, brushed back her hair. Alfred saw, again, the sigil on her

forehead. H s heart sank. He'd forgotten. Xar would know . . . every nove
Per haps he should tell her

"Don't say a word," Haplo counseled himswi ftly. "Yes, Xar knows, through her
what is happening. But that may work to our advantage. Don't |et him know you
know. "

"What is it?" Marit demanded. "Why are you staring at nme?"

"You . . . look . . . much better," Al fred managed.

"Thanks to you," she said, smling, relaxing. Wien she did, he saw that she
was still ill, still weak. She gl anced around, was imredi ately aware of the
sudden activity.

"What's goi ng on?"

"Kleitus is attenpting to steal the ship," A fred expl ai ned.

"My ship!™ Marit stood up swiftly; too swiftly. She al nost fell

"I"'mgoing to try to stop him" Alfred said, rising awkwardly hinsel f.

"And who's going to stop thenP" Marit demanded, with an inpatient, sweeping
gesture that enconpassed all the Sartan in the cave. "They're packing up!
Moving out! In ny ship!"

Al fred didn't know what to say; Haplo gave himno help. Alfred blinked at her
like a baffled oW and stamered sonething unintelligible.

Marit strapped her sword around her waist. "I understand,"” she said to him



calm grim "l forgot. They're your people. O course you'll be glad to help
t hem escape. "

"Keep qui et Hapl o cauti oned.

Al fred clanmped his |lips shut tightly, to avoid tenptation. If he opened his
mouth at all, even to breathe, he was afraid the words woul d come spew ng out.
Not that he could actually tell Marit anything constructive. He didn't know
what Hapl o was plotting.

Al fred had the strange inpression of Haplo's mnd racing down a track, like
the flash rafts of the Kicksey-w nsey, the great iron carriages that scuttled
along on iron rails, powered by the lightning of the "lectric zingers. Alfred
was being carried along with it and he feared he was going to be in for an
unnerving jolt whenever Haplo arrived at the end of the Iine. Meanwhile, the
Sartan had no choice but to bunble on and hope that sonmehow, sonewhere, he
managed to do his part right.

Bal t hazar's people had joined together to forma tiny arny that |ooked nore
dead than the dead they were going out to face. Their thin, wan faces hardened
by deternination, they noved slowy, but with resolve. Alfred adnmired them He
could have wept for them

Yet, | ooking at them he saw the beginning of evil, not an end to it.

The Sartan | eft Salfag Caverns, traveling along the broken road that led to
the town of Safe Harbor. Wth characteristic |logic, Balthazar had seen to it
that the younger Sartan, who served to guard their people, had been given food
enough to keep up their strength. These Sartan were in relatively good
condition, though their nunbers were few They noved out in front, acting as
advance guards and scouts.

But for the nost part, it was a ragged, shabby, and pitifully weak group of
peopl e who trudged al ong the shore of the burning sea, intending to nmake a
stand agai nst the dead, which could not be harned, which could not die.

Al fred and Marit acconpanied them Alfred' s mind was in such turmoil over the
spell he would have to cast —a spell he had never ever even consi dered
casting—that he paid no attention to where he was going or how he got there.
He lurched into boul ders, fell over the feet of his conpanions, if they were
avail abl e; tunbled over his own feet if not.

The dog was kept busy hauling Alfred out of one potential disaster after
another and, within a short time, even that faithful animal begin to evince
signs of irritation with the man. A snap and a snarl warned Alfred away from a
bubbling rmud pit, when before a gentle nudge woul d have taken him cl ear

Marit marched silently, her hand on her sword hilt. She, too, was plotting
somet hi ng, but obviously had no intention of sharing her strategy. A fred had
become—once agai n—ene of the eneny.

The t hought made hi m mi serable, but he couldn't blame her. He didn't dare
trust her either; not with Xar's mark on her

Evil beginning again . . . without end. Wthout end.

At Bal thazar's command, the Sartan |eft the road before they canme near the
town, noving into the dark shadows created by the lurid light glowing fromthe
Fire Sea. The Sartan herded the children and those too weak to keep going into
abandoned buil di ngs. The younger Sartan went with their |eader to viewfrom



hi dden vant age poi nt s—+he dock and the Patryn ship.

Kl eitus was al one; none of the other |lazar were working with him which Alfred
found inexplicable at first. Then it occurred to himthat these |azar probably
didn't trust each other. Kleitus would jealously guard the secrets he had

| earned from Xar. Crouched in the shadows, the Sartan watched the |azar

slowy, patiently, unravel the conplex Patryn rune-structure.

"It is well we came when we did," Balthazar whi spered, before nmoving off to
i ssue conmands to his people.

Alfred was too harried and flurried to reply. Marit also had no comment. She
was staring, amazed and aghast, at her ship. Al nost two-thirds of the runes

protecting the ship were destroyed, their nagical power broken. Perhaps she

hadn't believed the Sartan. Now she knew they were telling the truth.

"Do you suppose Xar put Kleitus up to this?" Alfred was, in truth, asking
Hapl o, but Marit apparently thought he was tal king to her

Her eyes flashed. "My lord would never have permtted the lazar to |learn the
rune- magi ¢! Besi des, what purpose would this serve?"

Al fred flushed, stung by her anger. "You nmust admit, this is a convenient way
torid hinself of the lazar ... and keep us trapped here on Abarrach."

Marit shook her head, refusing to consider the idea. She lifted her hand to
her forehead, to rub the sigil put there by Xar. Catching Al fred watchi ng her
she snatched her hand away, wrapped her fingers tightly about her sword hilt.

"What do you plan to do?" she asked coldly. "Are you going to change into the
dragon?"

"No." Alfred spoke reluctantly, not wanting to think about what he was goi ng
to do, what he was going to have to do. "It will take all my energy to perform
the spell to free this tormented soul." Hi s sad-eyed gaze was on the lazar. "I
couldn't do that and be the dragon, too."

He added softly, first checking to nake certain Balthazar was nowhere near
"Marit, I'mnot going to let the Sartan have the ship."

She regarded himsilently, thoughtfully, taking his nmeasure. Finally she
nodded, once, abruptly.

"How are you going to stop then®"
"Marit . . ." Alfred licked dry lips. "What if | were to destroy the ship?”
She was thoughtful, did not protest.

"We'd be trapped in Abarrach. There would be no other way out for us," he said
to her, wanting to make certai n she understood.

"Yes, there is," Marit replied. "The Seventh Gate."
"M/ LORD!" A PATRYN ENTERED XAR S LI BRARY. "A GROUP of what appear to be
Sartan have arrived in Safe Harbor. The scouts believe they are going to

attenpt to seize the ship."

Xar knew, of course, what was transpiring. He had been with Marit nentally,
foll owi ng events through her ears and eyes, although she had no i dea she was



bei ng used for such a purpose. He made no nention of this fact, however, but
| ooked up with interest at the Patryn maki ng the report.

"I ndeed. Sartan—ative to Abarrach. | heard runor of this before our arrival,
but the lazar led ne to believe all the Sartan were dead."

"They mght as well be, Lord. They are a ragged, wetched-looking lot. Half
starved. "

"How many of then?"
"Perhaps fifty or so, My Lord. Including children.”

"Children . . ." Xar was nonplussed. Marit had nade no nention of children. He
hadn't figured theminto his cal cul ations.

Still, he rem nded hinself coldly, they are Sartan children
"What is Kleitus doing?"

"Attenpting to destroy the rune-magic protecting the ship, My Lord. He appears
to be oblivious to all else.”

Xar made an inpatient gesture. "OfF course he is. He, too, is half starved—for
fresh bl ood."

"What are your orders, My Lord?"

What i ndeed? Xar had been pondering this ever since he had known, fromMarit's
whi spered conversation with Al fred, what was being planned. Al fred was going
to attempt to wench the soul fromthe lazar's body. Xar had a great deal of
respect for the Serpent Mage—nore respect for Alfred than Alfred had for
hinsel f. He might very well be capable of ending the |azar's tornented

exi st ence.

Xar didn't care a rune-bone what happened to the lazar. If they all turned to
dust, if they fled Abarrach—+t was all the same to him He would be happy to
be rid of them But once Kl eitus was destroyed, Alfred would be free to take
over the ship. True, he had told Marit he intended to destroy it. But Xar
didn't trust the Sartan

The Lord of the Nexus nade his decision. He rose to his feet.
"I will come," he said. "Send all our people to the Anvil. Have my ship there,
ready to sail. W nust be prepared to nmove . . . and nove swiftly."

Qut beyond the New Provinces, directly across from Safe Harbor, stood a
promontory of jagged rock known —for its black color and distinctive shape—as
the Anvil. The Anvil guarded the nouth of a bay created eons ago when a trenor
had caused part of the rock peak to crack and break off. It had slid into the
sea, creating an opening in the cliff that permtted the nagna to flowinto a
| ow1ying section of |and.

This created a bay, which was named Firepool. The lava, fed continually by the
Fire Sea and surrounded by sheer rock walls on all sides, fornmed a
sl ow novi ng, sl uggi sh mael strom

Around and around flowed the viscous magma, carrying chunks of black rock on
its glowi ng surface. A person standing on the Anvil could pick out a
particul ar rock and watch it being carried inexorably to its doom Watch it



enter the Firepool, watch it revolve around the outer surface, watch it drift
nearer and nearer the Fire-pool's heart, watch it vanish, dragged down into
t he sucking maw of the fiery mael strom

Xar often canme to the Anvil, often stood and stared into the nmesmerizing swrl
of fiery lava. When he was in a fatalistic nood, he conpared the Firepool to
l[ife. No matter what a man did, how rmuch he struggl ed and fought to avoid his
fate, the end was al ways the sanme. But Xar was not indulging in such norbid

t houghts this day. He | ooked down on the nael strom and saw—not rocks, but one
of the iron, steam and mmgi c-driven ships built by the Sartan to sail the
Fire Sea. The iron ship floated in the bay, hidden fromthe eyes of the dead
and the Iliving.

Perched on the Anvil, Xar gazed across the Fire Sea at the abandoned town of
Saf e Harbor, at the dock, at Marit's ship and the |azar Kl eitus. Xar had no
fear of being observed. He was too far away, a bl ack-robed figure agai nst

bl ack rocks. The iron ship was out of sight behind the pronontory. Besides, he
doubt ed that anyone over there—tazar or Sartan—woul d bother to | ook for him
They had nore urgent matters at hand.

Al'l Patryns remaining on Abarrach, with the sole exception of Haplo, lying in
t he dungeons bel ow Necropolis, were on board the ship. They awaited the signa
of their lord to sail out of the bay, surge across the Fire Sea. They were
prepared to intercept Alfred should he attenpt to | eave Abarrach

The Patryns were al so—and this Xar considered an incredible thing, but one he
was driven to by necessity—prepared to save Al fred shoul d anythi ng go w ong.

Xar used the rune-magic to enhance his vision. He had a clear view of the
docks of Safe Harbor, of Kleitus working to unravel Marit's spells. Xar could
even see, through a porthole in the ship, what appeared to be a nmensch—the
human assassin, Hugh the Hand—oving from one side of the ship to the other
nervously watching the |azar at work.

The nmensch—anot her wal ki ng corpse, Xar thought, somewhat bitterly. It
irritated himthat Alfred had been able to work the necromancy by giving life
back to the mensch, whereas Xar had been able to do nothing with necromancy
except provide a dog a soul

Xar coul d see, but he could not hear, for which he was grateful. He had no
need to hear what was going on, and the echo of Kleitus's soul, trapped in the
dead body, had been getting on his nerves lately. It was bad enough wat chi ng

t he corpse shuffling and shanbling about the dock, the inprisoned phantasm
struggling constantly to break tree. The chai ned soul undul ati ng around the
body gave the lazar a fuzzy look, as if Xar were watching it through a flawed
crystal. He found hinself constantly blinking, trying to bring the watery

i mge into focus.

And then cane a figure, stepping out onto the docks, a figure that was sharp
and clear, if somewhat stoop-shoul dered and faltering. Two figures wal ked
beside it—ene clad in the black robes of a necromancer, the other one a wonan,
a Patryn.

Xar's eyes narrowed. He smiled.

"Make ready," he said to the Patryn standi ng beside him who gave a signal to
the ship, waiting bel ow

"I think it will be nuch better if I go on ahead alone," Alfred said to a
di sapprovi ng Bal t hazar and a skeptical Marit. "If Kl eitus sees an arny



approaching, he will feel threatened and i nmedi ately attack. But if he just
sees me—

"—he'll laugh?" Balthazar suggested.

"Perhaps,” Alfred replied gravely. "At |east he m ght not pay me nuch heed.
And that will give ne time to cast the spell."

"How long will this take?" Marit demanded, dubi ous, her gaze on the |azar, her

hand on the hilt of her sword.
Al fred flushed, enbarrassed.
"You don't know. "

Al fred shook his head.

Bal t hazar | ooked back at his people, huddled in the shadows of the buil di ngs,

t he weak who could wal k supporting those weaker who couldn't. Children—faces
pi nched, eyes huge and staring—lung to their parents or, in those cases where
the parents were dead, to those who now held their responsibility. After all,
what hel p could his people give?
The necronmancer sighed. "Very well,"
will come to your aid if need be."

he said grudgingly. "Do this your way. W

"At least let me go with you, Alfred," Mrit urged.
He agai n shook his head, cast a swift, oblique glance at Balthazar

Marit saw the | ook, understood, made no further argunment. She was to watch the
necr omancer, prevent himfromtrying to seize control of the ship, which he

m ght do while Alfred was busy with the | azar

"W will wait for you here,"
she under st ood.

Marit said, giving the word enphasis to indicate

Al fred nodded, rather dismally. Now that he had achieved his aim he was
extremely sorry he'd done so. What if his spell failed? Kl eitus would attenpt
to nmurder him make himone of the lazar. Al fred | ooked at the corpse, scarred
with the marks of its own violent death. He | ooked at the hapl ess phantasm
struggling to escape, and at the waxen hands, longing to end life-his life. He
renenbered Kleitus's attack on Marit, the poison . . . Even now, she was not
free of it. Her cheeks had an unnatural flush; her eyes were too bright. The
sl ashes on her throat were inflamed, painful

Al fred went hot and then extrenely cold. The words to the spell slipped out of
his mind, fluttering like the butterfly souls of the elves of Arianus,
flapping off in a thousand different directions.

"You think too damm nuch," came Haplo's voice. "Just go out there and do what
you have to do!"

Do what you have to do. Yes, Alfred told hinself. | will do what | have to do
Taki ng a deep breath, he stepped out of the shadows and headed for the docks.

The dog, knowing Alfred and foreseeing a hundred obstacles in his path,
trotted al ong watchfully at his side.



The runes surroundi ng the ship were now nore than three-quarters dark. From
her vantage point in the shadows of a ruined building, Marit could see Hugh

t he Hand, noving about restlessly on board, keeping watch on the ghastly being
wal ki ng about the ship. She wondered suddenly how the Cursed Bl ade woul d react
to Kleitus. He was Sartan, or had been. Mst likely, the blade would fight for
the I azar. She hoped Hugh had sense enough not to intervene, w shed she had

t hought to warn Al fred of this additional danger

Too |l ate, though. Her duty was here. She cast a sidelong glance at Balthazar
H s gaze slid across hers like a fencer's sword, testing, seeking out his
opponent's weakness.

Marit caught herself just before she | aughed al oud. Weakness! Both of us so
damm weak neither one could likely melt butter. Wat a fight that would be.
What an inglorious battle. Yet we would fight. Until both dropped down dead.

Tears filled her eyes. Angry, she blinked them away.
She was beginning, at last, to understand Al fred.

Kl eitus was systematically unraveling the magic. The bl ood-nottl ed, waxen hand
made plucking nmotions in the air, as if he were ripping apart a woven rug. The
glimering rune-structure surrounding the ship was fading, flickering, dying.
Kleitus was watching Alfred. O rather, the trapped phantasm was wat chi ng

Al fred. The shanbling corpse of the Dynast paid the approaching Sartan scant
attention, preferring to concentrate instead on the destruction of the ship's
protective nmagic.

Al fred crept closer, the dog pressed against his leg, offering both its
support and—f the truth be known—urging the reluctant Sartan al ong.

Alfred was terribly, horribly frightened, nore frightened of this than he'd
ever been of anything, even the red dragon in the Labyrinth. He | ooked at
Kleitus and he saw hinsel f. Saw—w th awful fascination—the blood on the
deconposi ng hands, saw the hunger for blood in the dead, living eyes. A hunger
that mght well beconme his own. He saw, in the brief flicker of the inprisoned
phantasm peering out of the noldering body, the suffering, the tornent of a
trapped soul. He saw

Suf f eri ng.

Al fred stopped wal ki ng so suddenly that the dog pattered on ahead a few steps
before realizing it was alone. Turning, the animal fixed Alfred with a stern
| ook, suspecting he was about to cut and run

This is a person suffering. This is a being in tornent.

|'ve been thinking about this all wong. I'mnot going to kill this man. 1'm
going to give himrest, ease.

Keep thinking that, Alfred told hinmself, resum ng his advance, sonewhat
stronger now. Keep thinking about that. Don't think about the fact that, in
order to cast this spell, you nmust grasp the lazar's dead hands

Kl eitus ceased his work, turned to face Alfred. The phantasmflicked in and
out of the eyes.

"Cone to share imortal |ife?" the | azar asked.

life . moaned t he phantasm



"I ... don't want imortality,
with fear.

Al fred managed to gasp froma throat closing

Sonmewhere on board the ship, Hugh the Hand watched and |istened. Perhaps he
was exul tant. Now you under st and!

Now | understand
The lazar's bluish lips drew back in a smling grinace.
The dog growed lowin its chest.

"Stay behind," Alfred said softly, with a brief touch on the animal's head.
"You can't do anything for ne now "

The dog eyed hi m dubi ously, then—hearing another word of comand—fell back
meekly, to watch and to wait.

"You -are responsible!" Kleitus accused. The dead eyes were cold and enpty,
the living eyes filled with hatred . . . and pleading. "You brought this on
us!"

us .. hi ssed the echo.

"You brought it on yourselves," Alfred said sadly. He had to take hold of the
dead hand. He stared at it, and his own flesh crawl ed. He saw again the | ong
nails digging savagely into Marit's flesh. He felt them cl osing over his own
t hr oat .

Alfred tried to drive hinmself to do what he had to do ... and then he had no
choi ce.

Kl eitus sprang at him The hands of the |azar grappled for Alfred s neck
seeking to choke the Iife fromhim

Acting on instinct, in self-defense, Alfred grabbed hold of the |lazar's
wists. But instead of trying to break Kleitus's hold, A fred clasped the
| azar's hands even tighter, closed his eyes to blot out the horror of the
mur dered corpse's tw sted, anguished face so near his own.

Al fred began to extend the circle of his being. He let his own soul flowinto
that of Kleitus. He sought to draw the tormented soul into his own.

"No!" the lazar said softly, "Yours will be mne!"

To his horror and astoni shment, Al fred was suddenly aware of brutal hands
reaching inside him Kl eitus had grasped hold of Afred s soul and was
attenpting to wench it from his body.

Al fred shrank back in panic, released his hold on Kleitus to defend hinself.
The battle was an unequal one, Alfred realized in despair. He could not w n,
because he had too much to | ose. Kl eitus had nothing, feared nothing.

Al fred heard shouts behind him He was vaguely aware of the dog | eapi ng and
snarling, of Marit attenpting to drive Kleitus away fromhis victim of
Bal t hazar frantically sumoni ng weak magic.

But they could not save Alfred. The fight had been joined on an immorta
pl ane. These others were like insects buzzing far, far away, Kl eitus's dead



hands were tearing apart Alfred' s being as surely as they were ripping apart
his flesh.

Al fred struggl ed, fought, and knew he was | osi ng.

And then a powerful explosion of rune-magi c dazzled his eyes. The starlit

bl ast burst between him and his enemy. Kleitus reel ed back, dead nouth open
and scream ng. The lazar's hands released Alfred' s soul and he fell anmd a
shower of glittering runes, |anding heavily on the dock

Lying on his back, Alfred | ooked up, with fast-beating heart, to see a
whi t e-robed Sartan, standing above him

" Samah . Alfred murrmured, his failing senses catching only the vague
outline of the man's features.

"I am not Samah. | am Samah's son, Ramu,"” the Sartan corrected, his voice cold
and flaring as the starbursts of his magic. "You are Al fred Mntbank. What
horror was that thing?"

Al fred, dazzled, dazed, clutched his soul to himand struggled to sit up
Fearful, he gazed around, bleary-eyed. Kl eitus was nowhere to be seen. The
| azar had vani shed.

Destroyed? Alfred didn't think it Iikely.

Driven off, escaped. To wait. Bide its tine. There woul d be other shi ps.
Death's Gate woul d al ways be open

Al fred shuddered. Marit knelt beside him put her arm around him The
dog—whi ch entertai ned bad nenories of Ramu—stood over them both protectively.

O her white-robed Sartan were proceedi ng down the dock. Above them fl oated an
enornous vessel, its blue protective Sartan runes flaring brightly in
Abarrach's sullen, red-tinged darkness.

"Who is this Sartan? What does he want?" Marit demanded, suspi cious.

Ramu' s gaze was on her, on the sigla that flared defensively on her skin.

"I see we cone in good tinme. The warning we received was well founded."

Al fred | ooked up, dazed. "What warning? Wiy have you come? Wiy did you | eave
Chel estra?"

Ramu was cold, grim "W were warned that the Patryns had broken out of their
prison, that they had | aunched an assault on the Final Gate. W are sailing to
the Labyrinth. We intend to return the prisoners to their cells, keep them
trapped there. We will close the Final Gate. W will make certai n—ence and for
al I +that our enemny never again escapes."

CHAPTER 20

SAFE HARBOR ABARRACH

ACRCSS THE FIRE SEA, XAR, LORD OF THE NEXUS, SAW HI S carefully
concei ved pl ans sucked down into chaos, |ike chunks of broken rock caught in

t he nmel strom

The Sartan ship had appeared out of nowhere, materializing above the Fire Sea



in a shinmrering blaze of blue sigla. An enornous construction, |long and sl eek
with a swanlike shape, it hovered over the nagna river as if loath to touch
it. Those peopl e aboard it dropped | adders of magic fromthe sides,
rune-constructs that carried themdown to the docks bel ow

Xar heard Ramu's words through Mark's ears, heard themas clearly as if he had
been standing beside her. We will close the Final Gate. W will nake certai n—
once and for all—that our eneny never again escapes.

The Sartan ship was visible to the Patryns waiting on board their own iron
dragon ship, floating above the molten lava in the bay bel ow. A group of them
were now scaling the rocks, hastening to join their lord

Xar remai ned standing, silent, unnmoving.

Several Patryns, arriving on the pronontory, prepared for action, came up
agai nst the high, chill wall of Xar's silence. He paid no attention to them
to their arrival. They gl anced at each other, uncertain. Eventually, one of
t hem+the el dest—noved forward.

"Sartan, My Lord!" he ventured.

Xar did not reply aloud. He nodded grimy, thought, W are outnunbered al npst
four to one.

"W will fight, Lord," said the Patryn eagerly. "G ve us the word . "
Fight! Battle! Revenge at |ast on the ancient eneny. The anticipation, the
desire clenched Xar's stomach, burned the breath fromhis lungs, nearly burst
his heart. It was |like being young again and waiting to neet a |over.

The fire was doused swiftly by the icy waters of |ogic.

"Ramu is lying," Xar said to hinself. "This talk of going to the Labyrinth is
a ruse, a diversion. He's hoping we'll abandon Abarrach. He wants this world
for his own. He cane here to find the Seventh Gate."

"My Lord!" cried the Patryn, peering across the Fire Sea. "They have captured
Marit! They're taking her prisoner!"

"What is your command, Lord?" Hi s people clanored for, yearned for bl ood.
Qut nunbered four to one. Yet mny people are strong. If | was with them.

"No." Xar spoke harshly. "Keep watch on the Sartan. See what they do, where
they go. They claimthey are bound for the Labyrinth."

"The Labyrinth, Lord!"™ H's people nust have heard runors of the fighting
there.

"They plan to finish us for good this tine," one said.

"Over ny dead body," said another

Over many, many dead bodies, Xar thought. "I don't trust them" he said al oud.
"I don't believe they really plan to go to the Labyrinth. However, it is well
to be prepared. Don't interfere with themhere. Make ready to sail. If they

actually enter Death's Gate, follow them™

"Do we take all our people, Lord?"



Xar pondered a monent. "Yes," he said at last. If Ranu was sending his forces
into the Labyrinth, the Patryns woul d need all the manpower they could nuster
"Yes, take everyone. | put you in charge, Sadet. In ny absence.”

"But, My Lord— The Patryn started to protest, to question. Xar's flashing
glare halted the words on the man's lips. "Yes, My Lord."

Xar waited to see his orders being carried out. The Patryns left the Anvil,
slid down the rocks back to their iron ship below. Once they were gone and he
was al one, the Lord of the Nexus began tracing a circle of fiery runes in the
air. Wien the circle was conplete, he stepped through it and vani shed.

The Patryns |l eft behind saw the sigla flare on top of the Anvil. They wat ched
until the rune-circle had flickered and died. Then, slowy, cautiously, they
eased their iron dragon ship out of the bay, noved into position to keep watch
on their eneny, made ready to sail into Death's Gate.

"Fool Sartan, you have this all wong!" Surrounded by a shell of protective
blue and red light, her own runes acting to defend her, Marit faced Ranu
defiantly. In her hand she held her sigla-covered sword. "Ask one of your own,
if you don't believe ne. Ask Alfred. He has been in the Labyrinth! He has seen
what is happening!"

"She is telling the truth,” AlIfred said earnestly. "The serpents—those you
know as dragon-snakes—are the ones attenpting to shut the Final Gate. The
Patryns are defending thensel ves against this terrible evil. | know |'ve been
there!™”

"Yes, you've been there." Ranu sneered. "And that is why | do not believe you.
As ny father said, you are nore Patryn than Sartan."

"You can see the truth in ny words—

Ramu rounded on him "l see Patryns massing around the Final Gate. | see the
city we built for themin flames. | see hordes of evil creatures, coming to
their aid, including the dragon-snakes ... Do you deny any of this?"

"Yes," Alfred said, trying desperately to keep everyone calm to keep the
situation fromdeteriorating. "You see, Ramu, but you are not seeing!"

Marit could have told Alfred he was wasting his tine.

Ramu coul d have told him he was wasting his tine.

Al fred included themboth in a despairing, pleading glance.

Marit ignored him

Ramu turned away in disgust. "Sone of you—disarmher." He gestured to Marit.
"Take her prisoner, bring her on board her own ship. W will use that ship to

transport our Abarrach brethren.™

The Sartan nmoved to surround Marit. She paid no heed to them Her gaze was
fixed, intent on Ranu.

"Several of you come with ne," he continued. "W will finish breaking down the
rune-structure.”

The odds were inpossibly against Marit. She was weak fromthe effects of the



poi son, not conpletely heal ed. Yet she had deternined to fight Ramu, to over-

1 The Sartan | anguage i s capable of causing inages to formin the m nds of
those hearing the words. Alfred is projecting what he has seen to Ranu, who
receives a clear picture of it as a result. The way he interprets that

pi cture, however, is up to him

whel m and destroy him Her fury at the sight of this sleek, conplacent Sartan
tal king so coolly of sentencing her people to further tornent, when they were
now fighting for their very lives, drove her to nadness.

She woul d kill him though killing himwuld cost her own Iife, for the other
Sartan would be swift to retaliate.

That doesn't matter now anyway, she said to herself. | have |ost Haplo. W
will never find the Seventh Gate. | will never see himalive again. But | will
see to it that his final wi shes are carried out, that our people are safe.
will see to it that this Sartan does not make it to the Labyrinth.

The spell Marit was going to cast was powerful, deadly, and would take Ramu
conpl etely by surprise,

The fool had turned his back on her

Havi ng never before fought a Patryn, Ramu knew them only by repute, could have
never conceived that Marit would be willing to sacrifice her owmn life to end
hi s.

But Al fred knew, knew even before Haplo's voice warned himof what Mrit was
pl anni ng.

"I'"ll stop her," Haplo told him "You deal with Ranu."

Still shaking fromhis terrible encounter with the lazar, Afred prepared to
work his magic. He peered dazedly into the possibilities—and di scovered them
so junbl ed up and confused that he couldn't sort one fromthe other. Panic
took hold of him Marit was going to die. She was al ready speaking the runes;
he coul d, see her |ips moving, though no sound came out. Ranu was wal ki ng
of f —but he woul d never, could never wal k far enough. The dog was gathering
itself together for a great leap .

