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    -Prologue- 
 
      
 
    Zarius Magonid groaned as blood dripped from his lips. An arrow had pierced a lung, the steel point sticking out of his back. Every time he breathed, air hissed past the wooden shaft. 
 
    Zarius wore robes of state, although he panted on hands and knees in an undignified posture. Sweaty white hair hung lank around his face. 
 
    Boots pounding in the nearby hall grew louder. Mailed killers hunted for him, hoping to finish their murderous task. 
 
    With a whispered oath, Zarius crawled across the floor to a chair. He used it to lever up and climb to his feet. He swayed where he stood as his eyesight blurred and he fought to remain conscious. The searing agony of another breath was his reward for the fighting. 
 
    As his eyesight cleared, a terrible grin stretched Zarius’s bloody lips. He stumbled to a table, swept aside its scrolls and clamped a scarred and bloody hand onto a staff. A golden dragonhead topped the staff. Tiny glinting rubies gave the head fiery orbs for eyes. 
 
    Behind him, a door slammed against a wall. Zarius shuffled around. Heavy-breathing barbarians, Gepids, tramped into the spacious chamber. They had long red hair and blue-tattooed faces. The hatred in their eyes spoke of the sorcery controlling them. 
 
    Instead of bear furs and wolf-skin mantles, each tall warrior clinked in the mail of a temple guard. They grinned savagely, murderers all. Several gripped long-swords, their favorite weapon. The rest hefted round shields and wicked curved blades. Their weapons were gore-spattered with the blood of Zarius’s slaves, with the blood of his wife and his sons! They fanned out under the high arches and slowly advanced. Despite their bloodlust, they still had enough wit to fear his magic. 
 
    “Your head is all we want!” the clan leader shouted. “Himilco Nara is gifting double its weight in emeralds to the one who thumps it onto his counting table.” 
 
    At the mention of the traitor’s name, rage washed across Zarius’s features. Himilco’s sorcery drove these killers. 
 
    “There are no treasures in Hell,” Zarius whispered. 
 
    The clan leader spat on the marble floor and raised his long-sword. “Let’s cut him down, lads!” 
 
    The others shouted a barbaric cry and charged. 
 
    Zarius’s eyes blazed. He held a talisman of power now, one fashioned in the name of the Lord of Dragons. His bloodily scarred hand clenched it as he shot his arm into the air. He uttered fierce hissing words, and the rubies in the golden dragonhead glowed with a demonic emanation. Their red light bathed the chamber, shining upon the swords. 
 
    The clan leader, a champion among his men, held a long-sword over his shoulder so he could swing it like a scythe. No doubt, he intended to earn glory by detaching the suffete’s head with a single blow. As the warrior rushed across the chamber, his sword quivered with unholy life. 
 
    The tattooed Gepid leader glanced up. The metal of his sword blurred and transformed into a hissing cobra. The cobra’s head flared and the reptile whipped down. Its fangs pierced the warrior’s neck. Venom pumped into flesh as the clan leader bellowed with pain. With magical speed, the wound festered, blackened and shot dark strands of evil into his body. 
 
    The champion crashed to the floor and writhed in agony until he curled like a scorched bug, dead. 
 
    All around the room, the eerie light spread from the golden dragonhead. Long-swords and curved blades transformed into serpents that attacked their shocked bearers. 
 
    One warrior, spitting rage even as black lines like cracks spread across his face, launched himself airborne. Zarius barely shuffled aside as the warrior crashed to the floor. This Gepid had incredible vigor. He whipped his muscled arm, grasped Zarius’s ankle and shuddered with a groan as he died. 
 
    Zarius kicked his ankle free as the eerie red light faded away. All around the chamber, the cobras blurred once more. They returned to sword iron, but as hideously twisted metal. 
 
    Zarius shuffled backward until his thighs bumped against the table. Carefully, he levered himself onto a chair. There were more Gepids. He heard their discordant horns echoing through the palace. The noise was said to call the attention of their war god so he would notice their courageous deeds. From the proximity of the sounds, the barbarians must be in the lower courtyard. Himilco must have sent the entire temple guard to slay him. 
 
    Zarius’s magical staff hissed as the golden dragonhead worked its fanged jaws. Using the staff’s power had awakened the head to simulated life. If he used the staff too much or for too long, the head would not only live in a parody of life, but it would venomously attack him. 
 
    Zarius shook his sweaty head, flinging greasy droplets onto the floor. 
 
    Keep your focus, old man. Reach Bel Ruk’s inner sanctum. You can still bargain with the god and save the city from Himilco’s greed. 
 
    Zarius clenched his teeth as he heaved himself onto his feet. He’d have to don the Gauntlet of Ice again. He flexed his scarred hand. It was dotted with blood as if he had the pox. He’d already sent myriads of the bewitched killers to a frozen death. But it had hurt him. Each polar blast caused the glove to jab spikes into his hand. The blood powered the magic. It was a brutal weapon and, for obvious reasons, one he seldom used. 
 
    Zarius snarled. He’d found his wife…and seen the things the killers had done to his sons. He had gone mad for a time. Before the arrow had pierced his lung, he’d hoped to save his hand. Now he wondered if it was possible to save even his miserable life. 
 
    From a cord around his neck dangled the oddity, the gauntlet that seemed to be made of shards and planes of ice. It tinkled faintly when it moved. It was ice, but reputedly not of this world. 
 
    Zarius thrust the magic staff through the purple sash he wore in lieu of a belt. He steeled himself and gathered his shreds of sorcerous potency. Then he assumed a spell-casting stance and shoved his scarred hand into the gauntlet. There was pain as its spikes pricked his bloody flesh. He clenched his gauntleted hand into a fist, clamping down on the sensations of pain and weakness. He had done likewise a thousand times before, had long ago hammered his senses into obedience to his will. 
 
    Nearing horns blared in the outer corridors. Gepids howled like maddened wolves. One of them shouted that the suffete was in the upper chamber. There was a rush of metallic jangling, pounding boots and the thump of shields. The sounds avalanched toward him. Then the next wave of tough northern warriors burst into the chamber. 
 
    Zarius chanted. The Gauntlet of Ice blazed blindingly as if a gigantic sun shined off it. Zarius howled at the agony of the spikes growing into his flesh. He raised the gauntlet as frosty tendrils of liquid ice smoked between his fingers. 
 
    More Gepids pushed into the chamber. The foremost seemed dazed at what they witnessed. 
 
    “Attack, you dogs! Don’t give the sorcerer time!” 
 
    The Gepids shouted battle cries and charged. 
 
    Zarius chanted and pointed at the nearest. A crystalline shard sped arrow-like at its target. 
 
    The icy shard exploded against the Gepid’s armored chest. It blew the barbarian backward as frost spread over his armor. That sent a chilly puff of white billowing toward the chamber’s stone ribbing. 
 
    Zarius targeted others. With lethal precision, he blew down barbarian after barbarian. Blood showered in globs and Gepids bellowed maddened oaths. Others just bellowed as they twisted on the floor. 
 
    Himilco had bewitched them. Therefore, they didn’t break, even though barbarians often fled when faced with sorcery, even barbarians who had been trained in civilized fighting tactics. 
 
    With grim determination, they kept attacking as more poured into the chamber. Zarius no longer had time to target individuals. He threw the raw bluish substance that appeared on the gauntlet. A barbarian’s arm shattered like ice. A shield broke into shards. Fog billowed as icicles grew on the stone arches above. 
 
    Then out of the fog, a howling madman appeared before Zarius. The old sorcerer slapped his gauntleted hand across the warrior’s face. Searing cold whitened flesh. Crackling lines appeared on the frozen skin, spurting blood. Silently, the Gepid slashed his knife across Zarius’s thigh. Then the warrior died. 
 
    Blood pumped out of the thigh wound and poured down Zarius’s leg. The suffete had no time to worry about that. Another Gepid had reached him. This one bore a gaping hole in his stomach, its outer edges covered with frost. The staggering Gepid clutched a sword and snarled like a demented wolf. 
 
    Zarius grunted as the barbarian drove the blade into his shoulder, cutting tendons and scraping bone. For critical seconds the gauntlet billowed with the frosty substance created by blood magic. Then the gaping wound overcame the Gepid. He crumpled at Zarius’s feet. 
 
    The remaining Gepids bayed like wolves and charged with enchanted hatred. The bewitchment of their senses so enflamed their rage that little could frighten them. Yet it also stole their fighting wits, and that gave Zarius a chance. 
 
    The last Gepid thudded dead upon the carpet less than three feet from him, his entire body covered in frost and frozen blood. 
 
    Afterward, a terrible stillness filled the chamber; the only motion drifting tendrils of a gelid fog, and the only sound the drip of melting icicles. A nauseating stench rose from the heaps of dead and dying. 
 
    Zarius attempted to tie a tourniquet around his thigh. His gauntleted hand refused to respond. Fear chilled his heart. He’d created too much of the awful blue substance. Not even the gauntlet could protect him from that. Given enough time or cold, frost killed flesh. The flesh became gangrene. It turned black. Zarius stared at his wrist in horror; it was black. That meant— 
 
    Like a piece of rotted meat, as though his thought were the impetus, his hand tore away from his wrist and dropped. The bone had become brittle and his frozen wrist shattered into a thousand individual shards. The Gauntlet of Ice, with his spiked hand inside, clunked onto the bloody marble floor. 
 
    Zarius crashed to his knees and cradled his ruined arm. The stump of his wrist…it was frozen. Mechanically, hardly aware that he was doing it, Zarius chanted with the last of his sorcery and kept his wrist frozen. When it finally thawed out, he would bleed to death or die of shock. 
 
    He might die of shock or blood loss as it was. With his left hand and the right stump, he twisted the tourniquet around his thigh but had no way to tie it. 
 
    Then his highly developed senses warned him. Zarius raised his head and swiveled it toward a hidden door. Someone stood behind it. 
 
    The heavy stone door slid open. His daughter rushed out of the secret corridor. Behind her, the stone door closed. Elissa was almost a young woman now. She had piercing dark eyes and long brown hair. Horror twisted her features. 
 
    “Father!” Elissa knelt and grasped the blood-slicked tourniquet, tying it for him. 
 
    In the distance, more horns blared in the lower courtyard. Why couldn’t Himilco see that the besieging nomads had merely been boasting? The appearance of the Tyrant’s fleet must have changed Himilco’s mind. The construction of the siege towers outside Karchedon’s walls— 
 
    “Lie back,” Elissa said. “I’ll give you graybloom. It will make you dizzy for a time.” 
 
    Zarius Magonid squeezed his eyes shut, squeezed harder and then opened them wide. He felt nauseous and dizzy, as if his spirit was busy detaching itself from his flesh. He would die soon. Himilco Nara the traitor would win. His wife, his sons, they might never be avenged. 
 
    “Take the Gauntlet of Ice,” he wheezed. 
 
    “If you’ll just—” 
 
    “Listen, daughter!” he hissed. “Take. The. Gauntlet. Don’t let Himilco touch it. Use your Rhune training. If anyone can escape the city, it’s you.” 
 
    “What about you?” Elissa asked, as she used a bag to lift the Gauntlet of Ice and tipped it to let the blackened remains fall out. Then she rolled the gauntlet into the bag, choosing not to let emotion wash over her, and tied the bag to her belt. 
 
    Nearing horns and clattering equipment meant that yet more Gepids rushed toward their deaths. 
 
    “Come with me,” Elissa said. “I have a few tricks left. I’ll draw the arrow, staunch the blood—” 
 
    “Go!” Zarius said. “I order it. Survive. We’ll meet again, someday.” 
 
    Elissa hesitated. 
 
    “Now,” Zarius said, and with the vestiges of his iron will, he struggled to his feet. 
 
    Elissa dashed to the hidden door and looked at him searchingly. Her lips quivered, which amazed him. Of all his children, Elissa was the toughest and the strongest, if one counted guile and will. She must know that she would never see him again. She stepped through the door and allowed it to close with a heavy thump. 
 
    It was time to die. Yet, he would fight for as long as he could in order to give his daughter time to escape. 
 
    With his left hand—his only hand now, he thought with a wry grimace—Zarius lifted the dragon staff. He hissed malevolent words of power. The ruby eyes glowed. The original Gepid weapons, those he’d twisted into hideous shapes, seemed to melt and re-transform. Once again, they become cobras of varying sizes, and they slithered into ranks, ready for the next band of barbarians. 
 
    Almost without warning, they dashed into the room. They attacked ferociously, charging the swaying suffete of Karchedon. 
 
    The cobras struck with sickening speed, pumping sorcerous venom into the barbarians. Warriors screamed in agony. A few hacked at the snakes. One champion dodged with impressive nimbleness. 
 
    Zarius raised the staff, willing the magic dragonhead to work one more time. He was too weak. His body failed him. 
 
    The long-sword swished with brutal speed, and Zarius Magonid, suffete of Karchedon, thumped dead onto the floor. The great sorcerer-ruler of the richest city in Dai Sai had at last lost his throne, leaving his people to the mercies of a traitor and a mad Prophetess from outside the mighty city walls. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    PART I 
 
    KARCHEDON 
 
      
 
    -1- 
 
      
 
    With tears streaking her face and with a knotted stomach, Elissa moved with cat-like stealth through another hidden corridor. 
 
    She swallowed the sobs trying to free themselves from her throat. She didn’t want to give in to despair. She mustn’t. She needed cool concentration now more than ever. She needed to survive…if for no other reason than to avenge her father. 
 
    She felt her way through the darkness, guided by her sharpened instincts. 
 
    She was slender and her skin dusky-tinted, much different from the other Karchedonians. She was the only offspring of a dalliance between her father and a visiting Rhune princess. The princess’s entourage had been amazed that an outlander—even one as powerful as Zarius Magonid—could have possibly impregnated one of The Blood. 
 