And that gave Alfred an idea. He gathered hinself together for a great |eap
The dog junped at Marit.

Al fred junmped—arns and legs flailing wildly—straight at Ranu.

The dog hurled itself onto Marit's protective rune-shell. Sigla crackled and
flared. The animal yelped in pain and fell, lifeless, to the wooden dock
Marit cried out in dismay. The spell, her concentration, her will were

shattered. She sank down beside the animal, gathered its |linmp head into her
arnms and bowed over it.

Al fred junped on Ranmu's back, knocked himflat.
For an instant, all was confusion.

The Councillor |anded face first with a bone-breaking thud. The air left his
lungs and, for a terrifying nmoment, he couldn't breathe. Flares burst in his



vi sion; a heavy wei ght crushed himdown, prevented himfromdraw ng a breath.

And then the weight was suddenly renoved. Hands hel ped hi m stand. Ramu rounded
on his assailant, nore furious than he'd ever been in hts life.

Al fred jabbered incoherently, trying vainly to explain.

Ramu wasn't interested. "Traitor! Inprison himalong with his Patryn friend!"
"No, Councillor,"” cried several Sartan. "The brother saved your life."

Ramu stared at them wordl essly, not believing, not wanting to believe.

They pointed to Marit.

She sat on the dock, the dog cradled in her arnms. The sigla glimered only
faintly on her skin.

"She was going to attack you," one of the Sartan expl ai ned. "The brother threw
hi nsel f on top of you, shielded you with his own body. If she had cast her
spell, she would have killed him Councillor, not you."

Ramu stared hard, intently at Alfred, who had suddenly ceased tal king. He
didn't look guilty or innocent, only extrenely foolish and consi derably
confused. Ranu suspected the Sartan of some devious ulterior notive, though
what that mght be he couldn't begin to conceive. Al would be made plain, no
doubt .

The Patryn runes surrounding the Patryn ship were alnost all destroyed. His
peopl e had worked swiftly and well. Ramu gave the orders to have both Marit
and Alfred taken on board. The Patryn femal e, as one ni ght have expected,
seened deternmined to resist, though she was so weak she could barely wal k. She
refused to | eave the dog.

It was Alfred who finally convinced her to cone.

He put his arm around her, whispered sonething to her—probably another plot.
She suffered herself to be taken aboard, though she continued to | ook behind
her at the dog.

Ramu t hought the animal was dead, discovered his nistake when he wal ked up to
it.

Snappi ng jaws m ssed his ankles by inches.
"Dog! Here, dog!" A scandalized Alfred whistled for the beast.

Ramu woul d have |iked to have pitched it into the Fire Sea, but he would I ook
ridi cul ous—venting his spleen on a dunb animal. He coldly ignored it, went on
with his business.

The dog rose groggily to its feet, shook itself, and staggered—isting
slightly to one side—after the Sartan and Marit.

Ramu [ eft the docks, entered the main street of the abandoned town. He had
arranged a neeting with the | eader of the Abarrach Sartan, found the man-—a
necromancer, by report. Ranu was shocked at the sight of the nan, who was
pal e, wasted, and weak. Recalling what he knew of the Sartan who |ived on
Abarrach (know edge gained from Al fred), Ranu regarded this brother with pity
and curiosity.



"My name is Balthazar," said the Sartan in the black robes. He smled faintly.
"Wl come to Abarrach, Wrld of Stone, Brother."

Ramu didn't like that smle, didn't like the man's dark and piercing gaze. The
bl ack eyes jabbed—knife-I|ike—through Ramu's head.

"Your greeting seens |ess than cordial, Brother," Ramu observed.
"Forgive ne, Brother." Balthazar bowed stiffly. "W have been waiting over a
t housand years to give it."

Ramu frowned.

Bal t hazar fixed his brother with the dagger-gaze. "W've been dying to see
you. "

Ramu's frown deepened. Angry words canme to his lips, but at that nonent,
Bal t hazar shifted his gaze to his people, huddled, ragged, starving, and then
to . Ramu's people, well fed, well dressed, in excellent health. Ramu
swal | owed his anger, actually felt noved enough to be gracious.

"I amsorry for your plight, Brother. Truly sorry. W heard of it some tine
back fromthe one who calls hinmself A fred. W would have conme to your aid,
but circunstances . "

Ramu's voice trailed off. Sartan cannot lie to each other and what he had been
going to say was a lie. Sanmah had cone to Abarrach, but not to help his
desperate brethren. He had come to |l earn the necromancy. Ramu had the grace to
feel and took ashaned.

"W have had our troubles, too, though, | admt, not as dire as yours. If we
had known . . . but | could not believe that false Sartan."

Ramu's grimgaze turned in the direction of Alfred, who was assisting a
faltering Marit to board her own ship. Balthazar foll owed Ranu's gl ance,
| ooked back at the Councill or

"The one of whom you speak so disparagingly has been the only one of our
people to help us," Balthazar returned. "Even though he was shocked and
appal l ed—rightly so—-by what we had done to ourselves, to this world, he did
what he could to save lives."

"He had his reasons, you may be sure," Ramu said, sneering.

"Yes, | believe he did," Balthazar replied. "Pity, mercy, conpassion. And why
have you come to us now?" he asked coolly, catching Ramu by surprise.

The Councill or was not accustoned to being confronted in this insolent nanner
nor did he like this Sartan. The words he spoke were Sartan words, but-as

Al fred had di scovered when he had first visited Abar-rach—they conjured up

i mges of death and suffering, inmages that Ranu found quite distasteful. He
was forced, however, into admitting the truth. He hadn't cone to give aid, but
to beg for it.

Briefly, he explained what was happening in the Labyrinth, how the Patryns
were attenpting to break out of their prison, how they woul d—dndoubt edl y—seek
to rule the four worlds.

"Wher eas we al one should be allowed to rule," Balthazar said. "As we have



rul ed here. Look around you. See what a nmagnificent job we've done."

Ramu was outraged, but he took care not to let his anger show. He sensed in
this black-robed Sartan a | atent power, a power perhaps as great as Ramu's
own.

Looki ng ahead into the future, a future where the Sartan would rule the four
worl ds, the Councillor saw a potential rival. One who knew t he necromancy. It
woul d never do to reveal weakness.

"Take your people on board our ships,” Ranu said. "W will give themaid and
succor. | presume you want to | eave this world?" he added, with his own
neasure of sarcasm

Bal t hazar pal ed; the dark eyes narrowed. "Yes," he said quietly, "we want to
| eave. W& are grateful to you, Brother, for making this possible. Gateful for
any aid you can give us."

"And, in turn, | will be grateful for any aid you can give nme," Ranu replied.

He guessed they understood each other, though what the necromancer m ght be
t hi nki ng was as murky as the poisonous air in this hellish cavern

Ramu bowed and left. He saw no point in continuing the conversation. Tinme was
runni ng out; every nmonent that passed was a nonment the Patryns were nearer to
br eaki ng free.

Once Bal thazar was heal ed and fed and rested, once he was inside the Nexus and
cane face to face with the savage Patryns, he woul d understand. He woul d
fight. O that, Ramu was confident. Balthazar would use every nmeans at his

di sposal to win the battle. Including the necromancy. And he'd be happy to
teach it to others. Ranu would see to that.

He returned to the docks to make preparations for the Sartan of Abarrach to be
transported onto the former Patryn ship. Boarding, he made a quick inspection
began wor ki ng out his strategy.

The journey to the Nexus, through Death's Gate, would ordinarily be a quick
one. But now he'd have to allow tinme for these Abarrach Sartan to heal, if
they were going to make an effective fighting force.

Considering this, trying to figure how |long the healing would take, Ramu cane
across Alfred. The Sartan | eaned dol efully against the ship's rail. The dog
crouched, tense and nervous, at his side. The Patryn fenal e sat huddl ed
dejectedly on the deck. Sartan stood guard at her side.

Ramu frowned. The Patryn female was taking all this much too calmy. She'd
surrendered too easily. So had Alfred. They nust be plotting sonething

A strong arm grabbed Ramu from behind, encircled his throat. A sharp object
prodded himin the ribs.

"I don't know who you are, you bastard, or why you're here," grated a harsh

voi ce—a nensch voi ce—+n Ramu's ear. "I don't nuch care. But if you so nuch as
twitch 1'll drive this knife into your heart. Let Marit and Alfred go."
CHAPTER 21

SAFE HARBOR ABARRACH



ALFRED HAD BEEN LEANI NG OVER THE SHI P'S RAIL, STARI NG AT not hi ng, wonderi ng
despairingly what to do. On the one hand, it seenmed vitally inportant that he
travel to the Labyrinth wth Ranu.

| have to continue to try to make the Councillor understand the true
situation. Make hi munderstand that the serpents are the true eneny, that the
Patryns and Sartan nust join forces against this evil or it will end up
devouring us.

"Not only ourselves,” Alfred said to hinself, "but the nensch. W brought them
to these worlds, they're our responsibility.”

Yes, in this his duty was clear, although just how he was going to convince
Ramu of the danger was rather foggy in Alfred's mind at this noment.

But, on the other hand, there was Hapl o.
"I can't leave you," Alfred argued, and waited in sone trepidation for Haplo
to argue back. But his friend s voice had been strangely silent lately, ever
since he had ordered the dog to stop Marit. This silence was om nous, made

Al fred uneasy. He wondered if it was Haplo's way of forcing themto | eave him
Hapl o woul d sacrifice hinself in a mnute if he thought that by doing so he
could help his people

Al this was what Al fred had been thinking when Marit sprang to her feet with
a startled cry.

"Alfred!" She clutched at his arm nearly sent himbackward over the rail.
"Alfred! Look!"

"Bl essed Sartan!" Alfred whispered in shock

He had forgotten about Hugh the Hand, had forgotten that the assassin was on
board the ship. And now Hugh had hold of Ramu, had the Cursed Bl ade pointed at
the Sartan's throat.

Al fred understood all too clearly what must have happened.

H dden in the cabin, Hugh had w tnessed the arrival of the Sartan. He had
wat ched themtake Marit and Al fred captive. H s one thought—as their friend
and conpani on and sel f - appoi nt ed bodyguard—woul d be to secure their freedom
H s only weapon—the Sartan bl ade.

But he could not realize that these were the very Sartan who had forged that
bl ade.

"Don't any of you nove," Hugh the Hand warned, his gaze taking in all on board
the ship. He clenched Ramu tighter, nearly bending the nman over backward. The
Hand exhi bited enough of the knife to the horrified watchers to |l et them know
he was in earnest. "Or your leader will find six inches of steel in his neck
Al fred, Marit, cone over and stand by ne."

Alfred didn't nove. He couldn't.
How wi | the magi cal blade react? he wondered frantically. Its first loyalty
was to its wielder, Hugh the Hand. The knife mght well stab Ramu—especially

if he attenpted to use magi c against it—before it knew its m stake.

And if Ramu died, there would be an end to all hope of bringing the Patryns
and Sartan together.



As it was, the other Sartan were staring at the two in amazement, not quite
realizing what was going on. Ramu hinsel f appeared stunned. Probably never in
his life had such an outrage been perpetrated against him He didn't know how
to react. But he was quick-thinking. He soon would .

"Councillor!"™ Alfred cried desperately. "The weapon that man holds is a magic
one. Don't use nmgic against it! That will only make things worse!"

"Well done!"™ Marit said to himsoftly. "Keep himbusy."

Al fred was horrified. She'd conpletely misread his intentions. "No, Marit. |
didn't nean that . . . Marit, don't . . ."

She wasn't listening. Her sword |lay on the deck, guarded by Sartan. Sartan who
were staring in stunned disbelief at their |eader. Marit grabbed her sword
easily, ran across the deck toward Hugh. Alfred tried to stop her, but he
wasn't wat chi ng where he was going and fell headl ong over the dog. The ani mal,
yel ping painfully, bristled and barked at everyone on general principle.

The Sartan, confused, |ooked to Ramu for orders.

"Please! Stay calm Don't anybody do anything!" Alfred was pl eadi ng, but no
one heard himover the dog's frantic barks, and it would probably have nade no
difference if they had.

At that noment, Ramu cast a paralyzing jolt of electricity through Hugh's
body.

Hugh col | apsed, withing in agony. But the jolt did nore than fell the
assassin. The shock gal vani zed the Cursed Bl ade. It recogni zed the

magi c—Sart an nagi c—recogni zed the fact that Hugh, the one who w el ded the
bl ade, was in peril. The bl ade sensed Marit, approaching at a run, as the

eneny.

The Cursed Bl ade reacted. As it had been trained to do, it summbned the
strongest force available in the vicinity to fight its foe.

Kleitus the | azar appeared on the deck of the ship. Wthin the space of a
heartbeat, the dead of Abarrach were crawling up and over the ship's rails.

"Control the magic!" Alfred cried. "Ramu—you have to regain control of the
magi c! "

The bl ade had nerely sumoned the dead to its aid; it had no control over
them Control was not the blade's purpose. Having fulfilled its creator's
intent, it changed back to its original form fell to the deck beside a
gr oani ng Hugh the Hand.

Kleitus lunged for Marit, his wasted hands grasping for her throat. Marit
struck himwi th her sword—a bl ow that sliced open one of the bony arns. No
bl ood fl owed; the dead flesh hung in tatters. Kl eitus never felt the wound.

Marit could strike the lazar as often as she |liked, without the |east effect.
Its nails scraped across her skin, and she gasped in pain. She was weakening
rapi dly. She could not last |ong against the form dable |azar

The dog junped at Kl eitus. A savage kick sent the animal rolling. Now there
was no one to help Marit, even if they could have. The Sartan on board ship
were battling for their own |ives.



Sunmoned by the bl ade, the dead snelted the warm blood of the living, a snell
they craved and hated. Ranu watched, hel pl ess and appall ed, as the | azar
attacked his people.

Al fred bumbl ed his way through the nelee, disrupting magic, tripping up the
shanbl i ng corpses, |eaving confusion and chaos in his wake. But he managed to
reach Ranu.

"These dead ... are ours!" Ramu whi spered, awed. "This horror . . . our people

Al fred ignored him "The bl ade! Where's the bl ade?"

He had seen it fall near Hugh the Hand. He knelt by the assassin's side,
searched frantically for the knife. He couldn't find it. The bl ade was gone.
Tranpi ng feet had kicked it aside, perhaps.

Marit was nearly finished. The sigla on her skin no | onger glowed. She had
dropped the usel ess sword, was fighting Kleitus with her bare hands. The | azar
was slowy choking the Iife out of her

"Here!" Hugh the Hand rolled over, shoved sonething at Alfred. It was the
knife. He'd been lying onit, his body hiding it.

Al fred hesitated, but only an instant. If this was what it took to save Marit
. He picked up the blade, felt it squirmin his hand. He was about to |aunch
an attack at Kleitus when a bl ack-robed form stopped him

"Qur creation," said Balthazar grimy. "Qur responsibility."

The necromancer advanced on Kleitus. Intent on its kill, the |azar was unaware
of Bal thazar's approach

The necronmancer reached out, took hold of one of Kleitus's arms, and began to
speak the words of a spell.

Bal t hazar had hold of Kleitus's soul

Feeling the dread touch, realizing his doom Kleitus released Marit. Wth a
fearful shriek, the lazar turned on Balthazar, attenpted to destroy the
necromancer's soul

The battle was a strange and terrifying one, for it appeared to those watching
that the two were | ocked in an enbrace, an enbrace which m ght have been—but
for the hideous contortion of the faces—a | oving one.

Bal t hazar was nearly as pale as a corpse hinself, but he held firm A slight
gasp escaped him Kleitus's dead eyes wi dened. The phantasmflitted in and out
of the lazar's body, a prisoner longing for freedomyet fearful of venturing
into the unknown.

Bal t hazar forced Kleitus to his knees. The |lazar's screans and curses were
frightful to hear, echoed mournfully by the nman's own soul

And then Balthazar's grimexpression relaxed. H's hands, which had been
exerting deadly force, eased their grip, though they held the lazar firmy.

"Let go," he said. "The tornent is ended."



Kleitus nade a final, desperate effort, but the necromancer's spell had
strengt hened the phantasm weakened the decayi ng body. The phantasm w enched
itself free. The body crunpl ed, collapsed onto the deck. The phantasm hovered
over it, regretfully; then it drifted off, as if blown away by the breath of a
whi spered prayer.

Al fred's shaking hand closed tightly over the blade's hilt. "Stop!" He gave
t he magi cal command to the blade in a quivering voice.

The battle ended abruptly. The lazar, either frightened by the loss of-their
| eader or commanded by the magic of the blade, broke off the attack. The dead
di sappear ed.

Bal t hazar, weak alnost to the point of falling, turned slowy.

"Still want to | earn necronmancy?" Balthazar asked Ramu with a strained and
bitter smle.

Ramu | ooked down at the ghastly remains of the Sartan who had once been the
Dynast of Abarrach. The Councill or made no reply.

Bal t hazar shrugged. He knelt down beside Marit, began to do what he could to
aid her.

Alfred started to go to Marit, discovered Ramu bl ocki ng his way.

Before Al fred quite knew what was happeni ng, Ramu had taken hold of the Cursed
Bl ade, wenched it fromA fred' s grasp. The Councillor exam ned the knife
curiously at first, and then with dawni ng recognition

"Yes," he said quietly. "I renenber weapons like this."

"Hei nous weapons," Alfred said in a | ow voice. "Designed to help the nensch
kill. And be killed in their turn. For us—their protectors, their defenders.
Their gods."

Ramu flushed in swift anger. But he could not deny the truth of the words, or
deny the ugly thing he held in his hand. The bl ade quivered with life. Ramu
grimaced; his hand flinched. He seemed loath to touch it, but he could not
very well relinquish it

"Let me have it," said Alfred
Ramu thrust it into the belt of his robes.

"No, Brother. As Balthazar said, it is our responsibility. You may leave it in
my care. Safely," he added, his gaze neeting Alfred's.

"Let himhave it," said Hugh the Hand. "I1'll be glad to be rid of the damm
t hi ng. "

"Councillor,"” Alfred begged, "you' ve seen what terrible forces our power can
unl eash. You've seen the evil we've brought on ourselves and others. Don't
perpetuate it "

Ramu snorted. "What happened here the Patryn brought on herself. She and her
kind will continue to cause disruption unless they are finally halted. W sai
for the Labyrinth, as planned. You had best prepare for departure.”

He wal ked of f.



Al fred sighed. Well, at |east when they reached the Labyrinth he woul d see to
it that

At any rate he woul d

O then he m ght

Confused, niserable, he tried once again to go to Marit.

This time, the dog bl ocked his way.

Alfred attenpted to circle around the ani nal .

The dog thwarted him dodging to its left when Alfred went to his right,
junped to its right when Alfred veered to his left. Becom ng hopel essly
entangled in his own feet, Alfred halted. He regarded the animal with
perplexity.

"What are you doi ng? Why are you keeping me away from Marit?"

The dog barked | oudly.

Alfred attenpted to shoo it aside.

The dog woul d not be shooed and, in fact, took offense at the suggestion. It
grow ed and bared its teeth at him

Startled, Alfred stunbled several steps backward.
The dog, pleased, trotted forward.

"But . . . Marit! She needs ne," Alfred said and made a clumsy attenpt to
outfl ank the dog.

Quick off the mark, as if it were herding sheep, the dog swerved in. N pping
at Alfred' s ankles, the animal continued to drive hi mbackward across the
deck.

Bal t hazar raised his head; the black eyes pierced Al fred.

"She will be well cared for, | prom se you, Brother. Go do what you mnust

wi t hout fear for her. As to the people of the Labyrinth, | have heard what you
said. | will rmake nmy own judgnments, based on the hard | essons | have | earned.
Farewel |, Alfred." Balthazar added, with a smle, "Or whatever your nane m ght
be. "

"But 1'm not going anywhere— Al fred protested.

The dog leapt, hit Alfred squarely in the chest, and knocked hi mover the
ship's rail, into the Fire Sea.

CHAPTER 22

FIRE SEA ABARRACH

SNAPPI NG JAWS CAUGHT HOLD OF THE COLLAR OF ALFRED S frayed velvet coat. A
gigantic dragon—+ts scales the red-orange of the flamng sea in which it

i ved—aught the Sartan in mdair and carried him curled up like a frightened
spider, to her back, where she deposited himgently. The dog's teeth sank into



the rear of his breeches, took firmhold of him steadied him

Al fred required several noments to recover hinself, to realize that he was not
being immolated in the Fire Sea. He was, instead, seated on the back of a fire
dragon next to Hugh the Hand and the | azar Jonat hon

"What ?" Al fred gasped feebly, and could only continue to repeat the word in a
confused manner. "Wat? What ?"

No one answered him Jonat hon was speaking to the fire dragon. Hugh the Hand,
a cloth over his nose and nouth, was doing his best to try to stay alive.

"You mght help him" Haplo advi sed.

Alfred emtted a final faint "Wat?" Then, conpassion causing himto forget
about hinmself, he began to sing a song in his reedy, thin voice, his hands
fluttering, weaving the magi c around Hugh the Hand. The mensch coughed,

retched, drew in a deep breath—and | ooked startl ed.

"Who said that?" Hugh the Hand eyed Alfred; then, his eyes w dening, he stared

at the dog. "I heard Hapl o's voice! That animal has learned to talk!"
Al fred gargled. "How can he hear you? | don't understand ... O course," he
added on reflection, "I'mnot certain how | can hear you."

"The mensch is as much in ny realmas | amin his," Haplo said. "He hears ny
voi ce. So does Jonathon. | asked Jonathon to bring the fire dragon here, to
snatch you off that ship, if necessary.”

"But . . . why?"

"Do you renenber what we tal ked about, back in Sal fag Caverns? How the Sartan
woul d go out into the four worlds and then the Patryns after them and the
fighting would start all over again?"

"Yes," Alfred said quietly, sadly.

"That gave nme an idea, nade ne realize what we had to do to stop Xar's threat,
to help both our peoples, and the mensch. | was trying to think of the best
way to go about it, when suddenly Ramu arrived and took the matter out of ny
hands. He settled everything far better than I could have. And so |I—=

"But . . . Ramu's going to the Labyrinth!" Alfred cried. "To fight your
peopl e!'"

"Precisely." Haplo was grim "That's just where I want him"
"It is?" Alfred was beyond amazenent, well into bew | dernent.

"It is. | explained ny plan to Jonathon. He agreed to acconpany us, so |long as
we brought Hugh the Hand with us."

"Us." Al fred gul ped.

"I"'msorry, old friend." Haplo's voice softened. "I didn't want you invol ved.
But Jonathon insisted. He's right. | need you."

"For what?" Alfred was about to ask, wondered unhappily if he truly wanted to
know.



The fire dragon ski mmed across the | ava sea, heading for the shoreline, for
Necropolis. Marit's ship, now bright with Sartan runes, was preparing to
depart, as was the Sartan ship from Chelestra. Alfred glanced up as their
dragon sailed beneath the prow and caught a glinpse of Ramu, glaring at them
The Councillor was grim stony-faced. He turned coldly away. Probably

consi dered Al fred' s abrupt departure good riddance. One person, watching from
the rail, did not turn away. Balthazar raised his hand in farewell

"I will take care of Marit," he called out. "Have no fear for her."
Al fred waved di sconsol ately back. He recalled the necromancer's words, spoken
just before the dog tumbled Al fred over the side.

Go do what you rmnust
Whi ch was? .

"Wul d soneone nind telling ne what's happeni ng?" Alfred asked neekly. "Were
are you taking nme?"

"To the Seventh Gate," Haplo replied.

Alfred lost his grip on the dragon's mane, nearly fell overboard. This tinme it
was Hugh the Hand who caught hold of him "But . . . Lord Xar . . ."

"Arisk we have to take," Haplo replied.

Al fred shook his head.

"Listen, ny friend." Haplo spoke earnestly. "This is the chance you' ve wanted.
Look—+ ook at the ships sailing away, sailing for Death's Gate."

Alfred lifted his gaze. The two ships, both flaring with Sartan runes, soared
up into the snoke-tinged air of Abarrach. The sigla glowed brilliant blue

agai nst the bl ack shadows of the vast cavern's ceiling. Both ships, under
Ramu' s gui dance, were headed for Death's Gate. And beyond that, the Nexus, the
Labyrinth, the four worlds.

"And there!" Jonathon lifted his wasted, waxen hand, pointed. "There, | ook
what follows."

follows . nmour ned t he echo.

Anot her ship, this one forged in the shape of an iron dragon, covered wth

Patryn runes, soared up froma hidden bay. It was taking the same course as
the Sartan ship, its sigla burning red with the heat and the magi cal power

that propelled it.

"Patryns!" Alfred said, staring in disbelief. "Were are they going?"

"They are chasing Ranu. He will lead themto the Labyrinth, where they wll
join the battle."

"Perhaps Xar is with then?" Al fred was hopef ul

"Per haps . Hapl o wasn't.

Al fred heaved a deep sigh. "But this acconplishes nothing . . . except nore
bl oodshed . . ."



"Think about it, nmy friend. The Sartan and the Patryns—aow gat hered toget her
in one place. All of themin the Labyrinth. And with them+the serpents.”

Al fred rai sed his head, blinked.

"Bl essed Sartan," he murmured. He was beginning to see, beginning to
under st and.

"The worl ds: Arianus, Pryan, Chelestra, Abarrach—free of them Free of us.
The el ves and humans and dwarves left to live and die, |love and hate all on
their owmn. No interference fromdeni gods or the evil we create.”

"That's all very well now," Alfred pointed out, hope slipping again. "But the
Sartan won't stay in the Labyrinth. Neither will your people. No matter who
wins ... or |loses."

"That's why we have to find the Seventh Gate," Haplo said. "W find it ... and
we destroy it."

Al fred was amazed. Then appall ed. The enormity of the task confounded him It
was too unreal even to be frightening.

Bitter, nortal enemes, with a | egacy of hatred passed down through
generations, locked up in a prison of their own creation with an imorta
enemny: a product of their hatred. Sartan, Patryn, serpents—battling through
eternity with no way to escape.

O was there no way? Alfred | ooked over at the dog, reached out his hand to
give it atimd pat. He and Hapl o had once been nortal, bitter enenies. Alfred
t hought about Marit and Bal thazar, two enemni es drawn together by shared
suffering, sorrow

A handful of seeds, fallen onto burned, charred ground, had taken root, found
nouri shment in love, pity, conpassion. If these seeds could bl ossom and grow
strong, why not others?

The dread city of Necropolis was very close now, the fire dragon sailing
toward it rapidly. Alfred couldn't believe this was happening to himand
wondered rather wistfully if he weren't really on that Sartan ship, perhaps
suffering froma blow to the head.

But the mane of the fire dragon, with its glistening bright red scales,
pricked his flesh unconfortably. The heat fromthe Fire Sea radi ated around
him Beside him the dog shivered in terror (it had never grown accustoned to
ri di ng dragon-back) and Hugh the Hand stared around at this strange new world
in awe. Near himsat Jonathon—i ke Hugh, dead, not dead. One brought back by
| ove, the other by hate.

Per haps there was hope, after all. O perhaps

"Destroying the Seventh Gate m ght well destroy everything," he observed in a
| ow voice, after giving the matter sone thought.

Hapl o was silent a nonment, then said, "And what will happen when Ranu and the
Sartan arrive in the Labyrinth, along with nmy people and Lord Xar? The wars
they wage will be meat and drink to the evil of the dragon-snakes, who will
grow fat and sl eek and urge them on. Perhaps ny people will flee through
Death's Gate. Your people will chase after them The battles will escal ate,
expand out into the four worlds. The nensch will be sucked in, as they were
the last tine. We will armthem give them weapons |ike the Cursed Bl ade.



"You see the dilemma we face, ny friend," Haplo added, after a pause to all ow
Al fred a good long | ook. "You understand?"

Al fred shuddered. He covered his face with his hands. "Wat will happen to the
worlds if we do shut Death's Gate?" He lifted his head. H s face was pale, his
voi ce quivering. "They need each other. The citadels need the energy fromthe
Ki cksey-wi nsey. Such energy could stabilize the sun in Chelestra. And because
of the citadels, the conduits on Abarrach are starting to carry water "

"I'f the mensch have to, they can manage on their own," Haplo said. "Wat would
be better for them ny friend? To allow themto control their own destiny? O
to be pawns in ours?"

Al fred sat hunched in silent thought. He glanced back, one last tinme, at the
ships. The Sartan vessels gl eaned faintly, bright specks agai nst the darkness.
The Patryn ship tracked them magic burning.

"You are right, Haplo," Alfred said, with a deep sigh. He stared after the
ships. "You let Marit go with them™

"I had to," Haplo said quietly. "She is marked by Lord Xar's sigil, bound to
him He woul d know our plans through her. Besides, there's another reason.”

Al fred drew in a shivering breath.

"I'n destroying the Seventh Gate, we may well destroy ourselves," Haplo said
calmy. "I amsorry to bring this fate upon you, ny friend, but, as | said,
need you. | couldn't do this w thout you."

Alfred' s eyes dinmmed with tears. For long minutes, he couldn't speak for the
lunp in his throat. If Haplo had been there, Alfred would have reached out,
clasped his friend' s hand. Haplo wasn't. His body lay, still and lifeless,
back in the chill dungeon cell. It was difficult to touch a spirit, but Alfred
did his best. He reached out his hand anyway. The dog, with a gl ad bark

junped down to be conforted. The aninmal would be relieved to get off the

dr agon.

Al fred snoothed the silky fur.

"This is the greatest conplinent you could have paid nme, Haplo. You are right.
W nmust take this chance.”

Al fred continued to pet the dog's head; his hand began to trenble slightly. He
spoke his doubts al oud. "But have you considered, my friend, the doomwe m ght
bring on our people? By closing Death's Gate, we seal off their only escape
route. They could be trapped forever inside the Labyrinth, forever battling
the serpents, forever battling each other."

"I"ve thought about that," Haplo answered. "The choice would be theirs,
wouldn't it? To keep fighting ... or to try to find peace. And renenber, the
good dragons are in the Labyrinth now, too. The Wave could correct itself."

"Or drown us all," Alfred said.
CHAPTER 23
NECROPOLI S ABARRACH

THE FI RE DRAGON CARRI ED THEM AS NEAR THE CI TY OF NeEcropolis as she coul d,



swiming into the very bay in which the Patryns had been hiding their ship.
The dragon kept close to shore, avoiding the massive whirlpool rotating slowy
in the center of the bay. Alfred gl anced once at the whirl pool, at the nolten
rock sluggishly spiraling downward, at the steam and smoke lazily coiling up
fromthe gaping maw in the center. He hastily averted his gaze.

"I always knew t here was sonething strange about that dog," remarked Hugh the
Hand

Alfred smled tremulously; then the smile faded. There was one ot her problem
he had to resolve. One for which he had to take responsibility.

"Sir Hugh," Alfred began hesitantly, "did you understand . . . any of what you
hear d?"

Hugh the Hand eyed hi m shrewdly, shrugged. "Doesn't seemto me it nmuch matters
whet her | understand or not, does it?"

"No," Alfred answered in some confusion. "l guess it doesn't." He cleared his
throat. "W're ... um... going to a place known as the Seventh Gate. Here, |
think ... | believe ... | may be wong, but—=

"That's where |I'I1l die?" Hugh asked bluntly.

Al fred gul ped, licked dry lips. H s face burned, and not fromthe heat of the
Fire Sea. "If that is truly what you want "

"I do," Hugh the Hand said firmy. "I'mnot supposed to be here. I'ma ghost.
Thi ngs happen and | can't feel them anynore.”

"I don't understand.” Alfred was puzzled. "It wasn't that way at the

begi nni ng. When |"-he swal |l owed, but he had to take responsibility—when I
first brought you back."
"Perhaps | can explain," Jonathon offered. "Wen Hugh came back to the realm
of the living, he left that of the dead far behind. He clung to life, to the
people in his life. Thus he remmined closely bound to the living. But one by
one, he has severed those ties. He has conme to realize that he has nothing
nore to give them They have nothing to give him He had everything. And now
he can only nmourn its loss.”

| oss . si ghed the echo.
"But there was a wonan who loved him" Al fred said in a | ow voi ce. "She | oves
himstill."

"Her love is only a very small fraction of the |love he found. Mrtal love is
our introduction to the inmortal ."

Al fred was chagrined, aggrieved.

"Don't be too hard on yourself, Brother," Jonathon said. The phantasm entered
t he body, gleaned in the dead eyes. "You used the necromancy out of
conpassion, not for gain or hatred or vengeance. Those anpbng the |iving who
have encountered this man have | earned from hi msome to their despair and
fear. But he has given others hope."

Al fred sighed, nodded. He still didn't understand, not conpletely, but he
t hought he m ght perhaps forgive hinself.



"Good luck in your endeavors," said the dragon, when she deposited themon the
j agged-t oot hed shore surrounding the Firepool. "And if you are responsible for
ridding the world of those who have ravaged it, you have mny gratitude."

They meant well, Alfred said to hinmself. That seened the saddest indictnment of
all.
Samah meant well. The Sartan all meant well. Undoubtedly Ramu neant well .

Maybe even, in his own way, Xar meant well.
They sinply | acked inagination.

Though the dragon had taken them as near as she could, the journey fromthe
bay to Necropolis was still a long one, particularly on foot. Particularly on
Alfred' s feet. He had no sooner stunbled onto shore when he nearly fell into a
bubbl i ng pool of boiling-hot nud. Hugh the Hand dragged hi m back fromthe
edge.

"Use your magic," Haplo suggested wyly, "or you'll never nake it to the
Chanber of the Dammed alive."

Al fred considered this suggestion, hesitated. "I can't take us inside the
Chanber itself."

"Why not? All you have to do is visualize it in your mnd. You ve been there
before.” Hapl o sounded irritated.

"Yes, but the warding runes would prevent us fromentering. They woul d bl ock
my magi c. Besides"-Alfred sighed—=I can't see it all that clearly. | believe I
must have blotted it out of nmy menory. It was a horrifying experience."

"I'n some ways," Haplo said, thoughtful. "Not in others.

"Yes, you are right about that."

Though neither would admit it at the time, their experience in the Chanber of
t he Dammed had brought the two enem es cl oser together, had proved to them
that they were not as different as each had believed.

"I remenber one part," Alfred said softly. "I remenber the part where we
entered the m nds and bodi es of those who |ived—and di ed—+n that Chanber
centuries ago . "

A sense of regret and sadness filled Alfred. And though painful to lim
the feelings of sorrow and unhappi ness were better—far better—than not feeling
anyt hi ng, the enptiness he'd experienced before joining this brotherhood. Then
he had been a husk, a shell containing nothing. The dead—dreadful creations of
t hose who were begi nning to dabble in necromancy—had nore life than he. Alfre
si ghed deeply, lifted his head. A glance around the table reveal ed feelings
simlar to his softening the faces of the men and wonen gat hered together in
this sacred chanber.

H s sadness, his regret wasn't bitter. Bitterness comes to those who have
brought tragedy on thensel ves through their own m sdeeds. But unl ess they
changed, Alfred foresaw a tine for his people when bitter sorrow mnust
enconpass them al. The nadness nust be halted. He sighed again. Just nonents
before, he had been radiant with joy; peace hid spread |like a bal mover the
boiling magma sea of |is doubts and fears. But that heady sense of exaltatioi
could not last in this world. He nmust return to face its problens and perils
and, thus, the sadness, the regret.



A hand reached on, clasped his. The hand's grip was firm the skin snmooh and
unwinkl ed, a contrast to Alfred' s aged, parchnent-paper skin, his weakened

grasp.
"Hope, Brother," said the young man quietly. "W nust have hope."

Alfred turned to | ook at the young nan seated beside him The Sartan's face
was handsome, strong, resolute—fine steel energing froma forging fire. No
doubts marred its shining surface; its blade was honed to a sharp, cutting
edge. The young man | ooked famliar to Alfred. He could al nbst put a nane to
him but not quite.

Now he coul d. The man had been Hapl o.

Alfred smled. "I remenber the feeling of elation, of knowing that |I wasn't

al one in the universe, that a higher power was watching over nme, caring for ne
and about ne. | renmenber that, for the first tine inny life, | wasn't

afraid.’

He paused, shook his head. "But that's all | do remenber.”
"Very well," Haplo said, resigned. "You can't take us to the Chanber. Were
can you take us? How cl ose can we cone?"

"Your dungeon cell?" Alfred suggested in a | ow, subdued voice.
Hapl o was silent. Then, "If that's the best you can do, do it," he nuttered.

Al fred invoked the possibility that they were there and not here and, quite
suddenly, they were there.

"Ancestors protect me," Hugh the Hand murmnmured.

They stood in the cell. A sigil, forned by AlIfred, glowed with a soft white
radi ance above Hapl o's body. The Patryn lay cold and seeningly lifeless on the
stone bed.

"He's dead!" Hugh cast a dark and suspicious glance at the dog. "Then whose
voi ce am | hearing?"

Al fred was about to launch into an explanation—all about the dog and Haplo's
soul —-when the dog sank its teeth into AlIfred' s vel vet breeches and began
tuggi ng himtoward the cell door

A thought occurred to Alfred. "Haplo. What . . . what will happen to you?"
"I't doesn't matter," Haplo said shortly. "Get noving. W don't have nuch tine.
I f Xar should find us—=

Al fred gasped. "But you said Lord Xar went to the Labyrinth!"

"I said maybe," Haplo retorted grinmy. "Stop wasting tine."

Al fred wavered. "The dog can't enter Death's Gate. Maybe it can't enter the
Seventh Gate, either. Not wi thout you. Jonathon, do you know? What w ||
happen?"

The | azar shrugged. "Haplo is not dead. He lives, though only barely. My care
is for those who have passed beyond."



beyond .
"You don't have any choice, Alfred," Haplo said inpatiently. "Get on with it!"
The dog grow ed.

Al fred sighed. He had a choice. There was al ways a choice. And he al ways
seened to make the wong one. He peered down the hallway that traveled into
i npenetrabl e night. The white sigil he had Iit above Haplo's body faded; its
light died. They stood blind in the darkness.

Al fred thought back a long, long tine, to when he had first net Haplo on
Arianus. He renmenbered the night he'd cast the magical sleep on Haplo, had
lifted the bandages that hid his hands, had discovered the sigla tattooed on
the flesh. Alfred recalled his despair, his stark terror, his bew | dernment.

The anci ent eneny has returned! Wat do | do?

And in the end, he'd done very little, it seemed. Nothing cal am tous or
catastrophic. He had followed the precepts of his heart, had acted for what he
believed to be the best. Was there a hi gher power guiding his way?

Al fred | ooked down at the dog, crowding against his leg. At that nonent, he
t hought he under st ood.

He began to sing the runes softly, in a nasal tone that echoed eerily in the
tunnel .

Blue sigla flared to life on the base of the wall at his feet. The darkness
was bani shed.

"What's that?" Hugh the Hand had been standing near the wall. At the flare of
magi ¢, he junped away fromit.

"The runes,"” said Alfred. "They will lead us to what is known on this world as
t he Chanber of the Dammed."

"Sounds appropriate,” Hugh the Hand said dryly.

The last tinme Alfred had nade this journey, he'd been running in fear for his
life. He thought he'd forgotten the way, but now that the runes were
flickering—Ilighting the darkness—he began to recogni ze his surroundings.

The corridor sloped downward, as if it were leading themto the very core of
the worl d. Cbviously ancient, but in good repair, the tunnel —unlike nost of
the cataconbs in this unstable world—was snooth and wide. It had been intended
to accommodat e vast nunbers of people. Al fred had thought this odd the | ast
time he'd wal ked this path. But then, he hadn't known where the corridor Ied.

Now he knew and now he understood. The Seventh Gate. The place from which the
Sartan had worked the magic that had sundered a worl d.

"Do you have any idea how the magi c worked?" Hapl o asked. He spoke in a
hushed, subdued voice, though only inner ears could hear him

"Orlah told ne," Alfred replied, pausing occasionally in his explanation to
softly chant the runes. "After they nade the decision to sunder the world,
Samah and the Council menbers brought together all the Sartan popul ati on and
t hose of the nmensch they deened worthy. They transported these fortunate few



to a place which was probably simlar to the tinme well we saw used in Abri-a
well in which there exists the possibility that no possibilities exist. Here
t he people would be safe until the Sartan could transport themto the new
wor | ds.

"The nmost talented of the Sartan came together with Samah inside a chanber he
ternmed the Seventh Gate. Aware that the casting of such powerful magic, which
woul d break apart one world and forge new ones, would drain the strongest

magi c-user, Samah and the Council endowed the chanmber itself with a great dea
of their power. It would operate rather |ike one of the Kicksey-w nsey

machi nes Linbeck calls a 'gen'rator."’

"The Seventh Gate stored up the magi cal power left there in reserve. The
Sartan called on it when their own magi c waned and di m ni shed. The danger was,
of course, that once the power was transferred to the Seventh Gate, the magic
woul d always remain inside. Only by destroying the Seventh Gate coul d Samah
destroy the magic. He should have done so, of course, but he was afraid."

"OfF what?" Hapl o denanded.

Al fred hesitated. "Upon first entering the Seventh Gate, after they had
endowed it with power, the Council menbers encountered something they hadn't
expect ed. "

"A power greater than their own."

"Yes. I'mnot sure how or why; Olah couldn't tell me rmuch. The experience was
an awful one for the Sartan. Rather |ike what we experienced when we entered.
But whereas ours was conforting and uplifting, theirs was terrible. Samah was
made aware of the enormity of his actions, of the horrendous consequences of
what he planned. He was given to know t hat he had—n essence—everstepped his
bounds. But he was al so nade aware that he had the free will to continue, if
he chose.

"Appal | ed by what they had seen and heard, the Council nenbers began to doubt
t hensel ves. This led to violent argunents. But their fear of their eneny—the
Patryns—was great. The nmenory of the experience in the Chanber faded. The
Patryn threat was very real. Led by Samah, the Council voted to proceed with
t he Sundering. Those Sartan who opposed them were cast, along with the
Patryns, into the Labyrinth."

Al fred shook his head. "Fear—eur downfall. Even after he had successfully
sundered a world and built four new ones, after he had | ocked his enemes into
prison, Samah was still afraid. He feared what he had di scovered inside the

Seventh Gate, but he also feared he m ght have need of the Seventh Gate again
and so, instead of destroying it, he sent it away."

"I was with Samah when he died," Jonathon said. "He told Lord Xar he did not
know where the Seventh Gate was."

"Probably not," Alfred conceded. "But Samah could have found it easily enough
He had ny description to go on—+ told himall about the Chanber of the
Dammed. "

"My people found it," Jonathon said. "W recognized its power, but we had
forgotten how to use it."

use it repeat ed the echo.

"Somet hing for which we should be grateful. Can you inagi ne what woul d have



happened had Kl eitus di scovered how to use the true power of the Seventh
Gate?" Alfred shuddered.

"What | find interesting is that through all the magi cal upheaval and turnoil,
those we derisively refer to as 'the nmensch' prevail ed. The humans and el ves
and dwarves have had their problems, but they have—by and | arge—rmnaged to
thrive and prosper. Wat you call the Wave has kept them afloat."

"Let's hope they continue,"” Haplo said. "This next Wave—should it crash down
on top of them-night be the end.”

They continued traversing the corridors, traveling always downward. Alfred
sang the runes softly, beneath his breath. The sigla on the wall burned
brightly, led them on.

The tunnel narrowed. They were forced to walk in single file, Alfred |eading
the way, followed by Jonat hon. The dog and Hugh the Hand brought up the rear

Either the air was thinner down here—sonething Al fred didn't remenber from

last time—er his nervousness was robbing himof breath. The rune-song seened
to cling to his raw throat; he had difficulty forcing it out. He was afraid
and at the same tine excited, quivering, filled with a nervous anti ci pation

Not that the sigla seened to need his song now anyway. They flashed into Iight
al nrost joyfully, nmoving far nore rapidly than he and the others could keep up

Al fred eventually ceased singing, saved his breath for what was comn ng

Per haps you're worrying about nothing. It could all be so easy, so sinple, he
told himself. A touch of nagic and the Seventh Gate is destroyed, Death's Gate
is shut forever

The dog barked, suddenly, |oudly.

The unexpected sound, echoing in the tunnel, nearly caused Al fred' s heart to
stop. As it was, it gave a great lurch, ending up in his throat, nonentarily
bl ocki ng hi s wi ndpi pe.

"What ?" Al fred choked, coughed.

"Hsst! Quiet! Stop a nonent," ordered Hugh the Hand.

Al of themhalted. The blue of the sigla reflected in their eyes—the |iving
and the dead.

"The dog heard sonething. And so did I," Hugh the Hand continued grimy.
"Someone's follow ng al ong behind us."

Alfred' s heart slid fromhis throat right out of his body.

Lord Xar.

"Go on," said Haplo. "W've cone too far to stop now. Go on."

"No need," said Alfred faintly, alnost wi thout a voice.

The sigla left the base of the wall, traveled upward to forman arch of

glowing blue light. Blue light that changed to glaring, omnous red at his
appr oach.



"W are here. The Seventh Gate."
CHAPTER 24
THE SEVENTH GATE

THE RUNES OUTLI NED AN ARCHED ENTRYWAY, WHI CH LED-Al fred renenbered—+o a w de
and airy tunnel. And Alfred remenbered suddenly, too, the feeling of peace and
tranquillity that had envel oped hi m when he had stepped into that tunnel. He

| onged for that sensation again, longed for it as a grown man sonetinmes | ongs
to rest his head on a conforting breast; to feel gentle arnms around him to
hear a voice, softly singing, lulling himto sleep with songs of his

chi | dhood.

Al fred stood before the archway, watching the sigla flicker and glinmrer. To
anyone el se | ooking at the runes inscribed on the wall, the sigla would have
appeared simlar to those running along the base of the wall. Harm ess runes,
meant to serve as guides. But Alfred could read the subtle differences: a dot
pl aced over a line instead of beneath; a cross instead of a star; a square
drawn around a circle. Such differences changed these nines of guiding into
runes of wardi ng—the strongest a Sartan could forge. Anyone approaching this
arch—

"What the devil are you waiting for?" Hugh the Hand demanded. He gl ared at
Al fred dubiously. "You're not feeling faint, are you?"

"No, Sir Hugh, but—Wait! Don't!"
Hugh the Hand brushed past Al fred, headed straight for the arch

The bl ue runes changed color, flaring fromblue to red. The Hand, sonewhat
startled, halted, eyed the runes suspiciously.

Not hi ng happened. Al fred kept silent. The nmensch probably woul dn't have
bel i eved hi m anyway. He was the type who had to find out for hinself.

Hugh took a step forward. The sigla snoldered, burst into flame. The archway
was surrounded by an arc of fire.

The dog cringed away.
"Dam!" Hugh the Hand nmuttered, inpressed. He backed off precipitously.

The nonent he stepped away fromthe arch, the fire died. The sigla once again
gl eaned a sullen red, did not change back to blue. The heat of the flames
lingered in the hallway.

"W are not neant to pass,"” said Alfred quietly.

"I gathered that," Hugh the Hand grow ed, rubbing his arms where the flanes
had singed the thick, dark hair. "How in the name of the ancestors do we get
i n-si de?"

"l can break the runes," Alfred said, but he nade no nove to do so.

"Dithering?" said Haplo.

"No," Alfred replied, defensive. "It's just
corridor, down the way they'd cone.

He gl anced back down the



The blue runes on the wall's base had faded by now, but at his look, his
t hought, they began to gl ow again. They would | ead back to the cell, to Haplo.

Al fred | ooked down at the dog. "I have to know what wi |l happen to you."
"It doesn't matter."
" But —

"Dam it, | don't know what will happen!" Haplo returned, |osing patience.
"But I do know what will happen if we fail here. And so do you."

Al fred said nothing nore. He began to dance.

H s nmovenents were graceful, slow, solem. He acconpanied hinself with a song,
hi s hands weaving the sigla to the nel ody, his feet marking out the sane
intricate pattern on the stone floor. The dance, the nagic entered him Iike

i ntoxicating bubbles in his blood. H's body, which oftentines felt so awkward
and clunsy, as if it belonged to sonmeone el se and was only on loan to him was
sl oughed off, shed like a snake's skin. The magic was his flesh, his bone, his
bl ood. He was light and air and water. He was happy, content, and unafraid.

The red light of the warding runes flared once, brightly, then faded and died
al t oget her.

Dar kness floated down into the corridor. Darkness extinguished Al fred.

The bubbl es burst and grew flat, stale. The nagic seeped out of him H's old
heavy body hung before him like a massive coat on a hook. He had to struggle
into it again, feel its weight drag on his shoulders, try to wal k around again
in the flesh, which was too cunbersonme, which didn't fit.

Alfred' s feet shuffled to a halt. He sighed once, then said quietly, "W can
pass now. The runes will |ight again once we are through the arch. Perhaps
that will stop Lord Xar."

Hapl o grunted, didn't even bother to respond.

Alfred led the way. Hugh the Hand foll owed, keeping a wary eye on the runes,
obvi ously expecting themto burst into flame at any noment. The dog, | ooking
bored, trotted along at Hugh's heels. Jonathon entered |l ast, the lazar's
shuffling steps leaving a path in the dust. Alfred glanced down, was intrigued
and somewhat disquieted to see his own footprints, left in the dust fromthe
last tinme they had passed through the arch. He knew them by their erratic
pattern, that wandered aimessly all over the place.

And Haplo's footprints—walking in a straight line, with fixed purpose and
determ nation. On leaving that room his walk had been less certain. H's path
altered drastically, the course of his life forever changed.

And Jonat hon. He had been a living man, the last tine they'd come here. Now
his corpse—neither living nor dead—wal ked t hrough the dust, obscuring the path
he'd left in life. But the dog's tracks fromthat |last time were not visible.
Even now, it left no trace of its passing. Alfred stared, marveling that he'd
never noticed this before.

O maybe | saw tracks, he thought, smling wistfully, because | wanted to see
t hem

He reached down, patted the animal's snooth head. The dog | ooked up at him



with its liquid, bright eyes. Its nmouth opened, parted in what m ght have been
a grin.

"I amreal," it seened to say. "In fact, maybe I'mthe only reality."
Alfred turned. H s feet no | onger stunbled. He wal ked upright and steadily
toward the Seventh Gate, known to those who once |ived on Abarrach as the
Chanber of the Dammed.

As it had the last time, the tunnel led themstraight to a blank wall nade of
solid black rock. Two sets of runes marked it. The first set were sinple

| ocking sigla, undoubtedly inscribed by Samah hinself. The other sigla had
been added by those early Sartan living on Abarrach. Wile attenpting to
contact their brethren on other worlds, they had accidentally stunbl ed across
the Seventh Gate. Inside, they found peace, self-know edge,
fulfillment—granted to them by a hi gher power, a power beyond their

conpr ehensi on and understandi ng. And so they had marked this chamber sacred,
hol y.

In this chanber, they had died.
In this chanber, Kleitus had died.

Alfred, recalling that terrible experience, shuddered. H's hand had been
touching the runes on the wall. Now it dropped, trembling, to his side. He
could see with horrible clarity the skeletons lying on the floor. Mass nurder
Mass sui ci de

Any who bring violence into this chanmber will find it visited upon thensel ves.

So it was witten on the walls. Alfred had wondered at the time how and why.
Now he thought he understood. Fear—t cane down always to fear. \Who knew for
certain what Sanah had feared or why, [1] but he had been afraid, even in this
chanmber which the Council had endowed with its nost powerful magic. It had
been neant to destroy the Council's enemies. It had ended up destroying its
creators.

A chill hand touched Alfred' s. He jumped, startled, and found Jonat hon
standi ng at his side.

"Do not be afraid of what is within."

wthin . cane the sad echo.

"The dead are now, at long last, at rest. No trace remains of their tragic
end. | have seen to that myself."

nysel f

"You have entered here?" Al fred asked, amazed.

"Many times." And it seemed the | azar smled, the
1 See Appendix |, "Being a Concise History of the Seventh Gate . "
phantasm lighting the dead, dark eyes. "l enter, | |eave. This chanber has

been—as much as any place can be—ny home. Here | can find ease fromthe
torment of ny existence. Here | am given patience to endure, to wait, unti
the end."



"The end?" Alfred didn't quite |like the sound of that.

The | azar said nothing; the phantasmslid out of the corpse, fluttered
restl essly near the body.

Alfred drew in a shivering breath; what confidence he'd felt was rapidly
00zi ng out of him

"\What happens if we fail ?"

Repeating Haplo's words, Alfred placed his hands on the walls, began to chant
the runes. The rock dissolved beneath his fingers. The sigla, glow ng blue,
framed a doorway that |ed, not into darkness, as it had the last tine they had
entered the Chanber, but into light.

The Seventh Gate was a roomw th seven marble walls, covered by a doned
ceiling. A globe suspended fromthe ceiling cast a soft, white glow As

Jonat hon had promi sed, the dead whose bodies had littered the fl oor were gone.
But the words of warning renmained inscribed on the walls: Any who bring
violence into this chanber will find it visited upon thensel ves.

Al fred stepped over the threshold. He felt again that same envel oping, |oving
warnth he'd experienced the first time he'd wal ked into this chanber. The
feeling of confort and cal mspread like a bal mover his troubled soul. He drew
near the oblong table, carved of pure white wood—wood that had conme fromthe
anci ent, sundered world—and regarded it with reverence and sadness.

Jonat hon noved over to stand beside the table. If Al fred had been paying
attention, he would have noticed a change cone over the | azar when it entered
this room The phantasm remai ned outside the body, no | onger withing,
struggling to escape. Its vague, shapel ess form coal esced into a shinmrering

i mmge of the duke as he had been when Alfred first knew him young, vibrant,
joyful. The corpse was, it seened, the soul's shadow.

Alfred didn't notice, however. He stared at the runes carved on the table,
stared at themas if hypnotized, unable to | ook away. He drew nearer, nearer

Hugh the Hand stood in the doorway, gazing into the chanber with awe, perhaps
rel uct ant —aow t hat the nmoment was at hand—to cross the threshol d.

The dog nudged Hugh, urged him forward, reassuringly wagging its tail.

Hugh's grimface relaxed. He snmled. "Wll, if you say so," he said to the
ani mal and wal ked inside. d ancing around, taking in everything, he wal ked
over to the white table and, placing his hands on it, began idly to trace the

runes with his fingers.

The dog pattered inside the room. . . and vani shed.

The door to the Seventh Gate slid shut.

Alfred didn't notice Hugh. Alfred didn't see the dog disappear. He didn't hear
t he door close. He was standing at the table. Stretching out his hands, he

pl aced his fingers gently, reverently on the white wod .

"W are cone today, Brethren," said Samah fromhis place at the head of the
table, "to sunder the world."

CHAPTER 25



THE SEVENTH GATE

THE CHAMBER KNOWN AS THE SEVENTH GATE WAS CROWDED with Sartan. The Council of
Seven sat around the table; all others stood. Al fred was shoved agai nst a wall
near the back, near one of the seven doors. The doors thenselves and a series
of seven squares on the floor in front of each were left clear

The faces so near his were strained, pale, haggard. It was, Alfred thought,
like seeing hinmself in a mrror. He nmust | ook exactly the sanme, for he felt
exactly the same. Only Samah—-seen occasionally when there was a shift in the
nunbers of people who surrounded hi mappeared master of hinmself and the
situation. Stern and inplacable, he was the dire force hol ding them al

t oget her.

If his will falters, the rest of us will crunble Iike noldy cheese.

Alfred shifted fromone foot to the other, trying to ease the disconfort of
standing for such an interm nably | ong period. He was not normally

cl austrophobi c, but the tension, the fear, the crowded conditions were
creating the inpression that the walls were about to close in on him It was
hard to breathe. The room suddenly seened a vacuum

He pressed back against the wall, w shing it would give way behind him He had
wonderful, wild visions of the marble bl ocks collapsing, the fresh air flow ng
i nsi de, the vast expanse of blue sky opening above him He would flee this

pl ace, flee Samah and the Council guards, escape back into the world, instead
of away fromit.

"Brethren." Samah rose to his feet. The entire Council was now standing. "It
is tine. Prepare yourselves to cast the magic."

Al fred could see Olah now. She was pale, but conposed. He knew her

rel uctance, knew how vehenently she had fought this decision. She could. She
was Samah's wife. He would never cast her into the prison along with their
enem es, not as he had done sonme of the others.

The Sartan stood with heads bowed, hands fol ded, eyes closed. They had begun
sinking into the relaxed, nmeditative state required to sunmmon such vast
magi cal power as Samah and the Council were demandi ng.

Al fred endeavored to do the sane, but his thoughts refused to focus, went
dashi ng about desperately, running hither and yon with no escape, |ike mce
trapped in a box with a cat.

"You seem unable to concentrate, Brother," said a | ow, cal mvoice, very near
Al fred.

Startled, Alfred | ooked for the voice's source, saw a man | eaning on the wall
besi de him The man was young, but beyond that it was difficult to tell nuch
about him H s head was covered by the cow of his robe and his hands were
swat hed i n bandages.

Bandages. Alfred stared at the white |linen w appi ngs covering the man's hands,
wists, and forearns, and was filled with a vague sense of dread.