    Rhunes had exalted views of their importance, perhaps with good reason. They were an ancient race that had lived apart for many centuries. They cultivated what many considered strange habits. They were secretive, lived in a land of shadows, and had become akin to the panthers that infested their moonlit gardens. Rhunes believed themselves above the worries of what they considered the lesser races. 
 
    Several years ago, Elissa had learned that it had been politically impossible for her mother to return to the Land of Shadows impregnated by an outlander. Therefore, the princess had remained in Zarius’s apartments, giving birth here and soon thereafter departing for home, never to return. Growing up, Elissa had climbed everywhere as if she were a lemur. Her half-brothers had teased her about it. Later, they had become muscular young men given to skirt chasing and drunkenness, while she had become reserved. 
 
    Then a Rhune troubadour had appeared at the palace. He’d been tall, always wearing a hood as if the sun were his enemy, and he’d never smiled. The troubadour had long fingers and an exotic spider-ring. A tiny piece of jade had seemingly dripped from the spider’s carved mandibles. 
 
    The troubadour had explained to Elissa’s father that he’d journeyed to Karchedon to instruct the young half-Rhune in decorum and other civilized skills. Elissa had wondered at her father’s unease. Only later had she come to realize that her father had suspected that the Rhune had come to test her. If she had been found wanting…the usual Rhune practice was to poison those who failed. 
 
    The Rhune had taught her what he called essential doctrines. That included the rudiments of poisoning, a subtle form of unarmed fighting and the proper employment of knives. He’d approved of her habit of climbing—unusual for a Karchedonian young lady. He’d also shown her several tricks employing silk ropes and padded hooks. As far as Elissa could fathom, decorum for a Rhune meant a placid demeanor even if a pack of Molossian hounds was savaging you or even if you vomited out your life because someone had slipped you a packet of cluthe or graybloom. 
 
    Naturally, throughout her training, Elissa had peppered him with questions concerning the Land of Shadows. He had deftly fended them until he’d finally informed her that she must stifle her curiosity. She must never enter the Land of Shadows on pain of an excruciating death. She was a half-breed, a terrible embarrassment to her mother. 
 
    On hearing that, Elissa had fled to her father. Perhaps that had been the teacher’s intent. The Rhune had departed the next day with a haughty word to her, saying she barely ranked above the animals. However, since she could spew the Yellow Death and had learned the spider’s crawl, technically she’d passed her mother’s requirements for life. Thereupon, the Rhune had doffed his hood for the first time, bowed with an exaggerated flourish and touched his forehead with three fingers. Elissa had never seen him again. 
 
    Grief now thudded in her heart as she glided down the hidden corridor. The Rhune would no doubt have sniffed in distain at the sight of her inner pain. He would have called it excessive emotion, a hindrance to her present aim. The troubadour would have also shaken his head at the traitor’s crude attack upon her father. No subtlety. No artistry. A Rhune would have slid a poisoned dagger into Zarius Magonid’s stomach while whispering important information to him, or throttled the suffete with a wire garrote while Zarius prayed in the temple. What a Rhune would never do is send sword-carrying barbarians to butcher every living soul in their path. 
 
    Elissa barely remembered in time that traps infested this part of the secret corridor. She stepped over a nearly invisible wire. It ran through a bronze pulley and with a tiny knot clutched a Sivishean crossbow’s trigger. The crossbow was primed, with a bolt aimed at her torso. In Elissa’s opinion, this was a foolish trap, as it needed constant attention to keep the crossbow’s string elastic enough to shoot. 
 
    She crept several more paces and paused, bending her head as she tried to achieve Rhune stillness. Disaster had swept upon her, upon her father and his family. Was she going to be like her half-brothers and race to death like a frightened rabbit? The mental image caused her fingers to stiffen. 
 
    Elissa crept a few more paces and peered through a spyhole. She saw more grim butchery. Some of the dead clutched the knives they’d grabbed to fight back. One servant lay in a final embrace with a western barbarian. 
 
    The servant’s hand twitched. The woman was still alive. 
 
    Before Elissa considered the consequences of her action, she slid through the secret door to the serving woman. She was a large lady. By the baked-bread odor that clung to her despite the reek of blood and death, she worked in the kitchens. The woman wore a bloodstained scarf around her neck and held a massive cleaver. A dead Gepid lay sprawled nearby, his split helm and leaking brains proof of the kitchen-woman’s strength. Blood caked the servant’s face. Her right eye had puffed shut, and a purple bruise showed where a mace had cracked her face. 
 
    “Lady Elissa,” the woman slurred. 
 
    “Can you walk?” Elissa asked, kneeling beside the woman. She noticed blood soaking the woman’s dress. Elissa lifted a loose apron. It hid a ghastly wound. 
 
    As Elissa stared at the wound, strong fingers closed around her wrist. “I heard, milady…” The kitchen-woman wheezed painfully. “They want you alive. Himilco—” The woman groaned, and her huge body shuddered as her breathing grew ragged. 
 
    “I have graybloom,” Elissa said. 
 
    The fingers painfully tightened around Elissa’s wrist. “None of your Rhune poisons, milady. You must flee. Find your father—” 
 
    “Good advice,” Elissa said, not having the heart to tell the woman her father was already dead. 
 
    “Himilco desires you,” the kitchen-woman wheezed. “The Gray Wolf of the Gepids asked that you be given to his warriors…given for sport.” 
 
    Anger burst through the sorrow in Elissa’s heart. 
 
    The kitchen-woman gasped for air, trying to speak further. “I don’t think Himilco will give you to the Gepids, though.” 
 
    “What?” Elissa asked, as she glanced out of a triangular window. A sea gull drifted past outside. For a moment, Elissa wished she could fly away like the gull. Then she frowned, turning to the kitchen-woman. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” Elissa said. “How can I help you?” 
 
    The woman slowly shook her head. “I’m finished, milady. You must listen. I can warn you, I can.” 
 
    The urgency in the woman’s good eye made Elissa curious. “Why won’t Himilco give me to the Gepids?” 
 
    The woman gulped for air, fighting to tell. “I heard Himilco say the Tyrant of Delium wants you as his newest concubine.” 
 
    Elissa frowned. How can she know these things? 
 
    “They thought I was dead,” the woman whispered, as if reading Elissa’s thoughts. “The Gray Wolf argued right here with Himilco.” 
 
    “Himilco is in the palace?” Elissa asked. 
 
    “No, no, don’t you think about using your Rhune poisons, milady. Don’t throw away your life. Flee before they capture you. The Tyrant of Delium is a wicked man. He collects wenches. At least, that’s what Himilco told the Gray Wolf.” 
 
    Elissa nodded, hardly hearing the woman now, already lost in her own thoughts. The Tyrant of Delium had sailed to Karchedon with his fleet of giant galleys known as quinqueremes, huge galleys with four men to an oar. His ships had defeated Karchedon’s ships in a sea battle…six weeks ago now. The Tyrant had come to aid the nomads who besieged Karchedon, the tens of thousands of Nasamons huddled in their goat-hide tents, unable to breach Karchedon’s massive land wall. The coming of the Tyrant of Delium had changed the equation. With his galleys, the Tyrant had closed the sea to Karchedon. His soldiers had helped the nomads build siege towers and giant ladders. 
 