The young man turned to himand smled—a quiet snile
"The Sartan will come to regret this day, Brother." H s voice changed, grew

bitter. "Not that their regret will ease the suffering of the innocent
victins. But at |east, before the end, the Sartan will conme to understand the



enormty of what they have done. If that is of any confort to you."

"We will understand,” Alfred said, hesitantly, "but will understandi ng help
us? WIIl the future be better for it?"

"That remmins to be seen, Brother," said Haplo.
It is Haplo! And | am Alfred, not some nanel ess, facel ess Sartan who once,
| ong, long ago, stood trenbling in this very chanber. And yet, at the sane

time, | amthat unhappy Sartan. | amhere and | was there.

"I shoul d have been nore courageous,” Al fred whispered. Sweat trickled down

hi s bal di ng head, soaked the collar of his robes. "I should have spoken up
tried to stop this madness. But |'m such a coward. | saw what happened to the
others. I ... couldn't face it. Though now, perhaps, | think it would have
been better ... At least | could live with nyself, though | wouldn't live

long. Now I rust carry this burden with ne the rest of ny life."

"It isn't your fault," said Haplo. "For the last time, quit apol ogizing."
"Yes, it is . . ." Afred said. "Yes, it is. For each of us who have turned a
blind eye to prejudice, hatred, intolerance ... it is our fault "

"Reach out, Brethren," Samah was saying. "Reach out with your minds to the
farthest point of your power and then reach beyond that. Envision the
possibility that this world is not one, but has been reduced to its el enental
parts: earth, air, fire, and water."

A single sigil began to shine blue in the centers of four doors. Alfred
recogni zed the synbol s—ene for each of the four elements. These, then, were
t he doors which would lead to the new worl ds. He began to shiver.

"Qur enem es, the Patryns, have been confined to prison. They are now

contai ned, inmmbilized," Samah continued. "W could have easily destroyed
them but we do not seek their destruction. W seek their redenption, their
rehabilitation. Their prison house—ho, let us termit a correction center—s
ready to be seal ed shut."

A sigil on the fifth door burst into flane, burned an angry, fiery red. The
Labyrinth. Redenption. Hapl o | aughed harshly.

"You must stop this, Samah!" Alfred wanted to shout frantically. "The
Labyrinth is not a prison but a torture chanber. It hears the hatred and the
fear that lie hidden behind your words. The Labyrinth will use that hatred to
mur der and destroy."

But Alfred didn't speak aloud. He was too afraid.
"We created a haven for the Patryns."” Samah smled, tight-Iipped, grim "Once
they have learned their hard |l esson, the Labyrinth will free them W will
build for thema city, teach themhowto live like civilized people."

"Yes," Alfred said to hinmself, "the Patryns will continue to study the

‘"l esson.' The |l esson of hate you taught them They will emerge fromthe
Labyrinth stronger in their fury than ever. Except for sone. Some |ike Hapl o,
who | earned that true strength lies in love."

The sixth door began to glimer with twilight colors, soft, shinmmering. The
Nexus.



"And |l ast," said Samah, with a gesture toward the door that stood behind him
a door that—as he noved his hand—slowy began to open, "we create the path
that will take us to these worlds. W create Death's

Gate. As this world dies, newer, better worlds will be born fromit. And now
the time has come."

Samah turned slowy, faced the door, which now stood w de open. Alfred tried
to catch a glinpse of what it reveal ed. Standing on his toes, he peered over
the heads of the restive crowd.

Bl ue sky, white clouds, green trees, rolling oceans . . . The old world .

"Take it apart, mny brethren," Samah commanded. "Take the world apart."

Alfred couldn't cast the magic. He couldn't. He saw the faces of the
"regrettabl e but necessary civilian casualties.” He saw their disbelief, their
fear, their panic. Thousands and thousands, running to their own ends, for
there was no refuge, no sanctuary.

He was weepi ng, bl ubbering. He couldn't help it, he couldn't stop hinself.

Hapl o rested a bandaged hand on his shoulder. "Pull yourself together. This
won't hel p. Samah is watching you."

Fearfully Alfred raised his head. H s eyes net Samah's and he saw the fear and
anger in the man.

And then Sanmah wasn't Samah any | onger.
He was Xar.

CHAPTER 26

THE SEVENTH GATE

" ALFRED! "

The voice called to himacross a vast distance, through time and space. It was
faint, yet conpelling. Uging himto | eave, withdraw, return

"Alfred!"

A hand on his shoul der, shaking him Alfred | ooked down at the hand, saw it
was bandaged. He was frightened, tried to get away, but he couldn't. The hand
gripped himtightly.

"No, please, let ne alone!"™ Alfred whinpered. "I'min ny tonmb. I'msafe. It's
peaceful and quiet. No one can hurt nme here. Let me go!"

The hand didn't let himgo. It kept fast hold of himand drew himon, its
strong grip no longer frightening, but wel cone and conforting, supportive and
reassuring. It was draw ng hi m back, back into the world of the living.

And then, before he was quite there yet, the hand pulled away. The bandages
fell off. He saw that the hand was covered with blood. Pity filled his heart.
The hand was outstretched, reaching for him

"Alfred, | need you."



And there, at his feet, was the dog, gazing up at himwth liquid eyes.
"I need you."
Al fred reached out, caught hold of the hand

The hand squeezed his painfully, jerked himbackward, dragged himconpletely
off his feet. He tunbled to the floor

"And stay away fromthat damm table, will you?" Hapl o ordered, standing over
him glaring down at him "W alnost |ost you for good that tine." He eyed
Alfred grimy, but with a touch of concern in the quiet snile. "Are you al

ri ght?"

Crouched on his hands and knees on the dusty marble, Alfred had no answer. He
could only gaze in wordl ess astoni shnent at Hapl o—Hapl o, standing right there
in front of him Haplo whole, alivel

"You | ook," said Haplo, suddenly grinning, "exactly like the dog."

"My friend . . ." Alfred sat back on his heels. Hs eyes filled with tears.
"My friend . . ."

"Now don't start bl ubbering,"’
have nuch time. Lord Xar—

' Hapl o warned. "And get up, damm it. W don't

"He's here!" Alfred said fearfully, clanbering to his feet. He stunbled around
to face the head of the table.

Al fred blinked. Not Samah. Certainly not Xar. Jonathon stood at the table's
head. Beside him grimand tense, was Hugh the Hand.

"Way ... | saw Xar . . ." Another thought occurred to Alfred. "You!" He
st aggered back around to face Haplo. "You. Are you real ?"

"Fl esh and bl ood," said Haplo.

H s hand—-si gl a-covered, strong and warm+took hold of Alfred, steadied the
Sartan, who was extrenely pal e and wobbly.

Timdly, Afred extended a bony finger, poked cautiously at Haplo. "You seem
real ," he said, stitl dubious. He glanced around. "The dog?"

"The mutt's run off," said Haplo. He smiled. "Probably smelled sausages."

"Not run off," said Alfred tremul ously. "Part of you. At last. But howdid it
al | happen?"

"Thi s chanber," Jonathon answered. "Cursed . . . and blessed. In Haplo's case,
t he rune-nmagi c kept his body alive. The magic in this chanber, inside the
Seventh Gate, has enabled the soul to rejoin the body."

"When Prince Ednund canme in here,” A fred said, renenbering, "his soul was
freed fromhis body."

"He was dead," Jonathon replied. "And raised through the necromancy. Hi s soul
was in thrall. That is the difference."

"Ah," said Alfred, "I think I'm beginning to understand—



"I"'mvery glad for you," Haplo interrupted. "How many years do you think it
m ght take you to conpletely understand? As | said, we don't have nuch tine.
W have to establish contact with the higher power—

"I know how | was there, during the Sundering! Sanmah was here and the Counci
menbers were all gathered around the table. And you were here . . . Never
mnd," Alfred concluded neekly, catching Haplo's inpatient glance. "I'Il tell

you that later, too

"Those four doors"-Al fred pointed—the ones that are slightly ajar, each | ead
to the four worlds. The door over there leads to the Labyrinth. That door—+the
one that is shut—ust go to the Vortex, which, if you'll remenber, collapsed,
and that door"—the pointing finger shook slightly—=that door, the one that's

wi de open, leads to Death's Gate."

Hapl o grunted. "I told you to stay away fromthat damm table. That door
doesn't | ead anywhere except out into the hall. In case you ve forgotten, ny
friend, that was the door we went through last tine we were in here. Although
as | recall, you shut it when we left. O rather, it alnobst shut you."

"But that was in Abarrach," Alfred argued. He | ooked around hel pl essly, the
know edge suddenly terrifying. "We're not in the Chanber of the Damed. W're
not on Abarrach. W are inside the Seventh Gate."

Hapl o frowned, skepti cal

"You're here," Alfred said. "How did you get here?"

Hapl o shrugged again. "I woke up, half frozen, in a prison cell. | was al one.
No one was around. | wal ked out into the corridor and saw the bl ue runes
shining on the wall, | followed them Then | heard your voice, chanting. The
wardi ng runes let me pass. | canme down here, found the door open. | wal ked
inside. You were sitting at that damm table, whinpering and apol ogizing ... as
usual . "

Per pl exed, Alfred | ooked at Jonathon. "Are we on Abarrach still? | don't
under stand. "

"Because you went to the Seventh Gate, you found the Seventh Gate. You are now
in the Seventh Gate."

". . . Seventh Gate . . ." said the echo and it had a joyous sound.

"That door"—Jonathon glanced in the direction of the door with the sigi
marking it as Death's Gate—~has stood open all these centuries. To close
Death's Gate, that is the door you rmust shut."

The enormity of the task overwhelned Alfred. It had taken the Council of
Seven, and hundreds of other powerful Sartan, to create and open that door. To
shut it —enly him

"Then how did | get here?" Hapl o demanded, obviously still not believing. "I
didn't use any magi c—

"Not mmgic," Jonathon replied. "Know edge. Self-know edge. That is the key to
the Seventh Gate. If ny people, who found this place |long ago, had truly known
t hensel ves, they could have discovered its power. They cane cl ose. But not

cl ose enough. They could not let go."

let go .



"I need proof. Open a door," said Haplo. "Not that one!" He purposefully
avoi ded goi ng near the door that already stood ajar. "Open another door, one
that's closed. Let's see what's out there.”

"Whi ch door?" Al fred asked, gul ping.

Hapl o was silent a nonent, then said, "The one that you claimleads to the
Labyrinth."

Al fred slowy nodded. He thought back to the Chanber as he had seen it just
before the Sundering. He saw again the door with the fiery red sigil.

He | ocated the correct door. Edging his way around the table—eareful not to
touch the runes on the white wood-he canme to stand before the door

He reached out his hand, gently touched the sigil etched into the marble. He
began to sing, very softly; then his song grew stronger. He traced over the
sigil with his fingers and the sigil flared to life, glowed red.

The song caught in Alfred' s throat. He coughed, swallowed, tried to continue
si ngi ng, though now t he song was cracked and of f-key. He pushed on the door

The door swung silently open

And they were inside the Labyrinth.
CHAPTER 27

THE LABYRI NTH

TRAVELI NG THROUGH DEATH S GATE, THE TWO SARTAN SHIPS arrived in the Nexus. The
shi ps | anded near what had once been Lord Xar's house, now a mass of charred
wood. On | anding, the Sartan stared out the portholes, shocked into stunned
silence at the sight of the destruction

"You see the magnitude of the hatred these Patryns bear us," Ranu coul d be
heard saying. "They weak destruction upon the city and | and we nade for them
although it neans they will be the ones who suffer. There is no reasoning wth
such savagery. These people will never be fit to live anpbng civilized nmen."

Marit could have told himthe truth—that it was the serpents who had destroyed
t he Nexus—but she knew he woul d never believe her and she refused to et him
provoke her into a neani ngl ess argunment. She nai ntai ned a haughty, dignified
silence, kept her face averted so that they would not see her tears.

Ordering the majority of the Sartan to remain safely on board ship, where the
runes could protect them Ranmu sent out scouting parties.

Wil e the scouts were abroad, the Sartan of Chelestra cane to tend to the
needs of their Abarrach brethren. They were gentle, patient, and kind, giving
of their own strength unstintingly. Several Sartan, passing by Marit, even
paused to ask if they could do anything to aid her. She refused their help, of
course, but-—astoni shed and touched by the offers—she nmanaged to be gracious
about it.

The only Sartan she cane close to trusting (and not all that close, either)
was Bal thazar. She couldn't quite explain why. Perhaps it was because he and
his people also knew what it was to watch their children die. O perhaps it
was because he had taken the time to talk to her on their journey through



Death's Gate, to ask her what was happening in the Labyrinth.

Marit waited inpatiently for the return of the Sartan scouts, who went
i mediately to Ramu. Marit woul d have given several gates to have heard their
report. She could do nothing but wait, however.

At last Ramu |l eft his cabin. He notioned—grudgingly, Mrit thought—+o
Bal t hazar. The Councillor obviously didn't |ike sharing his position of
authority, but he had little choice. The Abarrach Sartan had nade it clear
during the journey that they would follow no | eader but their own.

"I don't like what | am hearing,"” Ramu said in a | ow voi ce. "The scouts'
reports are conflicting. They tell ne—=

Marit could not hear what the scouts reported, but she could guess. The scouts
woul d see whatever it was the serpents wanted the scouts to see.

Bal t hazar listened, then halted Ramu with a polite gesture. The necromancer
| ooked over to Marit, motioned to her to join them

Ramu frowned. "Do you think that wise? She is a prisoner. | do not |ike giving
away our plans to the eneny."

"As you say, she is a prisoner and would find it difficult—f not
i mpossi bl e—+o0 escape. | would like to hear what she has to say."

"If you are interested in lies, then, by all neans, Brother, let us hear her,"
Ramu said bitingly.

Marit cane up, stood silently between the two.

"Pl ease continue, Councillor," said Balthazar

Ramu remai ned silent for a nonment, displeased and angry, forced to rethink

what and how nmuch he was going to reveal. "I was going to say that |I plan to
go to the Final Gate. | want to see for myself what is transpiring."
"Excel l ent idea," Balthazar agreed. "I will acconpany you."

Ramu did not appear pleased. "I would think, Brother, that you would prefer to
remain on board. You are still very weak."

Bal t hazar shrugged this off. "I amthe representative of ny people. Their
ruler, if you will. You cannot, by Sartan | aw, refuse my request, Councillor."
Ramu bowed. "I was thinking only of your health."

"OfF course you were," Balthazar said smling, snooth. "And | will take Marit

along to act as ny adviser."

Caught conpletely by surprise, she stared at himin astoni shnent.
"Absolutely not." Ranu refused to consider the matter. "She is far too
dangerous. She will stay here, under guard."

"Be sensible, Councillor," Balthazar returned coolly. "This woman has |ived
both in the Nexus and in the Labyrinth itself. She is famliar with the
surroundi ngs, with the inhabitants. She knows what is transpiring—sonething
that, in ny nmnd, your scouts do not."



Ramu flushed in outrage. He was not accustoned to having his authority
chal | enged. The ot her Council memnbers, overhearing, |ooked unconfortable,
exchanged uneasy gl ances.

Bal t hazar remmined polite, politic. Ranmu had no choice but to acqui esce. He
needed the hel p of the Abarrach Sartan and this was neither the tine nor the
pl ace for the Councillor to challenge Balthazar's authority.

"Very well," Ranu said unpleasantly. "She may acconpany you, but she is to be
kept under strict watch. If anything happens—

"I take full responsibility for her upon nyself," Balthazar said hunbly.
Ramu, with a dark glance at Marit, turned on his heel and left.

Qutright confrontation had been avoi ded. But every Sartan who w t nessed the
clash of these two strong wills knew that war had been declared. Two suns do
not travel in the same orbit, as the saying goes.

"I want to thank you, Balthazar," Marit began awkwardly.

"Do not thank me," he said coldly, cutting her words off. Placing his thin,
wast ed hand on her arm he drew her over to one of the portholes. "Look out
here a monment. | want you to explain something to ne."

The bony fingers dug into Marit's armwi th such force that the sigla beneath
t hem began to gl ow, defending her. She didn't like his touch, started to pul
away. Hi s grip tightened.
"Watch for your chance," he said softly, urgently, before she could speak
"When it cones, take it. | will do what | can for you."

Escape! Marit knew instantly what he had neant. But why? She hel d back
suspi ci ous.

He gl anced over his shoulder. A few Sartan were watching them but they were
hi s people, whom he could trust. The other Sartan had either left with Ramu or
were occupied with hel ping their brethren.

Bal t hazar turned back to Marit, spoke in a | ow voice. "Ranu does not know
this, but I sent out nmy own scouts. They report that vast arm es of terrible
creatures —+ed dragons, wolves who wal k |ike nmen, gigantic insects—are nassed
around the Final Gate. You might be interested to know that Ramu's scouts
captured one of your people, interrogated him forced himto talk."

"A Patryn?" Marit was bew | dered. "But there are no Patryns left in the Nexus.
| told you—the serpents drove all ny people back through the Final Gate."

"There was sonething odd about this Patryn," Balthazar went on, studying her
intently. "He had very strange eyes."

"Let me guess. The eyes glowed red. That wasn't one of ny people! It was one
of the serpents. They can take any form+

"Yes. Fromwhat little you said, | gathered this m ght be sonething like that.
The Patryn adnmitted that his people are in |l eague with the serpents, fighting
to open the Final Gate."

"That part is true!" Marit cried, feeling hel pless. "W have to! If the Fina
Gate closes, nmy people will be trapped inside forever "



Fear and despair choked her. For a nonment she could not go on. Desperately,
she fought to maintain control, speak calmy. "But we are not in | eague with
the serpents. W know them for what they are. W would remain | ocked inside
the Labyrinth forever before we would side with them How can that fool Ramu
bel i eve such a thing!"

"He believes what he wants to believe, Marit. Wiat serves his purpose. O
perhaps he is blind to their evil." The necromancer smled, thin-Iipped,
rueful. "We are not. W& have | ooked inside that dark mirror. W recognize the
reflection.”

Bal t hazar sighed; his face had gone exceedingly pale. He was, as Ranu had

poi nted out, still weak. But he refused Marit's suggestion that he return to
his quarters, lie down.

"You need to get word to your people, Marit. Tell themwe are here. W nust
ally together to fight these creatures, or all of us will be destroyed. If
only there was sone one of your people who could talk to Ramu, convince him—+
"But there is!" Marit gasped, clutched at Balthazar. "Headnan Vasu! He is part
Sartan hinself! | will try to reach him | can use nmy magic to go to him But
Ramu will see what |I'mdoing and try to stop ne."

"How | ong do you need?"

"Long enough to draw the runes. A count of thirty heartbeats, no nore."

Bal t hazar smled. "Wait and watch."

Marit stood huddl ed beside a wall surrounding the burned-cut shells of what
had once been the beautiful buildings of the Nexus. The city that had shone

like the first star of the evening, gleaning bright against the twi-lit sky,
was a mass of blackened stone. Its wi ndows were dark and enpty as the eyes of
its dead. Smoke fromstill snol dering beans of wood cl ouded the sky, brought a

dirty and ugly night—+it by patches of orange—to the | and.

Two Sartan were supposed to be keeping watch on her, but they only glanced at
her occasionally, nore interested in what was transpiring beyond the Gate than
i n one subdued and seemi ngly harm ess Patryn prisoner

What she saw beyond the Gate weakened Marit far nore than any Sartan magic.
"The reports were correct,"” Ramu was saying grimy. "Arm es of darkness
massing for an assault against the Final Gate. W have arrived here just in
tine, it seens.”

"You fool!" Marit told himbitterly. "Those armies are nassing for an assault
agai nst us."

"Don't believe her, Sartan," hissed a sibilant voice from behind the walls.
"It is atrick. She lies. Their armes will break through the Final Gate and,
fromthere, advance into the four worlds."

A huge, snakelike head reared up from behind the wall, | oonmed over them
swayi ng slowy back and forth. Its eyes glinted red; its tongue flicked in and
out of toothless jaws. Its skin was old and winkled and hung | oose on its

si nuous body. It stank of death and corruption and burned-out ruins.

Bal t hazar recoiled in horror. "Wat ghastly creature is this?"



"Don't you know?" The red eyes glinted in what m ght have been | aughter. "You
created us . "

The two Sartan guards were pale and shaking. This was Marit's chance to flee,
but the serpent's terrible gaze was on her, or so it seened, and she coul d not
nmove or think or do anything except watch in dread fascination

Only Ranu was proof against its dire spell. "And so you are here, in |eague
with your friends, the Patryns. One of their own people told ne as nuch.”

The snake's head sank. Its eyes were hooded, the red glint fading. "You wong
us, Councillor. W are here to help you. As you surnised, the Patryns are
attenpting to break out of their prison. They have sunmoned hordes of dragons
to fight at their behest. Even now, their arnies approach the Final Gate."

The head slid over the wall, followed by part of the enornous, foul-snelling
body. Ramu could not help hinmself. He fell back before it, but only a step or
two. Then he held his ground.

"Your kind are with them"

The snake's head oscillated. "W serve our creators. Gve the command, and we
will destroy the Patryns and seal shut the Final Gate forever!"

The serpent rested its head on the ground in front of Ramu. Its red eyes
closed in servile subm ssion

"And when they have destroyed us, they will turn against you, Ramu!" Marit
warned. "You will find yourself inside the Labyrinth! O worse!™

The serpent ignored her. And so did Ranu.

"Why should we trust you? You attacked us on Chel estra—

The giant reptile lifted its head. Its red eyes flared in hurt indignation

"It was the wi cked nmensch who attacked you, Councillor. Not us. There is
proof. When your city was flooded with the magic-nullifying seawater, when you
were bereft of your power, weak and hel pl ess, did we harmyou? W could have."
The red eyes glinted for an instant; then—agai n—the hooded |ids shadowed
them "But we did not. Your esteened father—-honor to his nenory—epened Death's
Gate for us. W were only too happy to flee our nmensch persecutors. And a good
thing we did. G herw se, you would now face this threat from your npst
terrible enenies alone."

"You do face it alone, Ranu. In the end, we will all face it alone," Marit
said softly.

"This fromone who hel ped nurder your father!" the serpent hissed. "She
listened to his screans and she | aughed!"

Ramu went deathly pale. He turned to | ook at Marit.

"I didn't laugh," she said through trenbling |ips. She renenbered Sanmah's
screanms. Burning tears stung her eyelids. "I didn't |augh."

Ramu's fist cl enched.

"Kill her . . ." whispered the dragon-snake. "Kill her now . . . Take your



just revenge."

Ramu reached into his robes, drew forth the Sartan knife, the Cursed Bl ade. He
stared at it, | ooked back at her

Marit cane forward, apparently eager, ready to fight.
Bal t hazar stepped in between the two.

"Are you mad, Ramu? Look what this foul snake has driven you to do! Don't
trust it! | knowit. | recognize it! |I've seen it before.”

Ramu seened ready to shove Balthazar aside. "Get out of ny way. O by ny
father's nemory, | will kill you, too!"

The serpent watched, grew fatter, sleeker

The two Sartan guards | ooked on in horror, not certain what to do.

The Cursed Blade in Ranu's hand was wriggling, starting to come to life. Marit
drew a nmagical circle of blue and red sigla. Its fire shone brightly. Speaking

t he nane "Vasu," she stepped through the rune-circle and was gone.

Ramu thrust the Cursed Bl ade back into its sheath. Cold with anger, he turned
on the necromancer.

"You hel ped her escape. An act of treason! Wen this is ended, you will be
brought up on charges before the Council!"

"Don't be a fool, Ramu! " Bal t hazar returned.

"Marit was right. Look at that foul serpent! Don't you know it? Haven't you
seen it before? Take a good | ook —nside yoursel f!"

Ramu regarded Bal thazar grimly, then turned back to face the serpent. The
creature was bl oated, surfeited. The red eyes smled and w nked.

"I will ally nmyself with you. Attack the Patryns," Ranu ordered. "Kill them
Kill themall."

"Yes, Master!" The serpent bowed | ow
CHAPTER 28

THE SEVENTH GATE

"YOU SEE WHAT | S HAPPENI NG?" SAI D HAPLO,

Al fred shook his head. "It is hopeless. W will never learn. Qur people will
destroy each ot her " Hi s shoul ders slumnped in despair.

Haplo rested a hand on his arm "It may not be that bad, nmy friend. If your
people and mne can find a way to neet in peace, they will see the evil of the
serpents. The dragon-snakes can't keep playing one side off the other if both
sides stand together. W have people like Marit and Balthazar and Vasu

They are our hope. But the Gate nust be cl osed!"

"Yes." Alfred lifted his head, a tinge of color in his gray cheeks. He stared
at the door, the door marked Death's Gate. "Yes, you're right. The Gate mnust
be shut and seal ed. At |east we can contain the evil, keep it from spreadi ng."



"Can you do it?"

Al fred flushed. "Yes, | believe I can. The spell is not all that difficult. It
i nvol ves, you see, the possibility that—=

"No need to explain,” Haplo interrupted. "No tine."

"Ch, urn, yes." Alfred blinked. Approaching the door, he eyed it wistfully,

sadly. "If only this had never cone to be. I'mnot sure, you know, what will
happen when the Gate is shut." He waved his hand. "To this chanber, | mean.
There exists the possibility that . . . that it could be destroyed."

"And us with it," Haplo said quietly.
Al fred nodded.
"Then | guess that's a risk we'll have to take."

Al fred | ooked back into the door leading to the Labyrinth. The serpents tw ned
about the ruins of the Nexus, their huge bodies roiling over the bl ackened
stones and broken, charred beans. Red eyes glinted. He could hear their

| aught er.

"Yes," Alfred said softly, exhaling an indrawn breath. "And now—=

"Wait a minute!" Hugh the Hand was standi ng near the door through which they'd
entered. "l've got a question. This involves ne as well," he added harshly.

"OfF course, Sir Hugh," Alfred said, flustered, apologizing. "Please forgive .
["msorry ... | wasn't thinking-—

Hugh the Hand nmade an inpatient gesture, cut off Alfred s ranbling.
"Once you shut the Gate, what will happen to the four mensch worl ds?"

"I"ve been considering that," A fred pondered. "Fromny earlier studies, |
think it highly possible that the conduits which connect each world to the

other will continue working, even though the Gate is shut. Thus the
Ki cksey-wi nsey on Arianus will still send energy to the citadels on Pryan,
which will beamenergy to the conduits on Abarrach, which will in turn send—=

"So all the worlds would continue to function."”
"I"'mnot certain, of course, but the probability is such that—=
"But no one could travel between them"

"No. OF that, | amcertain," Afred said gravely. "Once Death's Gate is shut,
the only way to go fromworld to world would be to fly through space. Which is
—gi ven the nensch's present state of magi cal devel opment—+he only way they
could have traveled fromone world to another anyway. So far as we know, the
child Bane was the only nmensch ever to enter Death's Gate, and he did so

onl y—=

A sharp nudge from an el bow caught Alfred in the ribs.

"I want to talk to you for a nonent.'
the table.

Hapl o notioned Al fred over to stand near



"Certainly," Afred replied, "just after | finish explaining to Hugh—=

"Now, " Haplo said. "Don't you find that an odd question?" he asked beneath his
br eat h.
"Way, no," Alfred said, defending a brilliant pupil. "In fact, | thought it
quite a good one. If you renmenber, you and | discussed this on Arianus."

"Exactly," said Hapl o beneath his breath, |ooking at Hugh the Hand through
narrowed eyes. "W discussed it. Wiat's it to an assassin from Ari anus whet her
or not the mensch on Pryan can go visit their cousins on Chel estra? Wy shoul d
he care?"

"I don't understand." Alfred was puzzl ed.

Hapl o was silent, eyeing Hugh the Hand. He had shoved open one of the doors,
was peering through it. Haplo saw, in the distance, the floating continent of
Drevlin. Once shrouded in stormclouds, Drevlin now basked in sunshine. Light
glinted and fl ashed off the gold and silver and brass parts of the fabul ous
Ki cksey-w nsey.

"I"'mnot sure | understand, either,"” Haplo said at last. "But | think you'd
better cut short the academ cs, get on with your magic."

"Very well," Afred replied, troubled. "But I'lIl have to go back in tinme."
"Back? Back where?"

"Back to the Sundering." Alfred | ooked down at the white table, shivered. "I
don't want to, but it's the only way. | must know how Samah cast the spell."

"Do it, then," Haplo said. "But don't forget to return. And don't get yourself
sundered in the process."

Alfred smled wanly. "No," he said, blushing. "No, I'lIl be carefu

Slowy, reluctantly, fingers trenmbling, he placed his hands on the white table

. Chaos swirled around him Al fred stood, terrified, in the center of a
storm of magic. How ing wi nds buffeted him slamred hi m back agai nst the wall,
br eaki ng his bones. Crashing waves washed over him He was drowning,
suffocating. Lightning flared, crackled, blinded; thunder runbled in his head.
Fl anes roared, burned, consumed his flesh. He was sobbing in fear and in pain;
he was dyi ng.

"A single drop, though it falls into an ocean, will yet cause a ripple. | need
all of you! Don't give up. The nagic!" Samah was shouting to be heard over the
tumult. "Use the nmagic or none of us will survive!"

The magic drifted toward Alfred like a bit of flotsamon a stormtossed sea.
He saw hands reaching out for it, saw some grasp it, saw others m ss and
di sappear. He made a desperate grab

H s fingers closed over something solid. The noise and terror subsided for an
instant, and he saw the world —whol e, beautiful, shining blue-green in the

bl ackness of space. He nmust break the world, or the power of the chaotic magic
woul d break him

"I"'msorry!" he wept and repeated the words over and over. "lI'msorry. |I'm



sorry .
A single drop .

The worl d expl oded.

Al fred reached desperately for the possibility that it could be re-forned, and
he felt hundreds of other Sartan m nds surge toward the same goal. Yet he
still wept, even as he created, and his tears flowed into a sea of gently
swel I i ng waves .

Alfred lifted his head. Jonathon sat opposite him on the other side of the
table. The |l azar said nothing, the eyes sonetines alive, sonetinmes dead. But

Al fred knew that the eyes had seen

"So many died!" Alfred cried, shuddering. He coul dn't breathe; spasnodic sobs
choked him "So many!"

"Alfred!" Haplo shook him "Let go! Leave it!"

Al fred sat hunched over, his head in his hands, shoul ders heavi ng.

"Alfred . . ." Haplo urged quietly. "Tine . "

"Yes," Alfred said, drawing in a shivering breath. "Yes, I'mall right. And
I know how. | know how to shut Death's Gate."

He | ooked up at Haplo. "It will be for the best. | have no nore doubts.

Sundering the world was a great evil. But attenpting to 'fix' one evil by

nmeans of another —by collapsing the worlds back into one—woul d be even nore
devastating. And Lord Xar night not succeed. There is a chance the magic could
fail utterly. The worlds might break apart, never to be re-forned. Those
l[iving on the worlds would all die. Xar could be left with nothing but notes
of dust, droplets of water, w sps of snoke, and blood . . ."

Haplo smiled his quiet smile.
"I know sonething else, too." Alfred rose, tall and dignified, elegant and
graceful, to his feet. "I can cast the spell nmyself. | don't need your help,
my friend. You can go back." He gestured toward the door marked Labyrinth.
"They need you there. Your people. Mne."

Hapl o | ooked in that direction, |ooked back at a | and he had once despised, a
| and that now held everything dear to him He shook his head.

Al fred, prepared for this, launched into his argunent. "You are needed there.
I will do what has to be done. It's best this way. I"'mnot afraid. Well, not
much, " he amended. "The point is, there's nothing for you to do here. | don't
need you. And they do."

Hapl o said not hing, continued to shake his head.

"Marit loves you!" Alfred prodded at the weak point in Haplo's arnor. "You

| ove her. Go back to her. My friend," he continued earnestly, "for me to know
that you two are together . . . well ... it would nmake what | have to do so
much easi er "

Hapl o was still shaking his head.

Al fred | ooked pained. "You don't trust nme. | don't blane you. | know that in



the past 1've let you down, but, truly, I'mstrong now. | am=
"I know you are," Haplo said. "I trust you. | want you to trust ne."
Al fred stared, blinked.

"Listen to me. In order to cast the spell, you'll have to | eave this chamnber,
enter Death's Gate. Right?"

"Yes, but—=

"Then |I'm staying here." Haplo was firm
"Way? | don't—=

"To stand guard," Haplo said.

Al fred' s hopes, which had been bright, were suddenly di med; a dark cloud
passed over his sun. "Lord Xar. | forgot. But surely if he was going to try to
stop us, he would have done so by now*

"Just get on with the spell,"” Haplo said sharply.

Al fred regarded hi manxiously, sadly. "You know somnething. Something you're
not telling me. Sonething's wong. You're in danger. Perhaps | shouldn't |eave

"You and | don't matter. Think of them" Haplo said quietly.

"Let go," said Jonathon. "And take hold."

let go ... take hold . . ." The phantasm s voice was strong; stronger
al nost, than that of the body.

"Cast the spell,"” said Hugh the Hand. "Set me free."
A single drop, though it falls into an ocean, will yet cause a ripple.
"I will," said Alfred suddenly, lifting his head. "I can."

Turning to Haplo, Alfred reached out his hand.
"Farewel |, ny friend," he said. "Thank you. For bringing me back to life."
Hapl o took Alfred's hand, then enbraced the enbarrassed and startled Sartan

"Thank you," Haplo said, his voice gruff,
friend."

for giving ne life. Farewell, ny
Al fred was extrenely red. He patted Hapl o's back awkwardly, then turned away,
Wi ping his eyes and nose with his coat sleeve.

"You know," said Alfred, voice muffled, his face averted, "I ... | mss the
dog. "

"You know," said Hap!o, grinning, "so do I."

Wth a last fond | ook, Alfred turned and wal ked over to the door marked with
the sigil meaning "death."



He didn't stunbl e once.
CHAPTER 29
THE SEVENTH GATE

HAPLO STOOD NEAR DEATH S GATE, WATCHED AS ALFRED ENt ered. The patryn was aware
of a presence near him Hugh the Hand had cone up to stand at his side, join

himin his vigil. Haplo did not turn around, did not take his gaze fromthe
door way.
Al fred placed his hand on the sigil, spoke the rune.

The door swung open. Alfred, without a | ook behind, entered and di sappear ed.
Hugh t he Hand began wal ki ng toward the door

"I wouldn't go any farther," Haplo advised mldly.

The assassin halted, glanced back. "I only want to see what's going on."

"I'f you take another step, My Lord," Haplo said, and his voice was respectful
"I will be forced to stop you."

" "My Lord?'" " Hugh the Hand appeared puzzl ed

Hapl o noved to stand between the Hand and the door

"Do no violence,"” Jonathon warned quietly.

no vi ol ence

Hugh the Hand stared at the Patryn intently; then he shrugged and spoke
several words—words in the Patryn | anguage. Wrds a nensch coul d not possibly
know.

A shower of sparkling runes swirled around the assassin. The |ight was
dazzling; Haplo was forced to squint against it. Wien he could see, Hugh the
Hand was gone. Lord Xar stood in his place.

"The question about the four worlds,"” Xar said. "That's what gave ne away."
"Yes, My Lord." Haplo sniled, shook his head. "It wasn't the type of question
a mensch woul d ask. Hugh the Hand didn't much care about his one world, |et

al one three others. Where is he, by the way?"

Xar shrugged; his gaze was now concentrated on Death's Gate. "In the Fire Sea.
In the Labyrinth. Wio knows? The last | saw of him he was on board the Sartan
ship. Wiile you were fooling with that bunbling Sartan, | was able to assune
Hugh's form take his place on the back of the fire dragon. That thing knew
the truth." Xar's gaze flicked to Jonat hon

The | azar remai ned seated at the table, seemingly uncaring, oblivious.

"But what do the living nmean to those wal ki ng corpses? You were a fool to
trust it. It has betrayed you."

"Do no violence," Jonathon repeated softly.

no vi ol ence



Xar snorted. The glittering eyes flicked back to Haplo. "So you truly
i ntend—you and this Sartan master you serve—to shut Death's Gate."

"I do," said Haplo.

The lord' s eyes narrowed. "You doom your own people! You doomthe wonan you
| ove. You doom your child! Yes, she is alive. But she won't remain alive if
you pernmit the Sartan to shut the Gate.™

Hapl o said nothing, tried to maintain his outward composure. Xar was swift to
read the clenched jaw nmuscle, the faint pallor, the swift and doubtful glance
toward the door that led to the Labyrinth.

"Go to her, ny son," Xar said gently. "Go to Marit, find your child. | found

her. | know where she is. She is not far, not far at all. Take her and her
nmot her to the Nexus. You will be safe there. Wen ny work here is
conplete"—+the lord made an all -enconpassing gesture with his hands—=I will
return in triunmph to join you. Together, we will defeat our enemes, |ock the
Sartan in the prison they designed for us! And we will be free!"

Agai n, Haplo said nothing. But he did not nove, did not step aside. He
remai ned, bl ocki ng the door

Xar | ooked past Haplo, inside Death's Gate. He could not see Alfred, but he
could see the swirl of chaos, guessed that Al fred nust be having a difficult
time of it. So | ong as chaos prevail ed, Xar had nothing to worry about. He had
time. He glanced at the runes glowing on the walls. He could read their
war ni ng. The Lord of the Nexus turned back to Haplo, who was bl ocking his way.
"Alfred has tricked you, ny son," Xar warned. "He is using you. He will turn
on you in the end. Mark my words. He will cast you back into prison!"

Hapl o di d not nove.

Xar was beginning to grow angry. He marched forward until he stood directly in
front of Haplo. "Your loyalty belongs to ne, my son. | gave you life."

Hapl o remained silent. His left hand noved to his chest, to the scars over the
heart-rune.

Xar reached out, gripped that hand, nails digging into the flesh. "Yes, | let
you die! It was ny right to take your life, if | needed it. You pledged as
much to ne there"—the gnarled finger pointed back to the Labyrinth—=in front
of the Final Gate."

"Yes, Lord. It was your right."

"I could have killed you, ny son. | could have. | did not. Love breaks the
heart." Xar sighed. "There is a weakness in me. | admt it—=

"Not a weakness, Lord. Qur strength,"” said Haplo. "That is why we have
survived. "

"Hatred!" Xar was displ eased, his voice cold. "That is why we have survived
And now vengeance is within our grasp! Not only vengeance, but a chance to put
the great wong right! The four worlds will becone one agai n—under our rule!"

"Thousands, mllions will die," said Haplo.



"Mensch!" Xar was scornful; then—glancing back at Haplo's face—the lord
realized he'd said the wong thing.

But he was distracted. Keeping one eye on Death's Gate, Xar could see the nad
whirl of chaos slowi ng. He had not overestimated Alfred' s power. The Serpent
Mage m ght actually be able to pull this off.

Xar was running out of tine. "Forgive ny callous attitude, my son. | spoke
hastily, w thout thought. You know that | will do what | can to save as nany
of the nensch as possible. W will need themto help us rebuild. Tell me the
nanes of those nensch you particularly want protected and | will arrange for
themto be transported to the Nexus. You yourself can watch over them You
will be the guarantor of their safety-sonething you cannot do if Death's Gate
is shut. I will not be able to rescue themthen. Go to Death's Gate. Take this
opportunity. I will send you back to Marit, to your child—=

Haplo did not hesitate. "No, My Lord."

Xar was furious, frustrated. He saw that the chaos inside Death's Gate was
ending. A door, at the far end of a long corridor, stood open. Alfred was
reaching out his hand to shut it

The Lord of the Nexus had no choi ce.

"You have thwarted nmy wishes for the last tine, nmy son!" Xar stretched forth
hi s hand, began to chant the runes.

Jonat hon's voice rose. "Do no violence!" The phantasm repeated t he warning,
but its voice could no | onger be heard.

CHAPTER 30
DEATH S GATE

ALFRED HAD FORGOTTEN THE TERROR OF JOURNEYI NG t hrough Death's Gate, which
conpresses and conbi nes, sorts out and divides all possibilities at precisely
the sane nonent in tine.

Thus he found hinmsel f entering an i mmense, cavernous corridor that was a small
aperture growing smaller all the time. The walls and floors and ceiling rushed
away from him expanding ever outward, as the corridor collapsed in on him
crushing himw th enptiness.

"I have to ignore this, or I'll go mad!" he realized frantically. "I have to

focus on sonething ... on the Gate. On shutting the Gate. Wiere . . . where is
it?"

He | ooked and instantly the possibility that he had found the Gate caused it
to appear, even as the possibility that he would never find it made it vanish.
He refused to adnmt the second possibility, held on fast to the first, and he
saw-at the far end of the corridor, in front of him to his rear, noving
rapidly toward him continually receding, growi ng ever nore distant the closer
he cane—a door.

It was marked with a sigil, the sanme sigil as the door he'd entered. In
bet ween the two doors was the corridor known as Death's Gate. Shut both doors,
and he woul d shut off that corridor forever

But in order to shut that far door, he had to wal k down the corridor.



Chaos danced and shifted around him the possibilities happening

si mul taneously, no two at the same tinme. He was shivering with cold because he
was too hot. He had eaten so much he was starving to death. H's voice was too
[ oud; he couldn't hear it. He nmoved extrenely fast and never left the place
where he was floating, standing, hopping, running, on his head, on his feet,

si deways.

"Control," Alfred said to hinself desperately. "Control the chaos."

He focused, concentrated, grappled with the possibilities, and finally the
corridor was a corridor and it remained a corridor and the ceiling was up and
the floor was down and all things were where they should be. The door was at
the end of the corridor. It was open. He had only to shut it.

Alfred started forward.

The door noved backwar d.

He stopped. It kept going.

It stopped. He kept going. Away fromit.

"Let go," Jonathon's voice echoed. "And take hold."

"OfF course!" Alfred cried. "That is ny m stake! That was Samah's m stake. That
has al ways been our m stake, all through the centuries! W seek to control the

uncontrollable. Let go ... let go."

But letting go was not an easy thing to do. It meant giving hinself up
conpletely to the chaos.

Alfred tried. He opened his hands. The corridor began to shift; the walls
closed in, flew outward. Alfred clenched his fists tight over nothing and held
on for dear life.

"I don't think I"'mdoing this right," he said mserably. "Perhaps | wasn't
meant to let go conpletely. Surely it won't hurt if | hold on to just a tiny
piece . . "

A joyful whuff sounded at the far end of the corridor. Alfred whirled about,
standi ng stock-still, and saw a dog—Aputh open in a wide grin, tongue lolling—
boundi ng down the corridor, heading straight for him

"No!" Alfred shouted, raising his hands to ward off the animal. "No! There's a
good boy. Don't cone any closer! Nice dog! Good dog! No!"

The dog leapt, struck Alfred squarely in the chest. The Sartan tunbl ed head
over feet backward. Pieces of the magic flew everywhere. He was falling up
soaring down .

And there was the door, right in front of him

Alfred slammed to a halt. And he renmmni ned halted.

Thankful Iy, he nmopped his sweating head with his shirt sleeve. It was all so
easy, really.

In front of himan ordinary wooden door with a silver handle. Not very
prepossessi ng, al nost a di sappointnent. Alfred | ooked through the door, saw
the four worlds, saw the Nexus, the Labyrinth, the shattered Vortex.



The Labyrinth. Patryns and Sartan stood drawn up in battle formation on either
side of a charred and bl ackened wall. Hi gh above the armies flew the good
dragons of Pryan, but few could see themthrough the snoke and darkness.
Everyone coul d see the Labyrinth's creatures, terrible nmonsters that lurked in
the forests, waiting to fall on the victor. If there could ever be a victor in
thi s hopel ess battle.

O her than the serpents.

Bl oated, fat with the hatred and the fear, the serpents slithered al ong on
either side of the wall, aiding both arm es, whispering, urging, exhorting,
lying, fanning the flanes of war.

Horrified, sickened, Al fred reached out to slam shut the door

One of the serpents caught sight of sudden nmovenent, reared its head. It
| ooked up, through the chaos, and saw Al fred

Death's Gate stood wi de open, visible to anyone who knew where to find it.

The snake's red eyes flared in alarm It saw the danger: forever trapped in
the Labyrinth. The way to the |lush mensch worl ds cl osed of f.

Shrieking a warning, the serpent uncoiled its huge body. Red eyes caught
Alfred in their lurid gaze. The serpent screeched hideous threats, conjured up
terrifying i mages of pain-racked tornent. Toothl ess maw gapi ng wi de, the
dragon-snake surged toward the open door, noving with the speed and force of a
cycl one.

Al fred's hand cl osed over the silver handle. Shutting out the serpent's
hi deous voice, the Sartan fought to pull the door shut.

And then, fromfar, far behind him he heard a distant voice—tord Xar's voi ce.
"You have thwarted my wishes for the last time, ny son!"

And Jonat hon's voice, "Do no viol ence!"

Hapl o's voice, a cry of pain and anguish . . . and a shouted warning to

Al fred.

Too | ate.

A sigil, red and flam ng, shot down the corridor. It burst, like a |ightning

bl ast, on Alfred s chest.

Bl i nded, consuned by fire, he lost his grip on the door handle.
The door swung wi de open

The serpent roared inside.

CHAPTER 31

THE SEVENTH GATE

THE SERPENT BURST THROUGH THE DOOR AND | NTO DEATH S Gate at the precise nonment
that Xar's sigil struck Alfred.



Chaos broke free of Alfred s fragile grasp and began to feed off the serpent,
which, in turn, fed off chaos. The serpent cast one glance at the Sartan, saw
himhorribly injured, probably dying. Satisfied that Al fred posed no threat,
the serpent slithered through the corridor, heading for the chanber.

Al fred could not stop it. Xar's deadly magic seared his skin like nolten iron
Falling to his knees, Alfred clutched his chest in agony. Sartan of ancient

ti mes woul d have known how to defend thensel ves. Alfred had never fought a
Patryn. He had never been trained in warfare. The burning pain robbed him of
his senses; he couldn't think. He only wanted to die and end the tornment. But
then he heard Hapl o' s hoarse shout.

Fear for his friend penetrated the blazing wall of agony. Hardly know ng what
he was doing, acting out of instinct, A fred began to do what Ranu woul d have
known to do inmediately. Alfred started to unravel Xar's |ethal nagic.

The nonent he broke the first rune-structure, the pain eased. Breaki ng down
the rest of the sigla was sinple after that, sinmlar to ripping out a seam
once the first thread has been pulled. But though he was no | onger dying, he
had l et the magical attack go on too long. It had hurt him wounded him

Weakened, Alfred cast a despairing glance at the door |eading fromDeath's
Gate into the Labyrinth. He could never shut it now Chaos buffeted it like a
hurri cane wi nd.

He turned, | ooked down the corridor, trying to see what was happening in the

Chanber. But the other door was far, far away from himand so snall; he m ght
have been trying to enter a child s doll house. The hall |eading back to the
door undul ated and swayed, the floor now the wall, the wall now the ceiling,

the ceiling now the floor.

"Violence," Alfred said to hinmself in despair. "Violence has entered the
Sacred Chanber."

What was happening in there? Was Haplo alive or dead?

Alfred tried to stand, but chaos ripped the floor out fromunder his feet. He
tunmbl ed down, | anded heavily, gasping for breath. He was too weak to fight, in
too much pain, too distracted by his own fear. His clothes hung fromhimin
charred rags. He was afraid to |l ook at the flesh beneath, afraid of what he
woul d see. Gipping hold of the remmants of his faded vel vet jacket, he drew
the cloth over the wound, hid it from sight.

H s hands came away covered w th bl ood.

But he had to do sonething. He couldn't just sit here. If Haplo was alive, he
was fighting his enenies al one

Al fred was about to make another effort to stand when novenent caught his
attention. He | ooked out of Death's Gate into the Labyrinth. Hundreds of
serpents were surging for the open door

Haplo lay sprawled on the floor in front of the doorway |eading to Death's
Gate. He was either unconscious or dead; Xar didn't know which and he didn't
care. The lord had also dealt with the so-called Serpent Mage. Another gl ance
showed him Al fred bl eedi ng, weak, craw ing about aimessly on his hands and
knees. So nuch for the powerful Sartan

Certain he was now safe frominterference, Xar imrediately turned his
attention to the doors leading to the four nmensch worlds, began to chant the



spell that would collapse all the worlds into one. He paid no attention to the
| azar, which was ranting on about bringing violence into the Sacred Chanber.

Xar knew the spell. The Lord of the Nexus, in the guise of Hugh the Hand, had
been sitting at the white table. He had shared Alfred' s visions of the
Sundering. A fred had, in fact, seen hima |apse on Xar's part. Fortunately,
the Sartan had been so unnerved by the entire experience that he had not known
what he'd seen. At that point, A fred could have made Xar's task far nore
difficult. As it was now, the Lord of the Nexus had only to reach into the
possibilities.

It had taken hundreds of Sartan to work the magic that had broken the world
apart. Xar was not daunted by the task, however. It would be far easier to
col l apse the world, especially since he could call on the power inbued in the
Sevent h Gate.

Lord Xar had a clear view of each of the four worlds. He began to draw the
runes swiftly in the air, sigla of destruction, of reversal and upheaval.

Feroci ous storm cl ouds massed on Arianus.

The four bright suns on Pryan went dark

The seawaters of Chel estra bubbl ed and boil ed.
Trenmors shook the unstable world of Abarrach

"Your power is imense, Lord of the Nexus," hissed a voice behind Xar. "Al
honor to you."

Xar turned. A serpent in nman's form+esenbling one of Xar's own peopl e—st ood
in the center of the Chanber. The serpent | ooked exactly like a Patryn in al
respects, except that the sigla tattooed on its skin were neani ngl ess scraw s.

Xar was wary. He knew enough about the serpents now not to trust them He al so
knew t hey were powerful in magic. This one nmight very well disrupt his spell
al though it had not done so yet.

"Who are you?" Xar demanded. "Wat do you want ?"
"You know ne, Lord," said the serpent. "I am Sang-drax."
"Sang-drax is dead," Xar said crisply. "The serpent died in the Labyrinth."

"Yet here | stand, very much alive. | told your mnion"—a red-eyed gl ance at
the fallen Haplo—and | tell you, Lord of the Nexus, that we cannot die. W
have al ways been. W will always be."

Xar snorted. "VWhat are you doing here, then? The last | saw, you and your kind
were in the Labyrinth, killing my people!"

The serpent was shocked, saddened. "Alas that you refused to take tine to |let
us explain, Lord of the Nexus. Those we attacked in the Labyrinth are not your
peopl e, not true Patryns. No, they are an evil m xture—Patryn bl ood m ngl ed
with Sartan. Such a weak strain should not be perpetuated, don't you agree?

After all," Sang-drax added, eyes glittering red through hooded lids, "you
were there. You could have stopped us."
Xar waved this aside as uninportant. "I heard sonething of this from Hapl o.

do not like the idea, but | will deal with these hal f-breeds when | return to



the Labyrinth. | ask you again, why are you here? Wat do you want?"
"To serve you, My Lord," said the serpent, bow ng.

"Then keep watch on Death's Gate," Xar ordered. "I don't want that fool Sartan
interfering."

"As you conmand, My Lord."

Xar kept watch on the serpent fromthe corner of his eye. Sang-drax noved
obediently to take up his post. The lord no |onger trusted the serpents, and
he understood that he would eventually have to prove to them once and for

all, who was master. But, for now, the serpent was probably telling the truth.
It was here to serve, its interests coinciding with his own. He turned back to
his magi c, which had already started to wane, gave it his full and conplete
attention.

The nonent Xar's back was turned, Sang-drax exani ned Hapl o's body. The Patryn
appeared to be dead. The sigla on his skin did not glowin the serpent's
presence. Sang-drax, glancing back at Xar, surreptitiously kicked the fallen
Patryn with a toe of his boot.

Hapl o didn't nove.
Engul fed by his magic, Xar didn't notice.

Sang-drax reached into the folds of his clothing, drew forth a dagger, w ought
in the shape of a striking snake.

Pl ayi ng dead had saved Haplo's |life nmore than once in the Labyrinth. The trick
was to control the nagic, his body's natural defense; prevent the sigla from
reacting. The drawback was that this did, in fact, [eave hi mdefensel ess. But
Hapl o knew that this Sang-drax the Second or the Second MIlionth or whatever
the serpent termed itself was not interested in him The serpent was playing
for far larger stakes. It was playing for control of the universe.

Forcing hinmself to relax, Haplo let his body go |inp, absorbed the kick from
the serpent without flinching. Fear and revul sion surged through him his body
aching to fight, to defend and protect against the evil that was nearly
overwhel m ng his senses. Haplo grit his teeth. He risked a gl ance, peering

t hrough hal f-cl osed eyelids.

He saw Sang-drax and he saw the dagger—a hi deous, sinuously curved bl ade the
same gray color as, inits other form the dragon-snake's scal ed body.
Sang-drax had no further interest in Haplo. The serpent's red-eyed gaze was
fixed on Xar.

Hapl o risked surveying the Chanber. Jonathon continued to sit at the white
table. The | azar had nmade no nove, seened unconcerned, uncaring, dead. Haplo
gl anced back at the door leading to Death's Gate. He couldn't see Alfred

t hrough the swirling nmadness of the chaos, had no idea if the Sartan was dead
or alive.

"If he's alive, he's probably fighting his own battle," Hapl o reasoned.
" Sang- drax undoubtedly brought reinforcenents."

As if in response, he heard Alfred give a low cry of horror and despair. He
woul dn't be conming to Haplo's aid. And there was nothing Haplo could do to
hel p the Sartan.



Hapl o had probl ens of his own.

Agai nst a ghastly backdrop of stornms and fire, of darkness and churning seas,
Lord Xar was drawing the intricate pattern of runes that would, when conpl ete,
cause the elements of the four worlds to shift and alter, to break apart and
col l apse. Intent on his spell-casting, Xar did not dare allow his
concentration to shift for even a minuscule fraction of a second. So
difficult, so inmense was the spell, he was forced to pour every portion of
his being into it. H's own defenses were |owered; the sigla on his winkled
skin barely gl owed.

The magic was a blazing inferno in front of the Lord of the Nexus. Hi s back
was unpr ot ect ed.

Sang-drax raised the dagger. The serpent's red eyes focused on the base of the
lord's skull, the place where the protective runes ended.

Silently, the serpent glided toward its victim But in order to reach Xar
Sang-drax woul d have to go around Hapl o.

If ny lord dies, the spell he is casting will be disrupted. The worlds will be
safe. | should let Xar die.

As he let ne die.

| should do nothing. Let ny lord die ..

| nust

"My Lord!" Haplo shouted as he sprang to his feet. "Behind you!"

CHAPTER 32

THE SEVENTH GATE

ALFRED STARED | N HORROR THROUGH DEATH S GATE. OTHER serpents had left the
battle in the Labyrinth, were speeding toward the open door. One, in the

vanguard, was al nost there

"Haplo!" Alfred started to call for help and at that nmonent heard Haplo's
war ni ng shout to Lord Xar

d anci ng back over his shoul der, down the chaotic corridor, Afred could see
the Patryn springing to attack the serpent.

Al fred choked back his own cry. He turned hel plessly to the open doorway, to

t he serpent—+ed eyes gl eami ng—tunging for it. If that serpent succeeded in
entering, it would join its fellow, and Haplo would be fighting two of them
H s chances agai nst one were slim against two the odds woul d be

i nsurnountabl e, particularly if Xar turned against him as seenmed very likely.

"I have to stop this one nyself!" Alfred said, groping around within hinself
for the courage, for the other Alfred, for the A fred whose nane was truly
Coren— The Chosen

And suddenly the possibility was enacted that Al fred was back inside the
mausol eum of Ari anus.

He couldn't believe it. He stared around, confused, yet inmeasurably relieved,
thankful, as if he'd wakened in his bed to find that the preceding had al



been nothing but a terrible nightnare.

The tonb was peaceful, silent. He was secure, safe. The coffins of his
friends, sleeping in tranquillity, surrounded him And as he gazed around in
t hankful bewi | dernent, wondering what all this neant, Alfred saw the door of
his own coffin open.

He had only to craw inside, lie down, close his eyes.
Gatefully, he took a step toward it ... and fell over the dog

He tunbled to the cold marble floor of the nausol eum entangled in a confused
flurry of paws and pluny tail. The animal yelped in pain. A fred had | anded
squarely on top of it.

Crawl i ng out from underneath the spread-eagled Sartan, the animal shook itself
i ndignantly, regarded himw th reproachful eyes.

"I"'msorry . Al fred stammered.
H s apol ogy echoed through the chanber |ike the voice of a phantasm The dog
barked irritably.

"You're right," Alfred said, flushing, snmling faintly. "There
go—apol ogizing. I won't let it happen again."

The door to the coffin slamred shut.

He was back in Death's Gate, inside the corridor, and the serpent was in the
door way.

Alfred let go ... and seized hold.

A green-scal ed and gol den-wi nged dragon, its burnished crest shining like a
sun, shattered the corridor of chaos, burst out of Death's Gate, and attacked
t he serpent.

The dragon's powerful back claws slamred into the serpent's body, slid through
t he gray-scal ed skin, dug deep into flesh

The serpent, inpaled on the dragon's claws, withed and twisted in an attenpt
to free itself, but the nmovenent only drove the claws deeper into its body. In
terrible pain, the serpent fought back, its toothless, powerful jaws
attenpting to close around the dragon's sl ender neck, crack and break it.