    Elissa hissed through her teeth. Her father had sent clumsy assassins to attack the Tyrant in his camp on the beach. Elissa had begged him to let her do this deed. That’s what she had trained to do ever since the troubadour. Her father’s assassins had failed, the siege had continued and now the nomads had found a traitor in Himilco Nara. The traitorous sorcerer would open the city gates to the nomads and seal his position as the new suffete of Karchedon. 
 
    “You must disappear, milady. Go before the barbarians return.” 
 
    “I will, and I thank you.” Gently, Elissa pried the brave woman’s fingers from her wrist. Her Rhune dagger lay in the bottom drawer of her father’s desk. The knife had cloaking powers, and the blade’s touch…her father had taken her knife when she’d spoken about assassinating the Tyrant. Her father thought the dagger’s location a secret, but she was bonded to it and needed the dagger for what she envisioned. 
 
    The dying woman moaned, closed her good eye and lay still. Even in death, she clutched her cleaver. 
 
    Elissa stood, and the Gauntlet of Ice she’d taken from her father tinkled strangely in the bag tied to her belt. She sensed the gauntlet’s hostile magic, which interfered with her Rhune training. She had to hide the gauntlet, put it in a place where Himilco would never find it. 
 
    Before Elissa could decide where, she cocked her head. Doors slammed nearby. Barbarian Gepids shouted, no doubt, as they searched for her. 
 
    Elissa’s dusky features stiffened. The Tyrant of Delium wanted her, did he? Then he would get her, with her Rhune knife at his throat! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -2- 
 
      
 
    Elissa glided through another secret passageway, heading upward toward her father’s study. As she did, she muttered a Rhune litany under her breath to help restrain her fierce emotions. 
 
    Dust floated through slashing rays of light, each of them coming from various spyholes. The dust tickled her nose. Fortunately, the troubadour had taught her a trick against sneezing or coughing when one needed to keep silence. The larger problem was the evil magic from the Gauntlet of Ice. Because of it, she almost missed the smallest of impulses. 
 
    Elissa stopped, slowly moving her head. She heard a faint sound. It came… She cupped her hands against the left wall, pressing an ear against her hands. 
 
    Through the wall, she heard: “I know his spells. None could allow him to send a person elsewhere or make them fade into a ghostly form.” 
 
    Elissa recognized Himilco Nara’s voice. 
 
    Someone mumbled a reply, maybe a Gepid giving Himilco an excuse. 
 
    “No,” the priest said. “The palace is riddled with hidden passageways. That’s how the Rhune disappeared. That’s how—” 
 
    Elissa closed her eyes, trying to place where Himilco stood exactly. As she listened, hairs stirred on her scalp. Why had they stopped talking? Why had—? 
 
    Elissa leaped to the side just in time. 
 
    A sword rammed through the wall where she’d been standing. At the same moment, a sickening lethargy tugged at her eyelids. 
 
    “The gauntlet is here,” Himilco said triumphantly. “I’ll give a helmet of gold to the one who brings it to me.” 
 
    Elissa shuffled her cat-soft boots as she tried to escape down the secret corridor. She silently berated herself for being a fool. Himilco was a deadly sorcerer. He might have already trapped her. 
 
    She glanced back. Light poured through a ragged opening. Thick fingers appeared there. A Gepid shouted, splintering wood as he tore at the wall. 
 
    Elissa struggled to counter the magical lethargy. She sought serenity. As she did, she heard the priest chanting to his barbarians: 
 
    “Feel the power flow into your limbs. You are lions, invincible in battle.” 
 
    With maddened oaths, Gepids smashed at the wall, using axes and strength-enchanted fists. 
 
    Elissa refused to moan. She felt her way, trying to increase her speed. Finally, she remembered the needed litany. The Rhune logic reacted against the magical lethargy like acid eating away at metal. But it worked much too slowly and with too much froth and hissing. Elissa almost lost her balance as her feet drummed down a narrow flight of stairs. Behind her in the passageway, Gepids howled their war cries. 
 
    Wood splintered ahead of Elissa, and she could hear feral shouts from that direction. Lantern-light poured into the dark corridor. The Gepids were hunting her from both ends of the passageway. She was trapped. 
 
    Elissa stopped as their distinctive meaty odor preceded them. Gepids ate vast quantities of pork. In their homeland, they supposedly wrestled one another at mealtime for the choicest pieces. A Karchedonian eating so much pork would gag in revulsion. 
 
    They’d trapped her, but they hadn’t defeated her yet. What was the correct maneuver? The Rhune had foreseen such a situation, having taught her many gambits. She would employ an elementary trick: to pretend defeat, to cower for the moment. 
 
    Elissa popped a yellow capsule into her mouth. The capsule was grainy, with hard little bumps on the chalky shell. With her tongue, she noticed that one bump was missing. It made her chest clench. Did cluthe seep into her mouth? No, no, she didn’t taste its sour, grapefruit flavor. As she hurried, Elissa tore off her headband and mussed her long, dark hair, letting some of it fall in front of her face. 
 
    A muscled Gepid loomed before her, holding an ugly-looking dagger. If the Gepid were wise, he would try to kill her, as the barbarian no doubt had been doing to others all afternoon. But the warrior’s bloodshot eyes took in Elissa’s meek submission. Battle enchantments such as Himilco had put on the man were tricky things, often foiled by guile. Like a fool, the Gepid grinned. He uttered barbaric words over his shoulder. Other Gepids laughed from the next room. 
 
    “Come here,” the Gepid told her. He sheathed his dagger and held out a callused hand. 
 
    Elissa pretended to move with leaden feet. That exasperated the Gepid. He grabbed her, yanking her so she crashed against his armored chest. Despite his enchanted strength, Elissa could have slipped a stiletto through the iron links and killed him. Before she did that, she needed him to bring her among his companions. 
 
    The Gepid dragged Elissa into her father’s study. Scrolls and folios lay everywhere. There was a smashed stool and Carazian papers with inked hieroglyphs lay scattered beside a blood-red folio. A boot-print was stamped on a half-crumpled, priceless paper. The barbarians had no idea of the sorcerous knowledge Zarius had stored in his study. Elissa spied an open window. She would need it once she had the dagger. The doorway into the hall was also open. She heard Himilco from another room. 
 
    Four Gepids leered at her. They joked about how easy it had been to catch her and boasted about the things they would do to her. 
 
    Elissa took a deep breath and with a decided crack crushed the capsule with her molars. She exhaled sharply in small puffs, sending a yellow fog of cluthe into each face. 
 
    The first Gepid sagged as his hand fell away from Elissa’s arm. Vast strength meant nothing against Rhune poisons. A second later, the Gepid slumped onto the floor. A different Gepid staggered backward and tripped. He violently struck his head against the desk and bounced to the floor. The last two barbarians seemed to understand, but it didn’t matter. The first fell down and died. The second looked at Elissa with horror. The warrior might have done any of a number of things. Surprisingly, he ran for the door and shouted a warning before he slumped down dead onto the floor. 
 
    While holding her breath, Elissa rushed to the desk, palmed a stiletto and picked the bottom lock. She yanked open the drawer, shoved aside her father’s papers and snatched her Rhune dagger. It was in a special black leather sheath. While still holding her breath—the need for air burned in her chest—she glided toward the window. 
 
    Perspiration dotted the base of her neck. Her face was cold, the aftershock of spewing cluthe. She had ingested minute amounts of the poison ever since the troubadour had begun her training. It gave her a fraction of immunity to it. The bigger trick was owl fat, which she’d used to coat her mouth against the yellow death. She now spat repeatedly on the floor, wanting to rid herself of all of it. 
 
    While the dying barbarians thrashed on the floor, Elissa blanketed her emotions as the troubadour had taught her to do. She jumped to the open window. Her father’s study was three stories up and beside the portico of Bel Ruk’s gigantic temple. 
 
    The portico had gargantuan pillars, taller than cedars, with bas-relief battles chiseled up and down each column. Elissa’s gaze fell upon a winged dragon entwined about and squeezing to death a luckless merchant. In the stonework art, the fanged beast had already begun to devour the merchant. Elissa shuddered, wondering in a split moment of time why such a thing should be carved into the pillar of a god’s temple. 
 
    The vast temple threw the lane below into shadows. Down there prowled Gepids with shields and drawn swords. Several saw her and shouted, and they shouted the priest’s name, thereby warning Elissa. 
 
    She swiveled her head. Himilco Nara stared at her from a nearby window. He had a face like a rat, narrow with greedy eyes. He pointed at her and chanted, and a churning oily cloud sped at her like a fist. Elissa ducked back into the room. The tightly configured cloud roiled past and hit brick and mortar several feet away. The bricks made hissing noises as the cloud dissolved them. 
 
    Elissa poked back outside and shouted at Himilco. “Tell your Gepids that to hold me is to hold death!” 
 
    “You can win my favor,” Himilco shouted at her. 
 
    That the priest attempted to bargain with her told Elissa he had to gather himself before he could cast another spell. That was the essence of this sorcerer priest, a cunning schemer, always dangerously ready to shift tactics and come at you from a different direction. 
 
    “I’m headed for the sea!” Elissa shouted. “There I’ll drop the Gauntlet of Ice so the fishes can war over it. In the years to come, watch the shadows with great care. Death will strike you from them. This I promise, Himilco Nara.” 
 
    His face twisted with hatred. 
 
    “Today, you are a bride,” he shouted, “soon to be wed to a sword.” Himilco raised his voice and his hand. “I unleash the Gepids of battle against you.” 
 
    Barbarians from in the palace and those on the street bayed like wolves. Worse, the barbarians on the street looked up, their gazes locked onto Elissa with an almost cannibal lust. 
 
    Before such inhumanity could unnerve her and steal her resolve, Elissa unwound a knotted silk rope from around her waist. She swung the weighted hook and flung it up toward the roof. 
 
    She watched it with fear. She had so little time. The hook sailed up and up—and it caught hold. 
 
    With simian speed, she began to slither up the rope. She doubted Himilco could cast another of his oily clouds just yet. Then something swished past her head. It was a knife. The knife hit the wall to her right and bounced off. One of the barbarians on the street must have hurled it at her. Before the knife clattered onto the street far below, she had scaled the ornate gold-work on the roof’s edge, dropping behind it and disappearing from their view. 
 
    She coiled the silk line as she raced across the broad roof. The aftereffects of the cluthe had made her woozy so the blood pounded in her ears. Her eyesight dimmed for a moment. She shook her head as taught until her vision returned. 
 
    She noticed a stone tower half-a-mile away—a world away for her—built into Karchedon’s mighty sea wall. Above the huge tower waved the blue flag of the Seahorse Squadron. Elissa could make out the red seahorse in the middle of the billowing blue flag. She wished some of those mercenary lancers were here to stop the enchanted Gepids. As Elissa wished that, she heard a trapdoor slam against the roof. 
 
    With a twist of her head, she saw a spiked helm poke through the opening. A big sweaty Gepid with blue tattoos on his cheeks climbed up. By the sounds, there were more barbarians behind him. 
 
    Elissa sprinted toward the edge of the roof opposite the side that she’d just climbed. Only a towering plinth was higher than she was now. The plinth was a column of marble with gilt words attached to its sides telling about the majesty of the Lord of Dragons, one of Karchedon’s gods. 
 
    Elissa judged the distance to the street below. She could jump, but she would likely snap bones upon landing. They would have her then. 
 
    What was the right—? 
 
    A man screamed in terror. He was farther down the street. Two sword-waving barbarians ran after him. The frantic man bolted for a door, his hat falling off his head. One of the Gepids crushed the feather in the hat as he trampled it in his haste to butcher another of Zarius’s fleeing servants. 
 
    The barbarians on the roof had climbed out of the trapdoor and now closed in on her. 
 
    “We have her!” shouted one. 
 
    The warrior sounded winded, so that was something, at least. The others made slithering chainmail sounds as they moved. 
 
    “Whoever touches her first can test her first,” Himilco shouted from the trapdoor. 
 
    Elissa had already unwound her silk line again. She couldn’t defeat these barbarians in open battle. She had to escape, and there was only one possibility left. 
 
    She twirled the hook and heaved, playing out the line. The hook sailed toward the plinth, latching onto one of the gilt letters bolted to it. With a cat-like sudden leap, Elissa launched off the edge of the palace roof. Her slender hands gripped viselike onto the spider-thin line. 
 
    The Gepids rushed to the ledge where she’d been standing. Elissa couldn’t see them, but the barbarians watched her in openmouthed astonishment. 
 
    “She’s a goddess,” one of them whispered. 
 
    Two made warding signs against evil. 
 
    Another whistled in amazement. 
 
    Elissa swung down toward the street and then up like a pendulum toward the sub-temple across the way. She let go of the line at just the right moment. Any normal person would have flopped with sickening force onto the temple roof. Elissa hit with a controlled tumble the way the troubadour had taught her. Whatever else the Rhune had been, he had been a superb teacher. 
 
    As Elissa came to a stop, she could hardly believe the world no longer rocketed past her in a blur. This was fool’s luck. She knew that’s what the troubadour would have told her. Yet, his dark eyes might have shined with the hint of secret approval even as he spoke. 
 
    With a nervous laugh, Elissa sat up, looking around. 
 
    One of the Gepids on the other roof raised his sword as if saluting. Another waved to her. The rest of the barbarians lifted their swords, shouting. 
 
    Were they making dire oaths to slit her throat? Elissa blinked in astonishment. No. They seemed to be cheering her accomplishment. That didn’t make sense. They were murderers. They wanted to destroy her. Now they were going to cheer what she had done? 
 
    Elissa jumped to her feet. She saw her silken line dangling from the plinth. She’d miss it, but at least she was alive. The question was, how long would she remain free? 
 