The dragon's fangs cl osed over the snake's snapping jaws, sank into the head,
between the red, hate-filled eyes. Blood spurted, raining down on the
Labyrinth. The serpent shrieked in its death throes, and its cries reached its
fell ows.

They began to cl ose ranks around the dragon, preparing to rush in for the
kill.

Al fred |l oosed his claws fromthe dead serpent, let it fall to the ground. He
longed to return to the Chanber, to come to Haplo's aid, but Alfred dared not
| eave the door unguarded.

The green and gol den dragon flew before Death's Gate, awaited the onsl aught.

Haplo's cry jolted Xar fromhis nmagic. He had no need to | ook around to know



what was happeni ng. The serpent had betrayed him Xar had barely tine enough
to reestablish his body's own nagical defenses when he was hit from behind. A
flash of pain seared the back of his head.

Xar stunbl ed, turned to defend hinsel f.

Hapl o was struggling with Sang-drax, both of them grappling for a bl oodstai ned
dagger.

"Lord Xar! This traitor tried to kill you!" Sang-drax snarled, striking
vi ciously at Hapl o.

Hapl o said nothing, his breath com ng in sharp, painful gasps. The sigla on
his skin flared blue. There was bl ood on his hands.

Xar reached to touch the wound, drew back fingers wet with bl ood.

"I ndeed," he said and watched the battle between Hapio and the serpent with a
strange detachnent. The pain was a distraction, but he didn't have tinme to
heal hinself. The rune-construct he had created blazed with a bright light in
front of the four doors—the doors that |led to the four worlds. But, here and
there, the light was starting to fade. Bereft of the lord s power, the magic
he had cast was starting to unravel

Xar irritably wi ped away the blood that was starting to ooze down his neck and
into his robes. The blood m ght have been soneone else's for all the thought
he gave it.

Sang-drax struck Hapl o agai n and agai n—savage, vicious bl ows that cracked open
t he rune-nmagi c, began to bruise and batter flesh and bone. Haplo's face was
sneared with bl ood. He was half-blind, stunned, could do little to halt the
brutal attack. Blow after bl ow drove Haplo to his knees. A vicious kick in the
face sent himreeling backward. He fell, |lay unconscious. On the floor near
hi m was t he snake-shaped dagger

Sang-drax turned to face Xar.

The Lord of the Nexus tensed. The serpent stood between Xar and the magica
rune-construct.

Sang-drax pointed at the fallen Haplo.

"This treacherous servant of yours tried to nurder you, Lord of the Nexus!
Fortunately, | was able to stop him Say the word and | will end his life."

Haplo roll ed over, lay face first on the bl ood-spattered fl oor

"You needn't waste your tine," Xar said, drawing closer to Haplo, to the
serpent, to the magic. "I will deal with him Stand aside."

The serpent's red eyes gleanmed with a bright, suspicious light. Swiftly,
Sang- drax hooded his enotion, |owering the eyelids.

"I amonly too pleased to obey you, Lord. First"—the serpent swooped
down—allow ne to retrieve the traitor's dagger. He m ght be shamm ng again."

Sang-drax's hand cl osed over enpty air.

Xar—quite by inadvertence—had placed his foot on the bl ood-covered bl ade. He
knelt beside Haplo, all the while keeping an eye on Sang-drax. The lord



grasped hol d—not gently—ef Haplo's chin, turned his face to the light. A
savage cut had split open Haplo's forehead, practically to the bone.

The lord traced, swiftly, obliquely, a healing sigil over the wound, closing
it, stopping the bleeding. Then, after a nmonent's hesitation, Xar traced

anot her sigil on Haplo's forehead, a copy of the one over Xar's own heart. He
traced it in blood; it wouldn't last. It had no power ... no mmgi cal power.

At his lord' s touch, Haplo groaned; his eyes flickered open. Xar increased the
pressure, digging his gnarled fingers deep into Haplo's flesh.

Hapl o | ooked up, blinked. He was having difficulty focusing, and when he could
see, he seened puzzl ed. Then he sighed and sniled. Reaching out his hand, he
clasped Xar's wrist.

"My Lord," Haplo murnured. "I"'mhere . . . |I've reached it. The Final Gate."

"What is he tal king about, Lord?" Sang-drax demanded nervously. "Wat is he
telling you? Lies, My Lord. Lies."
"He's not saying anything inportant,”
t he Labyrinth."

Xar replied. "He imagines he is back in

Hapl o shuddered. Hi s voi ce hardened, grew strong. "I beat it, Lord. | defeated
it."

"You did, ny son," Xar said. "You won a great victory."

Haplo smiled. He clung to Xar's hand a nmonent |onger, then let go. "Thank you
for your help, My Lord, but | do not need you now. | can wal k through the Gate
on ny own."

"So you can, mny son," said Xar softly. "So you can."

Sang-drax spoke a sigil—a Sartan sigil—-and drew a Patryn sigil in the air at
the sane tinme. The two runes flared, flashed, and flew toward the construct
Xar had creat ed.

But the Lord of the Nexus had been watching, waiting for the serpent to make
just such a nmove. He reacted swiftly, cast his own rune. The constructs net,
burst, exploded in a shower of sparks, and cancel ed each other out.

Xar rose to his feet. He held the snake dagger in his hand.
"I know the real traitor," he said, watching Sang-drax, who watched the |ord
t hrough narrowed, glittering red eyes. "I know who has tried to bring ny
people to ruin."

"You want to see the person who has brought destruction to his people?"
Sang-drax sneered, nocking. "Look in a mrror, Lord of the Nexus!"

"Yes," said Xar quietly, "I look in a mrror."
Sang-drax shed the Patryn body, took on serpent form grow ng, expanding unti
the great, sline-covered bulk filled the Chanber of the Danmmed.

"Thank you, Lord of the Nexus, for casting the spell to tear down the worlds,"
said the serpent, its head rearing upward. "It was, | admit, a plan we had not
considered. But it will work out well for us. W will feed off the turmoil and
chaos for eons to cone. And your people, trapped forever in the Labyrinth.



regret you will not live to see it, Lord Xar, but you are far too dangerous—

The serpent's toothl ess maw opened. Xar | ooked at his doom Then he turned
away.

He gave his attention to the magic, to the wondrous rune-construct he had
created. The magic he had spent his life creating—a dream forged out of
hat r ed.

He knew the snake was attacking, |ethal jaws opening wi de to devour him

Wth a steady hand, he drew the sigil in the air. Its fire glowed blue, then
red, then hot white, blazing, blinding. Xar spoke the conmand, his voice firm
cl ear, | oud.

The sigil struck the magical rune-construct, burst on it |ike an expl oding
star, tore the heart out of the spell

Snappi ng jaws cl osed over the Lord of the Nexus.
CHAPTER 33
THE SEVENTH GATE

THE SERPENTS FLEW TOMRD DEATH S GATE. THE OPENI NG WAS cl early visible now, a
bl ack patch in the gray, snoke-filled sky above the Labyrinth. Bel ow, the

Fi nal Gate remai ned open, but the Sartan were nassing their forces along it;
the Patryns were doing the same on the opposite side.

Alfred tried to contain his despair, but he could not hope to hold the Gate
agai nst the enornmous power of the eneny. Frightful sounds fromthe Chanber
behi nd hi munnerved him distracted his attention when he needed to
concentrate on his magic. Frantically, he searched through the possibilities,
trying to find one that would come to his aid, but it seened he was seeking to
do the inpossible.

What ever spell he cast, the serpents had the ability to rip it asunder. He had
never realized before how truly powerful the creatures were—either that or
they were gaining strength and power fromthe war below Sick at heart, the
green and gol den dragon kept guard before Death's Gate and waited for the end.
A shape | ooned into view, swooping at himfromthe side.

Bracing hinself, Alfred swerved to fight.

He faced an old nan seated on a dragon's back. The old man was dressed in
nouse-col ored robes, his white hair flew out wildly behind.

"Red Leader to Red One!" the old man how ed. "Cone in, Red One!"

The serpents were spreadi ng out, sending sone to deal with AlIfred. The rest
were massing to enter Death's Gate.

"Break off the attack, Red One," the old man shouted and waved a hand. "Go
rescue the princess! My squadron'll take over!"

Behind the old man, |egions of dragons of Pryan flew out of the snoke of the
bur ni ng Nexus.

"How do you like ny ship?" The old man patted the dragon's neck. "Made the



Kessel run in six parsecs!™”

The dragon dropped suddenly fromthe skies, diving for one of the serpents.
The old man gave Alfred a salute before he disappeared fromview The other
Pryan dragons foll owed, soaring into the battle against their enenies.

Al fred no longer had to deal with his enenmies alone. He could return to the
Chanber of the Dammed. He flew inside Death's Gate. Once there, he altered his
form was again the tall and gangling, balding, velvet-coated Sartan. He stood
for a nonment watching the fight.

Confronted by a courageous, determ ned foe, nost of the serpents were fleeing.
"Good-bye, Zifnab," Alfred said quietly.

Si ghing, he turned back to face the chaos reverberating throughout the hal
behi nd hi m

And, as he did so, he heard a faint cry.

"The nanme's . . . Luke .

I nsi de the Chanber of the Dammed, the serpent crushed Xar in its toothless
nmout h, then flung the broken and bl oodi ed body into the softly glowi ng walls
of the Chanber of the Dammed.

The lord's body hit with a bone-crushing thud, slid down the wall, |eaving a
snear of blood on the white marble. Xar lay in a crunpled heap at the bottom
The serpent shrieked in triunph.

"My Lord!" Haplo was on his feet, dizzy and weak, but no | onger disoriented

"There is nothing you can do," said the serpent. "The Lord of the Nexus is
dead. "

The serpent's red eyes turned on Hapl o.

Through the four doors behind him Haplo could see the four worlds. The storns
on Arianus were beginning to abate. The seas of Chelestra were once nore calm
Pryan's suns shone with blinding brilliance. Abarrach's crust shuddered and
was still. The crunpled body of his lord lay in a pool of blood.

Seated at the white table, Jonathon intoned, "Do no viol ence."”

"It's alittle late for that," Haplo said grinly.
The serpent |oomed over him its huge head weavi ng hypnotically back and
forth, red eyes staring down at him

Hapl o' s only weapon was the snake-shaped dagger. He was surprised to feel how
well it fit his hand, the hilt seeming to adapt itself to his touch. But the
short bl ade woul d be less than an insect bite on the thick and magi cal skin of
t he serpent.

Hapl o gripped the weapon, eyed the nonster, waited for the attack. The sigla
on his skin flared brightly.

The serpent began to shift form dwindling in size until, within the span of
an eyeblink, an elf lord stood in the Chamnber.



Gving Haplo an ingratiating smle, Sang-drax began to sidle closer
"Far enough," said Haplo, raising the knife.

Sang-drax halted. Slender, delicate hands raised, palns facing outward, in a
gesture of surrender and conciliation. He | ooked hurt, disappointed.

"I's this how you thank ne, Hapl o?" Sang-drax nade a graceful gesture toward
Xar. "But for ny intervention, he would have taken your life."

Hapl o cast Xar's body a gl ance, quickly brought his attention back to
Sang-drax, who—n the intervening ti me—had once again attenpted to draw near
the Patryn.

"You killed ny liege lord," said Haplo quietly.

Sang-drax | aughed in disbelief. "Liege lord! | killed the |ord who ordered
Bane to have you assassinated. The | ord who seduced the woman you | ove, then
convi nced her to nurder you. The |lord who was going to chain you to a life of
tornment anong the undead! That's your liege lord for you."

"I'f ny lord required nmy death as paynent for ny life, then that was his
right," Haplo returned, holding the dagger high and steady. "You are wasting
my tine. Whatever it is you nmean to do to ne, get on with it."

He wondered where Alfred was, could only assume the Sartan was dead.

Sang-drax was perplexed. "My dear Haplo, | have no weapons. | amnot a threat
to you. No, | want to serve you. My people want to serve you. Once | bowed
down to you and called you 'Master.' | do so again."

The serpent in elf formmade a | ow and servile bow, red eyes | owered, hooded.
Crouching like a toad, he nade another attenpt to creep up on Haplo, halted at
the flash of the snake-shaped bl ade.

"The Sartan have arrived in the Nexus," Sang-drax continued, voice sibilant.
"Do you know that, Haplo? Ranu plans to seal shut the Final Gate. | can stop
them M people and | can destroy them You have only to say the word, and
your eneny's blood will be sweet wine for you to savor. W ask one small favor
inreturn.”

"And that is—=2" Hapl o asked.

Sang-drax | ooked toward the four doors; the red eyes glinted eagerly,
hungrily. "Cast the spell, the one your lord was weaving. You can do it,
Hapl o. You are as powerful as Xar. And | will be glad to offer my poor hel p—=
Hapl o smiled grimy, shook his head.

"Surely you don't refuse?" Sang-drax was pai ned, sadly astonished.

Hapl o didn't answer. Instead, he began wal ki ng backward, toward the first
door —Ari anus.

Sang-drax watched, red eyes narrow ng. "Wat are you doing, Haplo, ny friend?"

"Shutting the door, Sang-drax, ny friend," Haplo returned. "Shutting all the
doors. "

"A mstake, Haplo." The serpent hissed softly. "A terrible mstake."



Hapl o | ooked down onto Arianus, world of air. The storm cl ouds were being

bl own apart; Sol arus was shining. He could see the continent of Drevlin, the
metal parts of the great Kicksey-winsey flashing in the intermttent sunlight.
He coul d picture Linbeck the dwarf, peering nearsightedly through his thick

| enses, giving a speech to which no one was |listening, except Jarre. And

per haps, someday, a host of snall Linmbecks who would change a world with their
"whys. "

Hapl o smil ed, said good-bye, and slamred shut the door
Sang-drax hi ssed again in displeasure.

Haplo didn't look at the serpent; he could tell by the fact that the |light was
growi ng dark in the Chanber that the creature was once nore altering its
shape.

The next door, Pryan, world of fire. Blinding sunlight, a contrast to the
growi ng shadows gat hering around him Tiny silver stars were glittering jewels
set in a green velvet jungle. The citadels, cone to life, beanmed their Iight
and energy out into the universe. Paithan and Rega, A eatha and Rol and and the
dwarf Drugar—manki nd, el fkind, dwarfkind—4oving, fighting, living, dying.
According to Xar, they had | earned the secret of the tytans. They were
operating the citadels. Haplo would never know their fate. But he was
confident that—resilient, strong in their many weaknesses, with an indonitable
spirit—the nmensch would thrive when the gods who had brought themto this
worl d were gone and forgotten.

Hapl o sai d good-bye and sl amed shut the door

"You have doomed yourself, Patryn," warned a sibilant voice. "You will neet
t he sane end as your lord."

Haplo didn't |1ook. He could hear the serpent's huge body scraping agai nst the
stone floor, could snell the foul odor of death and decay, could al nost fee
the slinme on his skin.

He took a quick | ook at Abarrach, a dead world, popul ated by the dead.
Jonat hon had wanted to free them free hinself. That woul d not happen
apparently.

| have failed them too, Haplo said to hinself.

"I"'msorry," he said as he closed the door, and he smled ruefully. He sounded
very much like Alfred.

He reached the fourth door, Chelestra, world of water. On this world he had,
at |ast, cone to know hi nmsel f.

He heard the serpent hiss behind him but steadfastly ignored the sound. The

dwarf maid Grundl e had probably married her Hartmut by now. The weddi ng woul d
have been quite a party: the elves, dwarves, and humans gathering together to
cel ebrate. Hapl o wondered how Grundl e had done in the ax-throw ng contest.

He whi spered good-bye and good luck to her and to her husband, and shut the
door softly, with a nomentary pang of regret. Then he turned to face Sangdrax.

The snake-shaped dagger in Haplo's hand changed to a sword, nade of fine
steel, gleam ng, heavy. His nagic had not altered it. The serpent nust have.



The gigantic gray body towered over him its very presence crushing. The
serpent could have struck himfrombehind at any tine, but it didn't want him
to die without a struggle, without a fight, w thout pain and fear

Hapl o rai sed the sword, braced hinself for the attack
"Don't, Haplo! Put the weapon down!"

Al fred tunmbl ed out of Death's Gate. He woul d have gone sprawling on the floor
but he saved hinsel f by grabbing hold of the white table. dinging to it, he
gasped, "Don't fight!"

"Yes, Haplo," the serpent nocked, "put the sword down! Your dying will be so
much faster that way."

There was bl ood on Haplo's shirt. The wound over his heart had broken open
was bl eedi ng again. Qddly, the dagger wound he'd taken on his forehead didn't
pain himat all.

"Use nothing." Alfred sucked in a gulping breath, struggling to renmain calm
"Refuse to fight. It's the fight the creature wants!" The Sartan pointed to
the body of Lord Xar. " 'Those who bring violence in this place will find it
turned against them' "

Hapl o hesitated. Al his life, he had fought to survive. Now he was being
asked to cast away his weapon, refuse to fight, nmeekly await torture, tornment,

death . . . Wdrse, endure the know edge that his eneny would live to destroy
ot hers.
"You're asking too rmuch, Alfred," he said harshly. "Next, | suppose you'l

want ne to faint!"
Al fred stretched forth his hands. "Haplo, | beg—

The serpent's huge tail slashed around, struck the Sartan a bl ow across his
back that doubled himover the white table.

Sang-drax reared up. The serpent's head hung poi sed over Alfred. The red eyes
focused on Haplo. "The next blow will break his spine. And the one after that
will crush his body. Fight, Haplo, or the Sartan dies."

Al fred managed to lift his head. H s nose was broken, his lip split. Blood
sneared his face. "Don't listen, Haplo! If you fight, you are dooned!"

The serpent waited, smug, knowi ng it had won.

Burning with anger and the strong need to kill this | oathsonme being, Haplo
cast a bitter, frustrated glance at AlIfred. "Do you expect me to stand here
and di e?"

"Trust ne, Haplo!" Alfred pleaded. "It's all 1've ever asked of you! Trust
ne!"

"Trust a Sartan!" Sang-drax |aughed horribly. "Trust your nortal eneny! Trust

t hose who sent you to the Labyrinth, who are responsible for the deaths of how
many t housands of your people? Your parents, Haplo. Do you renember how they
di ed? Your nother's screams. She screaned a long, long tinme, didn't she,
before they finally left her to die of her wounds. And you saw it. You saw
what they did to her. This nan—responsi ble. And he begs you to trust him.



Hapl o cl osed his eyes. H s head had begun to hurt; he felt bl ood sticky on his
hands. He was that child again, cowering in the bushes, stunned and dazed from
the blowinflicted by his father. The bl ow had been intended to knock hi mout,
to keep himsilent and safe while his parents drew their attackers away from
their child. But his parents had not been able to run far. Hapl o had regai ned
consci ousness.

Hs own wail of fear and terror was choked off by his horror. And hate. Hate
for those who had done this, who were responsible

Hapl o gripped the sword tightly, waited for the blood-red tinge to fade from
his eyes so that he could see his prey . . . and nearly dropped the weapon
when he felt the quick swi pe of a wet tongue.

There canme a reassuring whine, a paw on his knee.

Hapl o reached down his hand, stroked the silky ears. The dog's head pressed
agai nst his knee. He felt the hard bone, the warnth, the soft fur. And yet he
wasn't surprised to find, when he opened his eyes, that no dog stood beside
hi m

Hapl o t hrew down his sword

Sang-drax | aughed in derision. The serpent reared up. It would smash the
hel pl ess Patryn, crush him But in its eager rage, the serpent m scal cul at ed.
It grew too big, soared upward too far. The gigantic head crashed through the
marbl e ceiling of the Chanmber of the Dammed.

The runes traced on the ceiling crackled and flared; arcs of blue and red
flame surged through the serpent's body. Sang-drax shrieked in agony, withed
and twisted, attenpting to escape the jolting flashes. But the serpent
couldn't pull itself out fromthe weckage of the ceiling. It was trapped. It
flailed wildly, furiously to free itself. Cracks in the ceiling started to
expand, splitting the walls.

The Chamber of the Dammed-the Seventh Gate—was crunbling. And there was only
one way out—Death's Gate.

Hapl o took a step. The serpent's tail thrashed out. Even in its agony, it was
intent on killing him

Hapl o twi sted to one side, but could not avoid the blow It caught himon his
| eft shoul der, already aching fromthe reopening of the wound over the
heart-rune. He gasped with the pain, fought the blackness of unconsci ousness
steal ing over him

Slow y, he raised hinself to his feet. H's hand had, inexplicably, closed over
the hilt of his sword.

"Fight ne!" the serpent urged. "Fight me

Haplo lifted the sword, sent it crashing down upon the white stone table. The
bl ade broke in two. Haplo raised the hilt for the serpent to see, then tossed
it away.

The serpent tried desperately to free itself, but the magic of the Seventh
Gate held it enthralled. Arcs of blue flame danced over the sline-covered
body. It |ashed out once again.



Hapl o made a dive for Alfred, who |lay bl eeding and dazed on top of the white
table. The serpent's tail smacked into the table, cracked it. But the serpent
was in its death throes. Blind, in terrible pain, it could no |l onger see its
prey. In a |last desperate attenpt to free itself, the serpent |unged agai nst
the forces of nmagic that bound it in place. The ceiling began to break apart
under the strain. A large chunk of marble fell down, missing Alfred by only

i nches. Another block |anded on the serpent's now feebly twitching tail. A
wooden beam crashed down, snashing the white table into two conplete and
separ at e hal ves.

Stunbl i ng through the raining debris, choking on the dust, Haplo nmanaged to
reach Al fred. He grabbed hold of the first part of the Sartan that cane to
hand—t he back of Alfred's velvet coat—and pulled himup on his feet.

Al fred fl opped and staggered, linp as a maltreated doll
Hapl o peered through the dust and ruin. "Jona-thon!" he shouted.

He t hought he could see the lazar, still sitting calmy at one half of the
broken table, oblivious to the destruction that was soon going to enconpass
it.

"Jonat hon!" Hap to called

No answer. And then he couldn't see the lazar at all. An enornous sl ab of
mar bl e smashed down between them

Al fred slunped to the floor.

Hapl o hooked his hand firmy in the Sartan's coat collar, began draggi ng him
through the tunult. The runes tattooed on the Patryn's skin burned red and

bl ue, protecting himfromthe falling debris. He expanded the aura of his
magic to include Al fred. A glow ng shell of runes encompassed them Bl ocks of
stone hit and bounced off. But each tinme something struck the shell, a sigi
weakened. Soon one would give. And the unraveling woul d begin.

Hapl o counted fifteen, maybe twenty steps to reach Death's Gate.

He didn't say to hinself to reach the safety of Death's Gate, because for al
he knew, once inside, they faced worse odds. But death was a possibility
there, here a certainty. Already, he could see one sigil in the shell start to
go dark .

He hauled Alfred across the floor, heading for the doorway, when suddenly the
floor that had been in front of himwasn't anynore.

A gapi ng hol e opened into endl ess nothing. Chunks of marble and splintered
white wood slid into the crack and di sappeared. Death's Gate gli mered on the
ot her side.

The crack wasn't wide. Haplo could have junped across it easily. But he
couldn't junp across it and carry Alfred with him He dragged Alfred to his
feet. The Sartan's knees turned inward; his body sagged.

"Dam it!" Hapl o shook the Sartan, hauled himto his feet again.

Al fred was consci ous, but he was staring around himw th the befuddl ed
expression of one whose wits are wanderi ng.

"So what else is new," Haplo muttered. "Alfred!" He smacked the Sartan across



t he face.

Al fred gasped, gargled. H s eyes focused. He stared around himin horror
"What —

Haplo didn't let himfinish. He didn't dare give Alfred time to think about
what he was going to have to do.

"When | say 'junp,' you junp."

Hapl o spun Alfred around, positioned the nuddl ed Sartan on the very edge of
t he gaping crack in the floor. "Junp!"

Not fully cognizant of what was happening, numb with terror and astoni shrment,
Alfred did as he was told. He gave a convulsive |leap, legs jerking like a
gal vani zed spider, and flung hinself across the crack

H s toes hooked the opposite edge. He | anded flat on his stomach, the breath
knocked from his body. Haplo cast a swift glance down into the abysnal
dar kness beneath him then he junped.

Landi ng easily on the other side, Haplo caught hold of Al fred. Together, the
two stumbl ed out of the Chanber of the Dammed and into the opening of Death's
Gate

Hapl o, | ooking back, saw the Seventh Gate collapse in on itself.

And with the sickening sensation of sliding down a chute, Haplo felt hinself
falling into the chaos.

CHAPTER 34
THE SEVENTH GATE

"WHAT THE DEVIL'S HAPPEN NG?" HAPLO CRI ED, SCRABBLING to hang on. Hi s hands
could find no purchase on the slick, listing floor. "Wat's going on?"

Al fred, too, was slowy sliding dowmward. The corridor that was Death's Gate
had becone a cyclone, whirling and spiraling, a vortex whose heart was the
Chanber of the Dammed—the Seventh Gate.

"Merciful Sartan!" Al fred gasped in shock. "The Seventh Gate is collapsing and
taking the rest of creation with it!"

They were sliding right back into the Chanber of the Dammed; Death's Gate was
sliding back into the Chanber, and after that, everything else. Frantically,
the Sartan tried to stop his fall, but there was nothing to hang on to; the
fl oor was too slick.

"What do we do?" Hapl o shout ed.

"I can think of only one thing! And it m ght be the right thing and it m ght
be the wong. You see—*

"Just do it!" Haplo bell owed. He was very near the door
"We've got ... to shut Death's Gate!"
They were falling into the ruined Chanber with a rapidity that nmade Al fred

sick to watch. He had the horrible inpression that he was sliding into the
serpent's gaping maw. He could swear that he saw two red eyes, burning wth



hunger
"The spell, dam it!" Haplo yelled, trying vainly to halt his fall.

This is the monent in ny I[ife |I've been dreading! Al fred thought. The one |'ve
tried all my life to avoid. Everything depends on ne.

He shut his eyes, tried to concentrate, reached forth into the possibilities.
He was cl ose, so very close. He began singing the runes in a trenbling voice.
H s hand touched the door. He pushed on it

Pushed hard, harder
The door woul dn't budge.

Fearfully, Alfred opened his eyes. \Watever he had done had at |east slowed
their descent. But Death's Gate remmi ned open; the universe was still tunbling
down into it.

"Hapl o! | need your help!" Alfred quavered.
"Are you mad? Patryn magi ¢ and Sartan magic can't work together!™

"How do we know?" Alfred returned desperately. "Just because it's never been
done, at least that we're aware of. Who knows but that somewhere, sonetinme in
t he past—

"All right! Al right! Shutting Death's Gate. That's it? That's what we've got
to do?"

"Concentrate on that!" Alfred cried. Their rate of descent was increasing once
agai n.

Hapl o spoke the runes. Alfred sang them Sigla flared in the middle of the
slanting corridor. The rune-structures were simlar, but the differences were
clearly obvious—appal i ngly obvious. The two magi cks hung far apart, gl ow ng
with a weak and sullen flanme that would soon flicker and die. Alfred stared at
them despaired.

"Well, we tried . . ."

Haplo swore in frustration. "It won't end like this! Try harder. Sing, damm
you! Sing!"

Al fred sucked in a deep breath, began to sing.

To his astonishment, Haplo joined him The Patryn's baritone slid in under
lifted, and supported Al fred' s high-pitched tenor

A warnth flooded through Alfred. Hs voice grew stronger; he sang | ouder and
wi th nore assurance. Uncertain of the nelody, Haplo scranbled around the
notes, hitting them as near he coul d, depending on volume rather than
accuracy.

The sigla began to burn brighter. The runes noved cl oser together, and soon it
was apparent to Alfred that the differences in the structures were designed to
conpl ement each other, just as the incisions on a |atchkey adapt to the wards

of a | ock.

A flare of radiance, brighter than the white-glowi ng heart of Pryan's four



suns, seared Alfred' s eyeballs. He shut his eyes, but the |ight burned through
them dazzling, explosive, bursting inside his head.

He heard a muffled thud, as of, somewhere in the distance, a door sl|lanmed
shut.

And then everything was dark. He was floating, not in a sickening spiral, but
gently, as if his body were made of thistledown and he were riding on a
rolling wave

"I think it worked," he said to hinself.

And the thought came to himthat he could die now, w thout apol ogy.
CHAPTER 35

THE LABYRI NTH

WAS HURT AND EXHAUSTED. HE' D SPENT THE DAY RUNni ng from his foes, turning and
fighting when they had himcornered. Now, at l|ast, he'd eluded them But he
was weak, wandering, needing desperately to stop and heal hinself. But he
dared not. He was alone in the Labyrinth. To Iie down and sleep was to lie
down and di e.