    Elissa staggered for the sub-temple’s trapdoor. The Temple Mount on which the palace and temples were built crawled with Gepids. And despite the cheers over there, the sorcery-driven barbarians would still drag her to Himilco if they could lay their hands on her. 
 
    Still, Elissa had her Rhune dagger. Now, she needed to remain free long enough to construct her skay. Then she could be about her business and assassinate the Tyrant of Delium, the ruler whose galleys had kept Karchedon hostage to the nomads. If she could kill the Tyrant soon enough, she might yet save the city from Himilco’s treachery. 
 
    She wiped a tear from her cheek. That would be her tribute to her departed father. She would miss him— 
 
    Elissa began to run. She couldn’t dwell on her father now. She had too much to do just to stay alive for another few hours. 
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    Himilco Nara, Priest of Bel Ruk in Karchedon, stared from a window in the Suffete’s Palace. He was a thin man with black eyes in a face that seemed to be all nose and narrow forehead. He had nervous hands and the odd habit of letting his fingers linger upon whatever they touched, as if debating whether to steal the thing or not. He’d survived a harrowing and terrible childhood through theft and a quick tongue. 
 
    Blood stained the walls behind him in the room, while several of the suffete’s favorite concubines lay dead in grotesque postures. One yet held the dice cup with which she’d idled away her last hours of life. The two bone dice lay in the cup’s inner lip. The pips were three and four, showing seven, a winning throw. A passing Gepid had already snatched up the meager winnings from the overturned table. 
 
    Himilco wore a red robe and boots that granted him several extra inches of height. He knew Zarius had joked about the platform boots before. Afterward, priests had whispered what to them must have been delicious gossip. Mercenary commanders and merchants had eventually heard about Himilco’s boots. Many had no doubt snickered about it behind his back. Some said he was vain, others that he was insecure. 
 
    Himilco’s lips peeled back, showing yellowed teeth in a sardonic grin. He had begun life as a vagabond, a runt with an ugly face. His earliest memories in life were those of being alone and fending for himself. Many had kicked him in those days. Many had struck him, especially when they caught him in their orchards stealing pears or pomegranates to fill his withered belly. Yet even then, he’d possessed guile, and he had worked harder than anyone else around him. He’d learned to read and had tried to enter the priesthood. That was normally reserved for the children of nobles or rich merchants. Finally, Zarius had granted him an interview. The suffete had discovered Himilco’s proclivity for spell casting. 
 
    Against much protest, Zarius had enrolled Himilco in the priesthood, continuing to elevate him to higher and higher ranks as he proved his skills. Instead of being grateful, those mercies had ignited Himilco’s hatred as not even kicks in the face had been able to do. 
 
    Now, at last, Himilco gazed out of Zarius Magonid’s window. Standing in his platform boots, he peered across the city over the massive wall that guarded them from the nomad horde camped outside. Thousands of black tents dotted the plain. 
 
    Several weeks ago, Himilco had secretly walked among those tents. He knew that in the high desert, children collected fallen goat hairs from the herds. The women wove the coarse hairs into the black Nasamon tents. Each tent was low and oval-shaped, the right flap tied back every morning. A reed mat rested at the entrance. There, the owner sharpened his dagger, worked on his leopard-skin saddle or instructed his family hidden in the tent’s interior. A clay jug of fermented goat’s milk waited at his left, the stopper fashioned out of witchweed. 
 
    Out beyond the city walls, each clump of tents surrounded various clan banners. The nearest to the city was the Diraish-i-kaviyani, the glittering banner of the Red Scorpions. The banner was the leather apron of a legendary smith, once a slave in a caravan-trading city. He had escaped and led the nomads on countless plundering campaigns. In time, the leather apron had become a banner fifteen feet by twenty, a crust of precious stones. The Nasamons regarded it as holy, and each clan chieftain of the Red Scorpions had added new decorations to it with the help and approval of the desert shamans. 
 
    “Archpriest,” a woman said. 
 
    Himilco turned from the window, from his study of the besieging horde. He tilted his head in greeting to the Lady Sidi. Behind her stood the Gray Wolf, a gigantic Gepid. 
 
    Lady Sidi wore a white linen veil and costly Carazian linen garments, with silver slippers. She wore a chain of gold around her slim hips. The gold clasp was of a leopard’s head, two jade fangs holding the end in place. Like the delicate clasp from Lokhar, Lady Sidi moved with grace. She had painted eyes like a courtesan, watchful and far too knowing. She was the chief of the perfumers, one of the central powers in Karchedon. 
 
    “The Suffete…?” she asked delicately. 
 
    “Is quite dead,” Himilco assured her. 
 
    Her linen garments rustled as she glanced at the carnage in the room. She took several tentative steps nearer. 
 
    “You have the Gauntlet of Ice?” she asked. 
 
    “Alas, in his pride, Zarius destroyed it.” Himilco smiled softly. “Some might think it vanity that I should say this, but I surprised Zarius by the power of my spells. He attempted to match me and then lost control of the forces he had summoned.” Himilco shrugged his narrow shoulders in an offhanded manner. “What of the commanders?” 
 
    Lady Sidi took several steps closer, careful to keep her slippers from pools of clotted blood or severed limbs. 
 
    Himilco tried to leave the question hanging, but proved unable. The Lady Sidi wielded great power, and her presence bothered him. 
 
    “The nomads grow restless,” he said. 
 
    Still, she said nothing. 
 
    Himilco hated and respected her reserve. Even so, she must understand what was at stake. He indicated the nomad horde beyond the walls. 
 
    In the distance rose two new siege towers. The first three were burnt cinders, the work of Zarius’s spells several days ago. 
 
    The siege towers were evidence of the Tyrant of Delium. He had brought wood as cargo. He’d brought nails, iron clasps and mechanical and construction knowledge. Until then, the nomads’ primary siege tool had been patience, having cut off Karchedon from her fertile fields and tributary lands. Their Prophetess had given the nomads unnatural staying power. Three times, Karchedon’s mercenary host had marched out of the city to give battle. Each time, the nomads had baffled and eventually driven back the more sedentary army. On their small desert ponies, the unequaled horsemen had maneuvered like flocks of starlings that wheeled and changed direction as if by instinct. 
 
    The chief Nasamon weapon was an incredibly long javelin. It was springy, fashioned out of tempered Tem wood and varnished black, with a glinting bronze tip. Some javelins had hollow bone tips that whistled as they arced through the air. Many a Nasamon could hurl his javelin from a galloping horse farther than a skilled archer could shoot a distance arrow. From the wheeling, taunting desert horsemen had showered thousands of such javelins, too many finding their marks in the mercenary host. 
 
    As Karchedon possessed the world’s greatest merchants, the city used her fabled wealth to recruit her soldiers instead of using patriotism to inspire her local sons into joining the standard. If the mercenaries deserted their posts, Karchedon would be defenseless. 
 
    “The commanders are restless,” the Lady Sidi said softly. She meant the mercenary commanders, of course. “Yet, the commanders fear Zarius too much to believe any tales about his death, especially without evidence of the Gauntlet of Ice.” 
 
    “I speak the truth concerning it,” Himilco said. 
 
    “Of course I believe you,” Lady Sidi said. “Others…might recall past tales concerning you.” 
 
    Himilco’s face burned with embarrassment and resentment. 
 
    “Others mistrust me only because Zarius cleverly sowed the seeds of disunity among us. Yet I bid you to look around you, Lady. Zarius’s retainers are hacked corpses. If the Suffete were alive, do you not think he would have already struck me with vengeance?” 
 
    “That you stand so boldly at his favorite window speaks well of your boasts.” 
 
    “I never boast,” Himilco said. 
 
    Lady Sidi took her time answering. 
 
    “Perhaps if you could produce some ice shards from the gauntlet,” she said. “That would persuade my…confederates. Then we would declare ourselves bankrupt and let the commanders know that no more pay would be forthcoming for their hirelings.” 
 
    Himilco shook his head. “Time is critical. If we are to gain Karchedon the Prophetess’s mercy—” 
 
    “Please!” Sidi said, interrupting him. “That is foolishness. I will hear no more about it. It’s time you learned about our plan.” 
 
    Himilco glanced past Lady Sidi to the impassive giant waiting by the door. He’d wondered about double-dealing from her and her confederates. He saw that he would have to do this the hard way. 
 
    Himilco nodded as if implying he wanted to hear more from her. 
 
    “I understand that you think you need the Prophetess’s favor in order to seal your position as the new Suffete,” Lady Sidi said. “The commanders lack faith in you, however. That means we need to—” 
 
    Lady Sidi never finished her words. The Gray Wolf had correctly read Himilco’s nod a second ago. The barbarian chieftain clapped his hands on either side of the perfumer’s head and twisted sharply. Lady Sidi’s neck snapped. The Gray Wolf let go, and her corpse collapsed like a linen sack, joining the dead on the carpeted floor. 
 
    Himilco knelt beside her and unpinned the veil. Lady Sidi’s porcelain beauty startled him. Her death had been so swift that a surprised look showed in the raised eyebrows. The abrupt murder hadn’t otherwise twisted her delicate features. 
 
    Himilco had always supposed she’d veiled her face because she was hideous looking. To find the opposite to be true angered him. Had she believed he belonged to the vulgar masses? Did she believe him too lowborn to gaze upon her beauty? 
 
    Because the Gray Wolf was watching, Himilco restrained an impulse to hack at her face with a knife. Instead, he gave her a pitying smile. 
 
    “I hope to win Karchedon a reprieve,” he told the corpse. “The Tyrant’s fleet means there will be no salvation from abroad. Sadly, I must now open the gates and let the nomads disarm the mercenaries. If I thought you would have understood, you would have lived.” Himilco glanced at the Gray Wolf. “If only she had possessed greater faith in me.” 
 
    As Himilco stared, the Gray Wolf grudging knelt before him. The chieftain was a giant and a legend among the Gepids. Even on his knees, the Gray Wolf was taller than Himilco. The chieftain was supposedly descended from one of the northern forest gods. Looking at the brute, one could almost believe it. 
 
    “My lord,” the Gray Wolf rumbled in his heavy accent. “What is your wish?” 
 
    “Catch the half-Rhune and bring me the Gauntlet of Ice.” 
 
    A hint of fear showed in the barbarian’s gray eyes. “She is a were-creature, Lord, one of the beastmen of Darkness.” 
 
    “You’re Gepids,” Himilco said. “I thought you were supposed to be the world’s deadliest warriors, afraid of nothing that breathed.” 
 
    The Gray Wolf’s heavy features tightened. He wore the spiked helm of a temple guard, but instead of wild hair, his uncut, graying hair fell in a single braid down his massive back. 
 
    “We are the deadliest warriors,” the Gray Wolf said, “against human foes.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear any more excuses. Do you understand?” 
 
    After a moment, the Gray Wolf nodded. With the clink of mail, he rose to his imposing height. “We may take the Rhune’s head?” 
 
    Himilco had often wondered about barbarian head hunting. The warriors liked to nail the heads of worthy foes to their barrack’s wall. Was there magical significance to the act? 
 
    “The jump from the palace—” 
 
    “The head is yours once you capture her,” Himilco said, interrupting. 
 
    With a grim smile, the Gray Wolf stalked from the room. 
 
    Himilco moved back to the window as he blotted his narrow forehead with Lady Sidi’s veil. He’d promised the Prophetess a tranquil city. Now the Prophetess would have to defeat stubborn mercenaries who refused to lay down their swords. Still, he would give her the victory she craved. And once he had the Prophetess’s ear, he could maneuver for even greater power. 
 
    Himilco rubbed his hands. The next few hours were going to be hard. But once he won through them…no one would ever laugh behind his back again. 
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    Elissa lay on her belly. She peered past a dragon statue on the edge of the roof of the Great Temple of Bel Ruk. The stone dragon towered over Elissa, perched as if about to swoop down upon the unhappy citizens below. The unknown sculptor had masterfully chiseled the talons. Elissa peered between them and noticed how the stone claws seemingly dug into flesh. The edge of the roof where the claws pierced seemed to bleed granite spurts of blood. What had inspired the artist to bother with such exquisite detail when he or she must have known that nobody except perhaps a desperate half-Rhune assassin would ever witness it? 
 
    The Temple Mount dominated the city of Karchedon and the Great Temple of Bel Ruk dominated the mountain in the middle of the city. The city spread out below. It had a huge marketplace to the west. Closer by were squat manufactories where artisans created glassware, made perfumes and pottery and dyed garments. Much of Karchedon’s riches came from trade in those items. Throughout the city were merchant palaces. Around each of them were smaller adobe homes. The merchant princes rented those homes, creating yet more wealth for themselves and an army of clients. 
 
    Few people were abroad in the city today. Those who were on the streets hurried with hunched shoulders and furtive glances. Perhaps they sensed the great tragedy that was about to take place. Flags yet waved on the stone towers that were part of the city walls, and flags waved on the main city gates, showing that the mercenary companies still maintained their posts and that Karchedonian officers still commanded the paid formations. 
 
    Slaves unloaded a ship on the quays to the east. It was the fifth blockade-runner to have reached Karchedon since the Tyrant’s fleet had arrived. Slaves tramped across gangplanks with sacks of flour on their sweaty shoulders. 
 
    Across the bay was the Tyrant’s camp. There, most of his galleys were beached like stranded whales. Workers scraped away seaweed from the bottom of one. A few galleys patrolled the waters. 
 
    The Tyrant’s camp was Elissa’s destination. She planned to sneak into his tent and garrote him in his sleep. Without his iron hand at the helm, his island empire would splinter into separate city-states. The sailors and soldiers that made up the armada would surely demand to sail home. The captains would undoubtedly feel likewise. Without the blockading galleys, Karchedon could resume her trade, rebuild her navy and hire more mercenaries to defeat the nomads. 
 