Alone. It was what his name meant, after all. Haplo. Single. Al one.
And then a voice said softly, "You are not alone.”

Haplo lifted his dinmng eyes. "Marit?" He was disbelieving. She was illusion
the result of his pain, of his terrible |onging and despair.

Strong arms, warm and supporting, reached around his shoul ders, bore himup
when he woul d have fallen. He | eaned thankfully against her. Gently, she eased
himto the ground, pillowed his hurting body on a bed of |eaves. He | ooked up
at her. She knelt beside him

"I"ve been searching for you," he said.

"You' ve found ne," she answered.

Smi ling, she placed her hand over his torn heart-rune. Her touch eased his
pain. He could see her clearly now

"It will never heal conpletely, I"'mafraid," she said.

He reached up his hand, brushed back her hair. The sigil on her skin, Xar's
sigil, was starting to fade. But it, too, would never heal. She flinched at
his touch, but she continued to smle. Taking hold of his hand, she pressed
her |ips against the palm

Ful | consci ousness brought awareness, the danger

"W can't stay here," he said, sitting up

She stopped him hands agai nst his shoulders. "W're safe. At least for the
nmonent. Let go, Haplo. Let go of the fear and the hatred. It is all ended

now. "

She was partly wong. It had only just begun



He | ay back down in the | eaves, drew her to |lie beside him

"I won't let go of you," he said.

She laid her head on his chest, over the heart-rune, the nane-rune.
A single sigil, torn in two.

Stronger for the break

CHAPTER 36

THE LABYRI NTH

"WHAT' S THE MATTER W TH HI M?" ASKED A WOMAN. SHE sounded familiar, but Alfred
couldn't place the voice. "Is he hurt?"

"No," a man answered. "He's likely just fainted."

I have not! Alfred wanted to return indignantly. |1'mdead! |—
He heard hinself make a noi se, a croak

"There, what did | tell you? He's comng round."

Al fred cautiously opened his eyes. He | ooked up into the branches of a tree.
He was |lying on soft grass. A wonman knelt beside him

"Marit?" he said, staring at her in wonder. "Haplo?"
His friend stood near.

Marit smiled dowmn at Alfred, placed her hand gently on his forehead. "How do
you feel ?"

"I'm. . . I'mnot sure."” Alfred .gingerly exani ned his various body parts,
was surprised not to experience any pain. But then, of course, he wouldn't,
woul d he? "Are you dead, too?"

"You're not dead," said Haplo grimy. "Not yet, at any rate."

"Not yet . . ."

"You're in the Labyrinth, ny friend. And likely to be here for a good | ong
tinme."

"Then it worked!" Alfred breathed. He sat up. Tears filled his eyes. "Qur
magi ¢ wor ked! Death's Gate is—

"Closed," said Haplo and he smled his quiet smle. "The Seventh Gate
destroyed. The nmagi ¢ dunped us here, apparently. And, like | said, we're going
to be here a while."

Al fred sat up. "Is there fighting?"

Hapl o' s face darkened. "About to begin, according to Vasu. He's been trying to
open negotiations with Ramu, but the Councillor refuses to even talk. O ains

it's only atrap.”

"The wol fen and the chaodyn are massing for an assault,"” Marit added.



"There' ve al ready been skirm shes along the edges of the forest. If the Sartan

woul d join together with us, but— She shrugged, shook her head. "W thought
maybe you could talk to Ramu."

Al fred staggered to his feet. He still couldn't quite believe that he wasn't
dead. He gave hinmself a surreptitious pinch, winced in pain. Perhaps he was
alive .

"I don't think I'd be of nmuch help," he said ruefully. "Ranmu thinks |I'm every
bit as bad as any Patryn who ever lived. O maybe worse. And if he ever found
out | combined ny nagic with yours . "

"And that they worked," Hapl o added, grinning.

Al fred nodded, smiled back. He knew he shoul d be downhearted over this, but
couldn't help hinmself. Joy seemed to be bubbling up in his heart. He gl anced
around hi s surroundi ngs, caught his breath.

Two bodies lay on a bower of |leaves in the center of a glade. One was clad in
bl ack robes, gnarled hands rested across the chest. The other was the body of
a nmensch, a human

"Hugh the Hand!" Alfred didn't know whether to be glad or to weep. "Is he ..
is he .. ."

"He is dead," said Marit gently. "He gave his life fighting to defend ny
peopl e. W found hi m al ongsi de the bodi es of several chaodyn. He was as you
see himnow. At rest, at peace. Wen | found hi m dead"—-her voice broke, and
Hapl o noved near, put his arm around her—=1 knew that sonethi ng awful had
happened in Death's Gate. And | knew | should be afraid, but I wasn't."

Al fred could only nod, unable to speak. Next to Hugh lay Xar, Lord of the
Nexus.

Hapl o foll owed his gaze, guessed what he was thinking. "We found himhere,
like this."

Wth subdued heart and a mi xture of conflicting enotions, Al fred approached
t he dead.

Xar's face, in death, |ooked far older than it had in life. Lines and winkles
that had been drawn to a taut fierceness by the lord' s hatred and his

i ndomtable will sagged now, revealing hidden pain and suffering, deep and

abi ding sorrow. He stared up at the sky with dark, unseeing eyes, stared up at
the sky of the prison house he had escaped, only to find hinmself back again.

Al fred knelt down beside the body. Reaching out a gentle hand, he closed the
staring eyes.

"He understood ... at the end," cane a voice, very near them "Do not grieve
for him"

Jonat hon stood behind them
And it was Jonathon! It wasn't the dreadful |azar, the wal ki ng corpse, covered
with its own blood, the marks of its painful death visible uponit. It was

Jonat hon, the young man, as they had known him. . |,

"Alive!" Alfred cried.



Jonat hon shook his head. "I amno | onger one of the tornented undead. But

neither have | returned to life. Nor would I. As the prophecy foretold, the
Gate has opened. | will soon go back to the worlds and | ead forth those souls
trapped within them | renmained only to free these two."

He gestured to Lord Xar and to Hugh the Hand.

"They have both passed beyond. And this will be the last time | wal k anong the
living. Farewell."

Jonat hon began to wal k away. And, as he did so, his corporeal body started to
fade, until he becane as dust, glittering faintly in a shaft of bright
sunlight.

"Wait!" Alfred cried desperately, running after, stunbling over rocks in his
effort to catch up with the ephemeral being. "Wait! You must tell ne what has
happened. | don't understand!"

Jonat hon did not pause.

"Please!" Alfred begged, "I feel strangely at peace. The sanme way | felt the
first time | was in the Chanber of the Dammed. Does . . . does this nean | can
contact the higher power?"

There canme no answer. Jonat hon had di sappear ed.
"You rang?"

The pointed end of a disreputabl e-1o0o0king hat appeared from around the bol e of
atree. The rest of the hat followed along, bringing with it an old wizard in
nouse- col ored robes.

"Zifnab," Haplo muttered. "Surely not—

"Don't call ne Shirley!" the old man snapped. Entering the gl ade, he stared
around in vague confusion. "My name's . . . well . . . it's . . . Ch, the hel
with it! Call me Shirley if you want. Rather a pl easant name. G ows on you.
Now, what was the question?"

Al fred was staring at Zifnab in sudden, dawni ng conprehension. "You! You're
t he hi gher power. You are God!"

Zifnab stroked his beard, attenpted to | ook nodest. "Well, now that you
nmention it—=

"No, sir. Absolutely not." An enornous dragon energed fromthe forest.
"Why not ?" Zifnab appeared nettled, drew hinself up indignantly. "I was a god
once, you know. "

"Was that before or after you joined Her Majesty's Secret Service, sir?"
responded the dragon in a sepul chral tone.

"You needn't be insulting." Zifnab sniffed. He sidled close to Alfred, kept
his voice low "I was so too a god. They find out in the |last chapter. He's
just jealous, you know ..."

"I beg your pardon, sir?" said the dragon. "I couldn't quite hear that."

"Zeal ous," Zifnab anmended hastily. "Said you were zeal ous."



"You are not a god, sir,
that."

repeated the dragon. "You nust come to understand

"Sounds like my therapist,"” Zifnab said, but he didn't say it very | oudly.
Heaving a sigh, he twiddled his hat in his hand. "Ch, have it your way. Around
here, I'mpretty nmuch the same as all the rest of you. But | don't nind saying
I"'mextremely nmiffed about it." He cast a baleful glare at the dragon

"But," Alfred argued, "then where is the higher power? | know there is one.
Samah encountered it. The Abarrach Sartan who entered the Chanber ages ago
di scovered it."

"The Sartan on Chelestra did the same,"” Hapl o added.
"So they did," said Zifnab. "So have you."

"Ch!" Alfred s face was alight, aglow Then, slowy, his glow faded. "But I
didn't see anything."

"Of course not," said Zifnab. "You | ooked in the wong place. You' ve al ways
| ooked in the wong place.™

"In a mrror," Haplo murmured, remenbering his lord' s |ast words.
"Ah, ha!" Zifnab shouted. "That's the ticket!" The old man reached out a
ski nny hand, jabbed Alfred on the breast. "Look in a mrror."

"D-dear me, no!" Alfred blushed, stamered. "I don't! | can't! I'mnot the
hi gher power!"
"But you are." Zifnab sniled, waved his arnms. "And so is Haplo. And so am .
So is—tet's see, on Arianus, we have four thousand six hundred and
thirty-seven inhabitants of the Md Realns atone. Their names, in al phabetica
order, are Aaltje, Aaltruide, Aaron . . ."

"W get your point, sir," said the dragon sternly.

The old man was ticking themoff on his fingers. "Aastam , Abbie . . ."

"But we can't all be gods," Alfred protested, confused.

"Don't know why not." Zifnab huffed. "M ght be a damm good thi ng. Make us
think twice. But if you don't like that notion, think of yourself as a
teardrop in an ocean."

"The Wave," sai d Hapl o.

"Al'l of us, drops in the ocean, formng the Wave. Usually we keep the Wave in
bal ance—wat er | apping gently on the shoreline, hula girls swaying in the
sand," said Zifnab dream |ly. "But sonetinmes we throw the Wave out of kilter
Tsunam . Tidal disturbances. Hula girls washed out to sea. But the Wave will
al ways act to correct itself. Unfortunatel y'"—he sighed—that sonetinmes sends
water foaming up in the opposite direction."

"I still don't understand, |I'mafraid," Afred said sadly.
"You will, old chap." Zifnab smote himon the back. "You're destined to wite
a book on the subject. Nobody will read it, of course, but-hey—that's the

publ i shing gane for you. It's the creative process that counts. Consider Emly



Di cki nson. Wote for years in an attic. Nobody ever read—
"Excuse me, sir," the dragon mercifully interrupted. "But we don't have tine
to discuss Mss Dickinson. There is the matter of the inpending battle."

"What ? Ah, yes." Zifnab tugged on his beard. "I can't quite see how we're
going to get out of this one. Ramu is a thickheaded, hardhearted, stubborn
ol d—=

"If I may say so, sir," said the dragon, "it was you who gave himthe wong

i nformati on—

"Got himhere, didn't I!" Zifnab cried triunphantly. "You think he would have
cone ot herwi se? Not on your Geat-Aunt Mnnie! He'd still be hanging around

Chel estra, causing no end of trouble. Now, here, he's—=

"Causi ng no end of trouble,"” concluded the dragon gl oomly

"Well, actually, that's not precisely true anynore."

Headman Vasu, acconpani ed by Bal thazar, entered the gl ade.

"W bring good news. For the tine being, there will be no battle. At |east not
anong oursel ves. Ramu has been forced to resign his post as Councillor. | have
taken over. Qur peopl e"—Balthazar gl anced at Headnan Vasu, who sniled—are now

form ng an alliance. Wrking together, we should be able to drive back the
armes of evil."

"That is truly good news, sir. My kind will welcome it. You both realize," the
dragon added gravely, "that this battle will not be the end. The evil present
in the Labyrinth will remain here forever, although its effect will be

| essened by the advent of trust and reconciliation between your two peoples.”
The dragon glanced at Alfred. "The Wave correcting itself, sir."

"Yes, | see," said Alfred thoughtfully.

"And here remain our cousins, the serpents. They can never be defeated, |'m
afraid. But they can be contained, and, | amthankful to say, nost of themare
now trapped in the Labyrinth. Very few live anong the nmensch on the four
wor | ds. "

"What will happen to the mensch, now that Death's Gate is cl osed?" Alfred
asked wistfully. "WII all they have acconplished be wasted? WII they be
conpl etely shut off from each other?"

"The Gate is closed, but the conduits remain open. The great Kicksey-w nsey
continues working. Its energy beans through the conduits to the citadels. The
citadels anplify that energy and send it to Chel estra and Abarrach
Chelestra's sun is starting to stabilize, which nmeans that the seanobons wl|
awaken. Life there will flourish."

"And Abarrach?"
"Ah, we are not certain about Abarrach. The dead have left it, of course. The
citadels will warmthe conduits, which will nelt its icy shell. Regi ons now

gripped by cold will be habitable once nore."

"But who will come to repopulate it?" Alfred asked sadly. "Death's Gate is
cl osed. The nensch could not have travel ed through it anyway."



"No," said the dragon, "but one mensch currently living on Pryan—an elf naned
Pai t han Qui ndi ni ar—+s worki ng on experinments begun by his father. Experinents
having to do with rocketry. The nensch m ght reach Abarrach sooner than you

t hi nk."

"As for us, life for our peoples will not be easy," said Vasu. "But if we work
toget her, we can hold back the evil and bring a nmeasure of peace and
stability—even to the Labyrinth."

"W will rebuild the Nexus," said Balthazar. "Tear down the wall and the Fina
Gate. Perhaps, soneday, our two peoples will be able to live there together in
har nony. "

"I amtruly grateful. Truly thankful." Alfred wi ped his eyes with the frayed
| ace of his collar.

"So aml," said Haplo. He put his armaround Marit, held her close. "Al we
need to do nowis to find our daughter—

"We'll find her," said Marit. "Together."

"But," said Alfred, with a sudden thought, "what in the nane of the Labyrinth
happened to Ramu? \What caused himto relinqui sh command?"

"A peculiar incident," said Balthazar gravely. "He was wounded, |I'mafraid. In
rather a tender spot. And, what's truly odd, he can't seemto heal hinself."

"What wounded hi n? A dragon-snake?"

"No." Balthazar gl anced shrewdly at Haplo, alnpst smiled. "It seems poor Ramu
was bitten by a dog."

EPI LOGUE

THE STRANGE STORM THAT HAD SWEPT OVER ARI ANUS ABATED as quickly as it had cone
up. There had never been a stormto equal it, not even on the continent of
Drevlin, which was—er had been—subjected to severe storms on a nearly hourly
basis. Sonme of the terrified inhabitants of the floating continents feared
that the world was conming to an end, though the nore rational anong themthis
i ncl uded Li nbeck Bol ttight ner—knew better

"It is an environmental flux," he said to Jarre, or rather what he assuned to
be Jarre, but which was, in fact, a broom He had broken his glasses during
the storm Jarre, used to this, nmoved the broom and took its place, w thout

t he nearsighted Linmbeck knowi ng the difference. "An environmental flux, no
doubt caused by the increased activity of the Kicksey-w nsey, which has
created a heating up of the atnmosphere. | will call it Wnsey-warmng."

Whi ch he did, and nmade a speech about it that very night, to which no one
listened, due to the fact that they were nopping up the water

The ferocious stormw nds threatened to cause consi derabl e danmage to the
cities of the Md Realns, particularly elven cities, which are | arge and
densely popul ated. But at the height of the storms fury, human

nmyst eri ar chs—hi gh-ranki ng wi zards of the Seventh House—arrived and, with their
magi cal ability to exert control over the natural elenents, did nuch to
protect the elves. Danage was kept to a mininmumand injuries were mnor. Most
i mportant, this unasked-for and unl ooked-for aid did nuch to ease tensions
between fornmer bitter enemi es.



The only building to suffer extensive damage in the stormwas the Cathedral of
t he Al bedo, the repository for the souls of the dead.

The Kenkari elves had forned the Cathedral of crystal, stone, and magic. Its
crystal - paned dome protected an exotic garden of rare and beautiful plants,
some purportedly dating back to pre-Sundering times—plants brought froma
wor | d whose very existence was now nostly forgotten. Inside this garden, the
soul s of elves of royal blood fluttered anong the | eaves and the fragrant

r oses.

Each el f, before he or she died, bequeathed the soul to the Kenkari, |eaving
it in the care of keeper elves, who were known as geir or weesham The geir
brought the soul, inprisoned in an ornate box, to the Cathedral, where the

Kenkari set it |oose anong the other souls held in the garden. It was
bel i eved, among the elves, that these souls of the dead granted the gift of
strength and wi sdomgained in life to the |iving.

The anci ent custom had been started by the holy el f-woman Krenka-Anris, the
soul s of her own dead sons having returned to save their nother froma dragon

The Kenkari elves lived in the Cathedral, tending to the souls, accepting and
rel easing new souls into the garden. At |east, that was what had been done in
the past. Wen it becane clear to the Kenkari that the elven enperor Agah'ran
was having young elves nmurdered in order to obtain their souls to aid his
corrupt rule, the Kenkari closed the Cathedral, forbade the acceptance of any
nore soul s.

Agah' ran was overthrown by his son, Prince Rees'ahn, and the human rulers

St ephen and Anne of Vol karan. The enperor fled and di sappeared. The el ves and
humans forned an alliance. The peace was an uneasy one, its overseers working
hard to keep it, constantly forced to put out fires, quell riots, reinin
headstrong followers. So far, it was worKking.

But the Kenkari had no idea what to do. Their last instructions, given to them
by the Keeper of the Soul, revealed to himby Krenka-Anris, was to keep the
Cat hedral closed. And so they did. Every day, the three Keepers—Soul, Book

and Door —approached the altar and asked for gui dance.

They were told to wait.
And then cane the storm

The wi nd began rising unexpectedly around mi dday. Frightful-Iooking dark
clouds fornmed in the skies above and bel ow the Md Real ns, conpl etely obscured
Solarus. Day turned to night in an instant. Al conmerce ceased in the city.
People ran out into the streets, staring nervously at the sky. Ships plying
the air between isles sought safe haven as fast as they could, putting down in
any harbor close by, which nmeant that elves were |landing in human ports,
humans seeking refuge in elven towns.

The winds continued to rise. The brittle hargast trees shattered and cracked.
Flimsy buildings were flattened as if smashed by a giant fist. The strong
fortresses of the humans shook and shuddered. It was said that even the Kir
death nmonks, who pay little attention to what is transpiring in the world of
the Iiving, actually energed fromtheir nonasteries, |ooked up at the sky,
nodded gloonmily to themnmselves in anticipation of the end.

In the Cathedral, the Keepers of the Soul, the Book, and the Door all gathered
toget her before the altar of Krenka-Anris to pray.



Now the rain began, slanting fromthe dark clouds |ike spears thrown by a
fearsone arny. Hailstones |large as the head of a soldier's mace pelted the
Cat hedral 's gl ass done.

"Krenka-Anris," prayed Soul, "hear our—

A cracki ng sound—+oud and violent, like the blast of a pyrotechnic
di splay—split the air. Door gasped. Book flinched. The Keeper of the Soul
shaken, halted in nid-prayer

"The souls in the garden are highly agitated," said the Keeper

Though the soul s thensel ves were not visible to the eye, the | eaves of the
trees trenbl ed and quivered. Petals were shaken fromthe fl owers.

Anot her crack, sharp, om nous.

"Thunder ?" ventured the Keeper of the Door, forgetting—n his fear—that he was
not to speak unl ess spoken to.

The Keeper of the Soul rose to his feet and | ooked through the crystal w ndow
into the garden. Wth an incoherent cry, he staggered backward, grasping at
the altar for support. The other two hastened to his side.

"What is it?" Book asked, her voice nearly failing her
"The ceiling!" Soul gasped, pointing. "It is starting to break!"

They could all see the crack now, a jagged line, slanting |Iike Iightning,
cutting through the crystal dome. As they watched, the crack grew | onger
wi der. A piece of glass broke |oose, fell into the garden with a crash.

"Krenka-Anris, save us!" Book whi spered.

"I do not think we are the ones she is saving," said the Keeper of the Soul

He was suddenly extrenely calm "Cone. W nust |eave, seek shelter in the
roonms underground. Quickly, now." He left the altar, headed for the door. Book
and Door hastened behind, practically tripping on his heels.

Behind them they could hear the shattering of nore falling glass, the
splintering of the great trees sheltered beneath the done.

The Keeper of the Soul rang the bell that called the Kenkari together for
prayer—except that this tine he called themtogether for action

"The great dome is being split asunder," he told his shocked foll owers. "There
is nothing to be done to save it. This is the will of Krenka-Anris. W have
been told to seek shelter. The matter is out of our hands. W have done what
we could to hel p. Now we nust pray."

"What did we do to hel p?" the Keeper of the Door whispered to the Keeper of
t he Book as they hastened after Soul down the stairs leading to the
under gr ound chanbers.

The Keeper of the Soul, overhearing, |ooked around with a smle. "W helped a
lost man find a dog."

The stormgrew nmore and nore fierce. All knew now that Arianus was dooned

And then the tenpest ended with the sane suddenness with which it had begun.



The dark cl ouds vani shed, as if sucked through a gi gantic open doorway.
Sol arus returned, dazzling the dazed elves with its bright |ight.

The Kenkari emerged from bel ow ground to find the Cathedral conpletely and
utterly destroyed. The crystal donme was shattered. The trees and fl owers
i nside were cut to ribbons by shards of glass, buried beneath hail stones.

"The soul s?" asked the Keeper of the Door, awed, stunned.
"CGone," said the Keeper of the Book sadly.

"Free," said the Keeper of the Soul

APPENDI X |

Bei ng a Concise History of the Seventh Gate, the Sundering, and the Tragic
Downfall of the Sartan in the New Wrl ds

conpil ed by Al fred Mntbank

Author's Note: | wish to gratefully acknow edge the assi stance of those Sartan
who were witnesses to the events | have endeavored to record in this
nmonogr aph. Their hel p and candor have been inval uabl e.

DROPS OF WATER

"We each have within ourselves the ability to shape our own destinies. That
much we understand. But, nore inportant, each of us has an equal ability to
shape the destiny of the universe. Ah, that you find nmore difficult to
believe. But | tell you it is so. You do not have to be the | eader of the
Council of Seven. You do not have to be elven king or human nmonarch or the
head of a dwarven clan to have a significant inmpact on the world around you.

"In the vastness of the ocean, is any drop of water greater than another?

" "No,' you answer, 'and neither has a single drop the ability to cause a
tidal wave.'

" "But,' | argue, 'if a single drop falls into the ocean, it creates ripples.
And these ripples spread. And perhaps—who knows—these ripples nmay grow and
swel | and eventually break foam ng upon the shore.'

"Like a drop in the vast ocean, each of us causes ripples as we nove through
our lives. The effects of whatever we do—nsignificant as it may seem-spread
out beyond us. W& may never know what far-reaching inpact even the sinplest
action mght have on our fellow nmortals. Thus we need to be conscious, all of
the tine, of our place in the ocean, of our place in the world, of our place
anmong our fellow creatures.

"For if enough of us join forces, we can swell the tide of events—for good or
for evil."

The above is a portion of a speech made to the Council of Seven in the days
just prior to the Sundering, shortly after the creation of the Seventh Gate.
The speaker was an elder Sartan of great wisdom His true Sartan name nmay not
be given here, since he is still alive and I do not have his perm ssion to
reveal it. (H s perm ssion cannot be obtai ned, because he has tragically | ost
all nenory of what he was.) We know hi m now as Zifnab

In the remai nder of the speech, the el der Sartan—who was formerly Councill or



bef ore Samah—goes on to argue passionately agai nst the proposal to sunder the
wor |l d. Many of the Council nenmbers who heard himthat day renenber being
deeply noved by his speech, and nore than a few were starting to waver in

t hei r deci sion.

The Head of the Council, Samah-having listened with cold politeness—spoke
afterward. Samah portrayed in vivid detail the rising power of the Patryns,
how t hey had taken over nensch ki ngdons, how they were raising armes with the
intent to conquer and overthrow the Sartan

The Council nenbers recall being el evated by the el der Sartan's imge of the
world and terribly frightened by Sanah's. Needl ess to say, fear won out over
what Samah termed "worthy but inpractical idealism" The Council voted to
proceed with the Sundering, the capture and incarceration of their enemes.

THE CREATI ON
OF THE SEVENTH GATE
Were the Patryns actually plotting to conquer the world?

W have no way of knowi ng for certain, since—dnlike the Sartan—no Patryns
remain alive fromthat period in time. Knowi ng the nature of sentient beings,
| think it quite probable that Samah had his counterpart on the Patryn side.
W have some indication of this in the later portion of the el der Sartan's
speech, in which he refers to a now forgotten Patryn | eader by nane and urges
the Council to consider negotiating with this person, rather than fighting.

Per haps negoti ati on woul d have been inpossible. Perhaps war between the two
powerful forces was inevitable. Perhaps just as nuch or nore destruction and
suffering would have come from such a war as fromthe Sundering. Those are
guestions to which we will never know the answers.

Havi ng made its decision, the Council was faced with a nmonunental task, the
wor ki ng of nmgicks the |ikes of which had never been seen before in the

uni ver se

First, the Council created a headquarters, an actual structure with a physica
presence in the world. This is the roomI| knew |later as the Chanber of the
Damed. Samah referred to this roomas the Seventh Gate, after the plan
proposed by hinmself for the re-creation of the world, a plan which would in

| ater days be reduced to a neaningless litany.

The Earth was destroyed.

Four worlds were created out of the ruin. Wrlds for oursel ves and the nensch
Air, Fire, Stone, Water

Four Gates connect each world to the other: Arianus to Pryan to Abarrach to
Chel estra.

A house of correction was built for our enem es: the Labyrinth.

The Labyrinth is connected to the other worlds through the Fifth Gate: the
Nexus.

The Sixth Gate is the center, permts entry: the Vortex.

And all was acconplished through the Seventh Gate.



The end was the begi nni ng.

Once the Seventh Gate had physical existence, the Sartan gave it exi stence on
a magi cal plane, making it a "well" simlar to that constructed by the Patryns
on Abri —a hole in the fabric of magic wherein the possibility exists that no
possibilities exist.

When this magi cal slate had been wi ped clean, so to speak, the Sartan were
able to go in and inbue this chanmber with the specific rune-magi c necessary to
bring about (1) the defeat and inprisonment of their enenmies, (2) the

sal vation of those nensch considered worthy of saving, (3) the destruction of
the world, (4) the building of four new worlds. A nonstrous undertaking. But
the Sartan were strong in magi c and desperate in their fear. Creating the
Seventh Gate took them nany years of work, during which they lived in constant
terror that the Patryns woul d di scover them before they were ready to act.

Fi nally, however, the Seventh Gate was conpleted, its nagic ready. The Sartan
entered and di scovered, to their astoni shnent and terror and chagrin, that
they were not atone. A possibility existed that they had never before

consi dered—they were not the masters of the universe. A power existed that was
far greater than thensel ves.

Bl TTER WATER

How was this power nanifested? How did the Sartan discover it? | could not
find a single Sartan willing to discuss the experience, which each described
as soul -shattering. Based on ny own experience the first time | entered the
Chanber of the Dammed, | nmust conclude that the perceptions of the higher
power are varied and highly personal. In ny ow case, | felt, for the first
time innmy life, loved and accepted, at peace with nyself. But | gather that,
for other Sartan, the revel ati ons were not so pl easant.

(Certainly, it was—as Hapl o has suggested—this very same force that drove the
Sartan on Pryan out of their protected fortress-citadels and into the jungles,
whi ch they had created, but for which they refused to accept responsibility. |
will return to this event later in the text.)

Unfortunately, the know edge that a power existed in the universe greater than
his own did not deter Samah fromhis plans. Rather, it fed his fear. Wat if
the Patryns di scovered this power? Could they sonmehow tap into it? Perhaps

t hey al ready had! Samah and the Council menbers and the majority of the Sartan
gave in to their fear. The drops of bitter water swelled to forma wave of
terrible force and power, which crashed down on the worl d.

Those Sartan like Zi fnab who protested agai nst the Council's decision, who
refused to join it, were considered traitors. In order to keep such treachery
from cont am nati ng and weakeni ng the magic of the Seventh Gate, these traitor
Sartan were rounded up and sent into the Labyrinth along with the Patryns.

THE DOMNFALL OF THE PATRYNS

One mght think that the capture and incarceration of the Patryns woul d have
proved extrenely difficult, provoking magical battles of the nost trenendous
magni t ude. That the Sartan were afraid of this very outconme is witnessed by
the fact that they created magi cal weapons such as the Cursed Bl ade and arned
and trained the mensch to fight for the Sartan "cause."

But, in the end, according to the Sartan with whom| spoke, the capture of the
Patryns was relatively sinple, made so by the very nature of the Patryns
t hensel ves.



Unli ke the gregarious Sartan, the Patryns tended to be loners, living for the
nost part by thenselves or in small famly groups. They were a selfish,
haughty, proud people, having little conpassion even for each other, no
conpassion for anyone else. Such were their jealousies and rivalries that they
found it impossible to unite, even against a conmon foe. (This was one reason
they preferred to |live anong the nensch, whomthey could intinidate and
control.) Thus, the Patryns were picked off one by one, easy prey for the
united forces of the Sartan.

THE BEG NNI NG OF THE END

The el der Sartan whom we now know as Zifnab refused to | eave the world. Wen
the Sartan guards (of whom Ramu was one) came to arrest him the old Sartan
could not be found. He had been tipped off, forewarned. (Was it Ol ah who

war ned hi n? She never said, but | often wonder.) The Sartan searched for him
To give themcredit, they did not want any of their nunmber to face the horror
of what they knew was coming. But he eluded them He remained in the world and
wi t nessed the Sunderi ng.

The sight drove him mad, and he woul d undoubt edly have perished, but he nmade
hi s way—-sonehow—+to0 the Vortex and fromthere entered the Labyrinth. How he
managed this is not known, for Zifnab hinself has no nenory of it. The dragons
of Pryan—the manifestation of the higher power in its formfor good—ni ght have
had something to do with his rescue, but, if so, they refuse to discuss it.

The remai ning Sartan renpoved those nmensch deenmed worthy to repopul ate the new
worl ds, took themto a safe place (the Vortex). The Sartan then shut

t hensel ves up in the Seventh Gate and worked the magic. (I will not go into
that here. You will find a description of what | saw and experienced when

was magically transported back to that time in Haplo's nore extensive notes on
t he subject, conpiled under the title The Seventh Gate.)

THE END
OF THE BEG NNI NG

Once the Sundering was conpl ete and the new worlds were created, the

Sart an—those who had survived the horrific forces they had thensel ves

unl eashed—ere sent out to begin new lives in new worlds. They took the nensch
with them intending to shepherd themlike fl ocks of sheep.

Samah and the Council menbers chose Chel estra as their base of operation. At
this point, Samah shoul d have destroyed the Seventh Gate. (I believe that he
had actually been directed by the Council to do so and that, in leaving the

Gate intact, he directly disobeyed Council commands. | have no proof of this,
however. The Council nenmbers to whom | spoke were all very evasive on the
subj ect. They are still intent on honoring Samah's nenory. Ah, well, he was

not an evil man, merely a frightened one.)

| think it likely that Samah intended to destroy the Seventh Gate, but that

ci rcunst ances conbi ned to convince himthat he should leave it open. He al npst
i Mmediately ran into trouble in his new world. Events strange and unforeseen
wer e happeni ng—events over which the Sartan had no control

THE SERPENTS
The seawater of Chelestra turned out to have a devastating effect on Sartan

magi ¢, rendering it useless, thensel ves powerless. The Sartan were baffl ed.
They had certainly not created such a magic-nullifying ocean. Who had? And how



and why?
But this was not the worst.

The tremendous magi cal eruption had upset the delicate bal ance of

creati on—what the dwarves on Cheles-tra would later come to refer to as "the
Wave." Think of the Wave as the sea on a cal mday, the waves flowing in to
shore, one after the other, falling and rising, falling and rising. Now,

i magi ne a tidal wave—a wave out of control, rising and rising and rising. The
wave woul d naturally seek to correct itself and, in this instance, it did so.
The evil that had always existed in the world prior to the Sundering had now
gai ned the power to take on physical shape and form Evil was manifested in

t he serpents or dragon-snakes.

The serpents foll owed Samah to Chel estra, hoping, undoubtedly, to learn nore
about the new world in which they suddenly found thensel ves. They knew of the
exi stence of Death's Gate, but not how it worked. They could enter it only if
the Sartan opened it for them Perhaps they were al so searching for the
Seventh Gate, although that is conjecture. At any rate, their appearance was
another bitter shock for the Sartan, who couldn't inmagi ne how such | oat hsone
creatures cane into existence. Alas, it was the Sartan thensel ves who brought
them i nto being.

They told Samah, "You created us," and, in a sense, he did. W all did. W al
do, through fear and hatred and i ntol erance.

But | digress.
THE GOOD DRAGONS OF PRYAN

Fortunately for the mensch and the Sartan—al t hough they couldn't know it at
the ti me—the Wave continued to try to correct itself. The evil of the

dr agon- snakes was bal anced by good manifesting itself in the formof the
dragons of Pryan. If Death's Gate had remmi ned open, as was intended, the evil
and the good woul d have bal anced each ot her out—the Wave woul d have succeeded
in correcting itself.

But, again, fear ruled Samah's life. Afraid of the dragon-snakes, and now
afraid of the mensch-whose slight nagical powers were not affected by the
seawat er —Samah sent out calls to other Sartan on other worlds, asking themto
cone to his aid, to fight and subdue these new foes.

H's calls were never answered, or at least that is what Samah told his people.
According to Orlah, Samah's wife, the calls were answered. The Sartan on the
other worlds told Samah that they were powerless to come to his aid because
they thensel ves were in serious trouble. Samah lied to spare his peopl e—sone
of whom had relatives and friends in these other worlds—the terrible truth.
The grand design was beginning to shatter

SHUTTI NG DEATH S GATE

According to Orlah, at this point in tinme, Samah was baffled, angry. He had

| ost control of events and he had no idea how or why. The plan should have
worked. It had all been so logical, rational. He laid blane on the nensch. He
| aid bl ane on weak Sartan. But that did not solve his i mediate problem

If the serpents attacked the Chalice—+the Sartan's home base—the Sartan had no
way to defend thenmselves. Al the serpents had to do was toss a bucket of

magi c-nul lifying water on the Sartan and they were finished. The nmensch were
quarreling anong thensel ves, blam ng the Sartan for the appearance of the



serpents. Wrse, the nmensch had seen the Sartan hunbl ed, chastened, routed by
the serpents. Samah sent the mensch away fromthe Chalice, sent themout into
the sea to find their own way in the world.

Sonme m ght consider this an appalling act. After all, Samah mi ght well have
been sending the nmensch into the toothless maws of the serpents. But according
to Orlah, Samah guessed—ightly—that the serpents were not interested in the
mensch. Their main goal was to enter Death's Gate, and to do that they had to
rely on the Sartan.

Fearing that the evil serpents would spread from Chelestra into the other
three worlds, Samah felt he had no recourse but to shut Death's Gate. He
shoul d have destroyed the Seventh Gate at this tine, but he thought that
perhaps its powerful nagic nmight once again be needed. He cast the Seventh
Gate into oblivion

Once this was acconplished, Samah and his people sent thenselves into a stasis
sl eep, planning to wake up in a hundred years. By that tine, Samah reasoned,
matters woul d have stabilized on the other worlds. The Kicksey-w nsey woul d be
up and running, the citadels in operation. Wien he awke, life would be
better.

Such was not the case.
THE SERPENTS FRCZEN

Again | find an exanple of the Wave correcting itself. Due to the fact that
Sartan nmagi ¢ had no effect on the ocean of Chelestra, its sun remained

unst abl e. The sun was supposed to be |ocked into position in the center of the
water world, warm ng the inside of the globe, |eaving the outer portion a
shell of ice. But the sun could not be constrained and so it wandered,
drifting slowy through the water, warmng parts of that world, while the rest
remai ned | ocked in ice.

When the Sartan first noved onto Chelestra, the sun warned their portion of
that world—a part known as the Chalice. (For a nore conplete description

refer to the volunme Hapl o cal |l ed—ever my objecti ons—Serpent Mage.) But as tine
passed and the Sartan slept on, the sun began to drift away.

The evil serpents saw their doomtoo late. Unable to flee through Death's Gate
and unwilling to |l eave the Sartan in case they woke up, the serpents waited
too long to escape. Wen the sun wandered off, the serpents did not follow it
and so were frozen in the icebound ocean

The Wave was al nost back to normal. The good serpents on Pryan, so as not to
di sturb the bal ance, went underground, doing what they could to avoid contact
with the nensch and the Sartan.

THE WAVE RCOLLS ON Ari anus

Ti me passed while the Sartan slunmbered. Samah's gl orious vision of four worlds
i nterconnected, working together, failed to materialize. The Sartan popul ation
dwi ndl ed. The nunbers of nensch-who were now thriving on the new worlds (with
t he exception of Abarrach)—ncreased. Their popul ations grew too |arge for the
few remaining Sartan to control. The Sartan retreated, hoping to fall back and
regroup, waiting all the while for contact with their brethren on the other
wor | ds—eont act that woul d never cone.

On Arianus, the great Kicksey-w nsey went to work, but it |acked direction
The nmensch had no idea what it was supposed to do. The Sartan |left directions



for the operation of the Kicksey-wi nsey with the Kenkari elves —a race the
Sartan consi dered nost trustworthy.

But the elves on Arianus were divided anmong thenselves in a bitter power
struggle. And all the elves feared and detested the humans, who in turn had no
use for the elves. The Kenkari, reading the book on the Kicksey-w nsey,
realized that the nmachine would bring the |ands of the elves and the humans
toget her, that the dwarves woul d have control over the machine. This the elves
deened intol erable. The Kenkari hid the book in the libraries of the Cathedra
of the Al bedo, where it lay forgotten for nmany centuries.

After turning over the book, the Sartan on Arianus went into hiding in tunnels
they had built underground. They sent their young people into stasis sleep
hopi ng again that when they woke up, things would have inproved.

Unfortunately, nost of the young Sartan on Arianus died in that sleep. (I
think it is likely that these nysterious deaths were due to the practice of
necr omancy on Abarrach, for so it is witten that when one life is restored
untimely another dies untinely. This is specul ation, however. Hopefully, ny
theory will never be proved!)

Pryan

The Sartan on Pryan lived in the citadels with the mensch whom t hey had
brought to this world. The Sartan ran the star chanbers, which were designed
to work with the Kicksey-wi nsey to beamenergy to the other worlds. The Sartan
wer e endeavoring to make the star chanbers work, and were also trying to
control the nensch, whose nunbers were rapidly increasing.

Cooped up in the citadels, the nensch races began to fight anong thensel ves.
The Sartan, considering the nensch as annoying as quarrel some children

treated them as such. Instead of working with the mensch to negotiate their
probl ems, the Sartan created "nursemaids." Thus were born the tytans—fearsone
gi ants who were nmeant to operate the star chanmbers (should they ever start
functioning!) and serve as nannies to the mensch. Acting out of fear and blind
prejudice, the Sartan made matters worse instead of better. The tytans proved
too powerful a creation; they turned on their creators.

How or why the Sartan on Pryan cane into contact with the higher power is open
to conjecture. On his visit to Pryan, Haplo entered one of the citadels and
there di scovered a roomthat he describes as an al nbst exact replica of the
Seventh Gate. | can only assune that the Sartan on Pryan constructed what

m ght be called a mniature Seventh Gate, perhaps in the hope of
reestabl i shing comunication with their brethren on other worlds or even in a
desperate attenpt to reopen Death's Gate.

The Sartan on Pryan claimed that they were forced by this higher power to

| eave the citadels. | think it nmore likely that they found it easier to flee
their problens than to seek solutions. They laid the blame conveniently on the
hi gher power, rather than on where it bel onged —en thensel ves.

Abarrach

As for the Sartan on Abarrach, their situation was the nost desperate of all.
The nmensch they had brought to Abarrach had al nmost all died due to the

poi sonous at nmosphere. The Sartan were faced with the know edge that unl ess
hel p cane soon, they were dooned as well. It was a group of Sartan on Abarrach
who, seeking to regain contact with their lost brethren, stumbled on to the
Sevent h Gate.

The Sartan knew they had found a trenendous source of power, but-—having | ost



much of their ability to perform Sartan magi c—they had no idea what it was

t hey had di scovered. These Sartan cane cl osest of all who had gone before to
under st andi ng the hi gher power. But their own evil —brought about by greed for
power, exacerbated by the heinous practice of necromancy—proved their
downfall. Violence entered the sacred chanber and all wi thin were destroyed.

Appal l ed, terrified, the Sartan who survived inscribed runes of warding on
what was now cal |l ed the Chanber of the Dammed. No one dared enter it, and
eventual ly, all know edge of the location of the Seventh Gate was | ost.

The Labyrinth

The Labyrinth had becone a prison house of horrors. According to Orlah, Samah
had i ntended that the Sartan serve as wardens of this prison, nmonitoring it as
well as their prisoners' progress toward rehabilitation. Wen the Sartan | ost
control of their own lives, they could not hope to control the Labyrinth. The
dark magi c of the Labyrinth fed off the Sartan's hatred and fear. It turned
deadly. And fromthe Labyrinth, born of hatred, cane Lord Xar

XAR, LORD OF THE NEXUS

The history of Xar's early life is unknown, but certainly it must have been
simlar to the countless histories of those Patryns who were born in that
dreadful prison. Xar is different in that he was the first Patryn [1] to
escape the Labyrinth, to fight his way out through the Final Gate. He was the
first Patryn to see the Nexus.

To give Xar credit, he worked unselfishly, often in dire peril of his own
life, to save his fellow Patryns fromthe Labyrinth. It is no wonder that, to

this day, the lord's menory is still honored anong them
Xar's ambition was his downfall. He was not content to | ead his people, but on
di scovering that four worlds existed, sought to rule themas well. He |earned

how to open Death's Gate—not conpletely, only a crack. But this was enough. He
was able to enter, and this brought about catastrophic change. Xar's rise to
power caused the Wave to shift out of bal ance.

Death's Gate opened. The first Patryn, Haplo, left the Nexus, entered Arianus.
At the sane time, Cheles-tra's sun floated back around to the Chalice. The
warnth caused the ice to nelt, freeing the serpents. The

1 | make the distinction—first Patryn—because the Sartan known as Zifhab
apparently managed to escape the Labyrinth and enter the Nexus. He clains to
have witten a targe portion of the manuscripts and books which Xar found in

t he Nexus. These works are nostly lost to us now, having been destroyed in the
fire set by the serpents—ene reason that Haplo and | are working to repl ace

t hem

No one (including Zifnab hinself!) is quite certain how he nanaged to | eave
the Nexus. During his nore lucid noments, he clains that the good dragons of
Pryan traveled to the Nexus and found himthere. Inpressed with his abilities
as a great and powerful w zard, they turned to himfor |eadership and

gui dance.

The dragons of Pryan tell quite a different story, one which | refrain from
repeating, since it mght unnecessarily hurt the old nan's feelings.

know edge that their cousins were awake caused the good dragons of Pryan to
cone out of hiding. These events, occurring simultaneously, mght be taken as
coincidence. | prefer to see in themthe Wave attenpting, once again, to



restore the bal ance.

What happened after that | will not describe here. Suffice it to say that by a
curious series of incidents, | net Haplo and his remarkabl e dog.

Those interested in reading nore about the exciting adventures of Haplo and
t he hunbl er adventures of mnyself can find themin what has come to be known as
the Death Gate Cycle.

In closing, | will add, for those who m ght be interested, that the \Wave
continues to ebb and flow. The Patryns and the Sartan now | ive together in an
uneasy peace. The Sartan have split into two factions: one | ed by Balthazar
whi ch desires alliance with the Patryns; the other |ed by Ramu, who—though
still somewhat bothered by his unfortunate injury—+refuses to trust the Patryns
at all.

Headman Vasu is | eader of the Patryns. He and Hapl o and Marit have forned
bands of what are known as Rescuers, brave nen and wonen—both Patryn and
Sartan—who risk their lives venturing deep into the Labyrinth to try to aid

those still trapped in the prison. | amproud to say that I amnyself a
Rescuer.

The evil serpents are dimnished in power, but are present still and will be
forever, | suppose. They are kept in check by the dragons of Pryan, however,

and by the concerted efforts of the Rescuers.

W have no know edge of what is transpiring in the worlds of the nensch, but I
hope all is well with them | like to think of themtraveling between worlds
in fantastical ships, propelled by hope and curiosity.

Hapl o and Marit set out on a search for their daughter—and returned wth
nuner ous daughters, all orphans whomthey rescued fromthe Labyrinth. Haplo
states proudly that any one of themcould be his child, and Marit al ways
agrees. They have several sons now as well. They all call ne "G andfather
Al fred" and tease me unnercifully about ny big feet.

Hapl o has a dog now. A real one

The mad ol d Sartan Zifnab wanders the Labyrinth happily, watched over by his
dragon. He hardly ever renenbers the bad tinmes, and we take care not to renind
hi m

He has decided, now, that he is God.

And who are we to argue with hinP

APPENDI X 1|

Concerning the Theory and Practice of Chaos, Order, and the Power of Magic

Author's Note: | have el sewhere noted the history of the Seventh Gate and the
Sundering (see Appendix |I) and the chronol ogy of events that brings us to our
present era. It occurred to nme, however, that there may be students of the
magi cal arts who mi ght have wondered what went wong with the Sundering and
why the Sartan vision of the Sundered Real ns did not work as they had hoped.
To this end | now wite.

In reviewing the histories | note there is but one recorded instance of Sartan
and Patryn magi cal structures being used together—that being when Hapl o and
fought our final fight. While reflecting on the various treatises of magic



that have attenpted to illumnate this chronicle—as well as the now seeningly
i ncredi bl e events in which we have played a part—+ was noved to pen these
observati ons.

Is there a greater power than rune nagic? Mst certainty. Is this a benevol ent
mnd in the realmof spirit that exists beyond our physical world, or the
conbi ned essence of our joint spirits? Are these nusings the wi ndow to where
we have come fromand how we arrived at our present state? Are they the key to
our future hope? |I cannot say. It is left to our children and their children
to answer such questions fully. As for me, | amat peace with what | believe.

—Al fred Mont bank
DEFINITION I N MAG C

The quest for magical power has, throughout the ages*! been a quest for
definition. This is inherent in both Sartan and Patryn rune magic. Both fornmns
| ook into the Omiwave in search of a possibility that the rune wi zard w shes
to bring into existence. Once the possibility fa found, the w zard then uses
rune structures to weave die possibility found in the Wave into the reality of
exi stence. These basic principles formthe foundation of rune magic. These
princi pl es have been thoroughly studied for uncounted ages. [1] Yet the
guestion of definition-—being able to fully define the possibility that the
rune < magi ci an has in mnd—-has never been resol ved conpletely.

Patryn magi c canme closer to understanding in this regard than did that of the
Sartan. Wiile Sartan magi c tal ked about | ooking, "concentrating on the Wave of
possibilities," the Patryns spoke in terns of an object's "true nane." Patryn
magi c saw itself as a search for true nane of a possibility and the calling of
that name into reality. Nami ng an object conpletely was the ultimte objective
of Patryn magic. [2] Wile Sartan magic

1 Dragon Wng, vol. 1 of The Death Gate Cycle, Appendix titled "! in the
Sundered Real ms: Excerpt froma Sartan's Misings," for detail ed explanation of
t he Wave and the basic principles of nine, magic.

2 Elven Star, vol. 2 of The Death Gate Cycle, Appendix titled "I Runes and the
Variability of Magic." See text under heading " Rune Magic: Theory and
Practi ce.

viewed this process in nore nebulous terns, it is essentially this process of
defining conpletely the probability required that was the essence of al
magi c.

THE GRAIN OF MAG C

The flaw in all our epochs of magical theory and practice cane down to a
single word: conpletely. The Pa-tryns were first to understand the limts of
their own rune structures through the insights of Sendric Kl aus-ten. [3] Rune
magi c is constructed of runes within runes. Before Klausten it was believed
that this succession could be infinite—+ather like cutting an apple in half,
then cutting the half in half, then cutting the half of the half in half, and
so on an infinite nunber of tines. Kl austen, however, realized that there cane
a point in witing the definition where the presence of the rune itself

af fected the definition—and beyond whi ch magi c rune structures could not go.

The Sartan of Abarrach al so discovered this limtation during their research
into Necromancy. [4] The limts of the runes they defined as the "Runestate
Boundary" in necromantic witings. OQher advanced research witings in Patryn
magi ¢ tal k about the "Barrier of Uncertainty,” beyond which runes are too



coarse in structure to pass. Both of these ternms speak to the same limts
witten of by the Patryn Klausten: the inability to define any magi ¢ beyond
the grain of the runes thensel ves.

3 Ibid. See text under heading Grain of Magic and Variability.

4 Fire Sea, vol. 3 of The Death Gate Cycle, Appendix titled "Necromancy." See
text under heading Material as Coarse Existence Structure.

BEYOND THE BOUNDARY:
FI NE AND COARSE STRUCTURES

Bot h magi cks attenpted to come to grips with this Runestate Boundary or
Barrier of Uncertainty, and how to pass beyond it in different ways and for
different reasons.

Patryn Magic and the Barrier of Uncertainty

Sage Rethis [5] established the |aws of Patryn rune magic. Wile Patryn magic
certainly existed before Rethis, his attenpts at defining the magic itself
becanme the touchstone for Patryn magi cal thought for nmany ages and i ncl uded
the witings of Klausten in their definition. H's thoughts shaped Patryn
approaches to the barrier fromthat nonment on. Hi s basic |laws are:

First Law of Rethis: An object's nane has bal ance. For a Patryn rune to

wor k—er that of a Sartan, for that matter—he rune structure nust be bal anced.
A pillar whose base is not square with its sides will not stand upright. Nor
will that pillar stand if one side is heavier than the other. So it is with
rune structures.

The probl em cane when the "true name" of the object—the name that was fully
bal anced—ext ended past the Barrier of Uncertainty, where the rune structure
could no longer fully define it. No matter how carefully the rune was
constructed, it remained unbal anced because the true nane required a bal ance
that had a finer grain of definition than the runes could provide.

5 Elven Star, vol. 2 of The Death Gate Cycle, Appendix titled "Patryn Runes
and the Variability of Mgic."

Rethis reasoned that if this alone were true, all advanced and intricate magic
woul d be unbal anced and, therefore, could not work. This he knew from
experience was just not true. His research at this point was taken as sonmewhat
ridicul ous by sone fellow Patryns and as bordering on heretical by others: Wy
did Patryn magic work at all? His research turned in astonishing results and
led himto his second and third | aws.

Second Law of Rethis: An unbal anced nanme tends to bal ance itself. This has

al so been called the EquilibriumFactor. He found that the Wave of
probabilities fromwhich all nagic was born was not a static state entity but
rather a dynamic force that obeyed laws of its own beyond the Barrier of
Uncertainty. The Wave itsel f—from beyond this barrier—acted to correct for any

smal | inbal ances and inperfections of the rune structure itself.

Third Law of Rethis: No rune has infinite balance. In the end, | believe,

Ret hi s gave the equivalent of a shrug in his third |law. Essentially he was
sayi ng, since no rune has infinite balance and since the Wave will correct for
any small inperfections anyway—wael |, why worry? Make your nagi cks, trust that
the Wave will correct for any small flaws in its balance, and get on with

getting out of the Labyrinth.



It was this Third Law of Rethis that attracted the attention and the praise of
Patryn researchers and popul ar thought. Fromthat time on, Patryns expl ored
ways of influencing the Wave in their approaches to the barrier in order to
bring the exact probability they wanted into existence.

Forgotten in the thunderous clanmor over the third | aw was the astoundi ng
i mplications of the second | aw, that the Wave itself nmay have sonething to say
about the fate of all creation

Sartan Necromancy and the Runestate Boundary

In their attenpts at Necromancy, the Abarrach Sartan had nore success in
penetrating their Runestate Boundary than the Patryns had with their Barrier
of Uncertai nty—al t hough both proved to be the sanme thing.

The first major insights came froman aging Sartan mage named Del sart

Sparanga, [6] who discovered the Delsart Near State, or Delsart Simlitude.

Del sart said that the "spiritual state of all things is a rmuch finer
reflection of the physical state. Al things that exist in the physical are

al so expressed in this spiritual state. Delsart taught that no thing exists in
what he terns the coarse physical state except that it al so have existence in
the spiritual state." [7] This spiritual reflection of all things was thought
to exi st beyond the Runestate Boundary; thus all things existed in a coarse
physi cal state (accessible by runes) and a spiritual state (beyond runes). [8]

The nmensch have had many gods in all their wonderful and varied |ands. They
have al ways believed in the spirit state. W—the Sartan and the

Pat r yns—thought such whi sperings to be foolish and childlike inaginings. How
could we have known that in our ignorance of such things we would cause such
m sery on an unprecedented scal e.

6 Fire Sea, vol. 3 of The Death Gate Cycle, Appendix titled "Necromancy." See
text under headi ng The Del sart Sol ution.

1 Ibid.
8 Ibid. See text under Cycle 290: Coarse and Fi ne Existence.
THE NATURE OF CHAGCS

Both Sartan and Patryn had consi dered the working of the universe to be
something like a Geg machine: If you turned the wheelie then the lifter-arm
woul d rai se. The universe was absolutely predictable. No matter how often you
turned the wheelie, that lifter-armwould raise just the sane.

Al of this was fine in the coarse state—that crude physical world that we had
i ncreasingly come to recogni ze as the domain of the runes. However, the runes
power shattered entirely at the Runestate Boundary. Beyond that lay a real m of
Chaos where entropic forces were at work. It was truly an "Uncertainty
Barrier" in that nothing that happened beyond it could be predicted with any
surety.

However, this image of conplete chaos was incongruent with Delsart's teachings
of the Near State as a finer reflection of the physical state, as well as with
the Second Law of Rethis. If conplete chaos reigned beyond the barrier, why
then did the spiritual effects of Necromancy work? Further, why did the

Omi wave, which by definition existed on both sides of the barrier, act

dynam cally toward a stable, ordered state when chaos and entropy were the
accepted rul e beyond the barrier?



The problenms of spiritual essence were not confined to the real nms of rune
magi ¢ al one but were also reflected in the | esser magi cks of the mensch as

wel . The Kenkari elf practice of trapping the souls of their ancestors [9]
for the enhancement of their own crude magi cks touched on this spiritual world
beyond. They, too, had no context in which to put their discoveries and, |ike

9 The Hand of Chaos, vol. 5 of The Death Gate Cycle. See al so Dragon W ng,
vol. 1 of The Death Gate Cycle.

both the Sartan and the Patryns, covered their ignorance with cobbl ed-together
theory that either masked or excused the truth.

DEATH S GATE

The Sundering, in the light of the know edge we have gai ned since that tine,
was an arrogant folly of unparalleled proportions. In structuring the conplex
runes to sunder creation into the real ms, we had supposed that the magi c woul d
be perfect in all its detail. Yet the magtc was coarse even in its finest
detail when it cane to the Uncertainty Barrier. Its magic had no choice but to
extend itself beyond that boundary and into the spiritual realnms. In doing so,
the Wave corrected as best it could to such a catastrophic inclusion

Part of that correction, | believe, involved the rune structures that gave
nane to "Death's Gate." Inperfect as it was and heavily intrusive into the
real ms of the finer spiritual structures, the calling of Death's Gate into
reality was nore apt than the original designers had supposed.

Death may well be a gate: a spiritual gate through which our finer selves pass
on to other realnms and other realities. Indeed, | amleft to ponder if we
truly exist nmore in that spirit state than in this physical one. W is to say
which is real and which is epheneral ?

When the Sundering opened Death's Gate in the physical, coarse reality, |
believe it closed the spiritual gate beyond the Uncertainty Barrier. CQur
actions not only brought suffering and horror in the physical real ns but
dammed the souls of our countless dead as well, cutting us off from whatever
hi gher exi stence we woul d have beyond this physical realmas well as from
other spirits that may already exist in that finer place.

Yet we were not entirely cut off, for the Wave continued to correct itself. W
may have upset the boat, but the waves of our foolishness subside and the pond
agai n becones placid and at peace.

THE ORDER BEYOND

Who or what observes the Wave in the real ns beyond? Are there gods of the
spirit with powers higher than our own? Wre the nensch far wiser in this than
we with all our power?

| believe now that there is an existence beyond the physical whose purpose we
can only now guess at. It is in that realmof the spirit that the greatest
power of all is found, somewhere in the correcting Wave. If there is somnething
or someone out there beyond this life, |I know |l shall find it when the tine is
cone. W have closed the physical gate; the spirit gate is now open once

agai n.

Only in closing the gate on our prison are we now truly free.

C osing the Seventh Gate