    Now, Elissa wondered if she was too late. The Donkey Gate, the fortress built around the largest entrance into Karchedon, faced the waiting nomad horde. Great blocks of stone made up the tower, each block ten tons or more in weight. They made for a vast square of unconquerable granite. Higher square towers rose on each corner of the Donkey Gate. Archers normally peered between each tower’s merlons, ready to pour withering fire upon anyone attempting to storm the Donkey Gate. Now, those towers appeared to be devoid of soldiers. 
 
    Lord Jubal commanded the Golden Lions, a mercenary company of Mazaran archers, proud soldiers, their history of service unequaled. Yet the Donkey Gate seemed empty. What had happened to the archers, and where was Lord Jubal? 
 
    In peacetime, thousands of merchants and country folk poured into the city or left on journeys into the hinterland through the Donkey Gate. Since the siege began over a year ago, the mighty gate had only swung open three times. Each time, Karchedon’s mercenaries had marched outside to do battle. Each time, the companies had staggered back into the safety of the city. 
 
    The sons of the desert were tough fighters. Their best warriors, Elissa had heard, could heave their deadly missiles with equal dexterity from either hand. Such champions roamed the battlefield as they guided their nimble mounts with their knees. The leopard-skin saddles hardly afforded any help remaining seated. From birth, the nomads learned how to ride. The best killers always led the way into battle. 
 
    Elissa shivered. The great inner gate was open, was even now opening wider. A white horse cantered through, its rider wearing a billowing white mantle and a hood and holding an impossibly long javelin. Behind the horseman followed two others. They bore small, elephant-hide shields and slender spears. 
 
    “Nasamons,” Elissa whispered. 
 
    As the gate continued to open, more nomads galloped onto the cobbled plaza. Then Elissa heard a horn blare from a different tower, confirming her suspicion. The nomads had found a traitor to open a way into Karchedon. 
 
    Likely Himilco Nara and his Gepids had been to the Donkey Gate. The priest must have won over Lord Jubal. 
 
    Elissa slithered back to her half-completed skay. She hoped Karchedonian officers could rally the other mercenaries and throw out the nomads before too many entered the city. She assembled her skay in the middle of the roof, believing this the last place Himilco would look for her. If Himilco had left for the nomad camp, it made sense why the hunt for her had slackened. If Himilco was over there, he couldn’t use his sorcery here to track the Gauntlet of Ice. 
 
    Elissa had already aligned long bamboo poles and lashed them together into a huge triangular skeleton. To that, she’d sewn many parchment sheets. She had used silk line for thread. There was a bottom bamboo structure to hold her. Paragons from faraway Sivishe had invented skays. Through many leagues of ocean, on camelback and then by donkey, the blueprint for skays had traveled from Sivishe to Lokhar. A savant of Lokhar had traveled to Karchedon many years ago. Elissa had found his papers in one of her father’s storehouses. Afterward, she had used her allowance to purchase the needed items for constructing a skay. The Rhune troubadour had sneered at her purchases. 
 
    “Use shadows and cunning,” the troubadour had told her. “Leave aerial exploits to the wind-scarred madmen of Sivishe.” 
 
    “An assassin could swoop down like an eagle,” she had replied. “She could gain admittance into high fortresses previously invulnerable to her skills.” 
 
    “Does the squirrel seek to teach the mongoose how to kill snakes?” the troubadour had asked. “Neither should a half-caste girl quarrel with her mentor. A Rhune trusts his own skills, not the fickle wind. Listen to me well. Never trust the tide, the wind or a prince’s promises. Trust your poisons, the aim of your dagger and your garroting wire.” 
 
    On the temple roof, Elissa repressed those memories and concentrated on her task. She pushed a needle through a yellowed parchment sheet and yanked the thread through. She was only half-Rhune—that was true—but she had her dagger and poisons. She would succeed no matter the odds. First, she must slay the Tyrant. Then, she could plot the death of Himilco Nara, arch-traitor of Karchedon. 
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    Himilco and his Gepids had indeed been in the cavernous Donkey Fortress. With his own ears, Himilco had heard the giant wheel clack. With his own eyes, he’d seen the mighty doors swing open to admit the first rush of galloping nomads. 
 
    The Nasamons were gaunt men, browned by the desert sun, with white mantles and brass-dotted leather hoods. Ornate copper sheathes clattered at their belts, holding their deadly curved knives—the fabled kindjal. Each knife was a work of art, the handle carved from bone. 
 
    The nomads were notorious knife-fighters. Many spent hours sitting cross-legged outside their tent, the razor-sharp steel rhythmically hissing across a whetstone as the nomad’s eyes glazed over with visions of cutting down a hated enemy. Among the Nasamons, only slaves fought with their fists. To hit a nomad or to wrestle with him was a mortal insult. Knives would flash, and the offender would be left to bleed to death, curled around his neatly sliced wound. 
 
    How the nomads had hooted as they’d spied the open gate. Warriors had pumped their javelins, their polished bone rings gleaming dully. 
 
    Afterward, Himilco clattered to the Nasamon camp in a chariot. Hundreds of mounted nomads raced past him toward the gate, choking Himilco with their dust as he drove. He sneezed, using Lady Sidi’s linen veil to wipe his nose. 
 
    The Nasamons loved their nimble horses. Like the nomads, the horses were small and surefooted. White horses were the most common, although there were many dappled and red horses as well. A black horse was considered a gift from the Lord of Dragons and it was set free once it no longer needed its mother’s milk. Every mount jangled with small silver bells. The bells were twined into the braided manes. Almost every warrior kept his favorite mount in his tent as one of the family, often feeding it by hand. 
 
    Once the horsemen had galloped past, Himilco jumped down from his chariot before the Prophetess’ huge black tent. 
 
    In moments, he was standing in her presence. Two Almodad slaves gripped his arms. Each had bronze-colored skin and knotty muscles. Himilco resented their height and the way they breathed down his neck. He’d just delivered her Karchedon. Surely, the Prophetess should trust him more than this. 
 
    The Prophetess sat upon a throne of cunningly interwoven bones. A grim circle of human skulls surrounded her. It was a morbid piece of work, as if dead worshippers adored her every deed. Each polished skull watched her with gemmed eyes: rubies, garnets, pearls and emeralds. The skull-eyes glittered eerily in the flickering torchlight, making them seem alive in some macabre fashion. 
 
    The Prophetess sat motionless like an idol. She was wearing a heavy robe of spotted hyena-skin and held a baton topped with the skull of an ancient dwarf dragon. Her features were difficult to determine, for she wore the skull of a sizeable extinct creature. A necklace of human teeth hung from her neck. 
 
    “I feel the nullity of death emanating from your hands,” she said. “You have killed recently.” 
 
    “In order to give you the city,” Himilco said. 
 
    “Bel Ruk gave me Karchedon. You merely proved his handiest tool.” 
 
    Himilco forced himself to nod. He knew that the Prophetess believed that Karchedon had sullied the god’s name with mercantile greed and corruption. She meant to bring the purity of the god’s true nature to the city. 
 
    “I know you,” the Prophetess was saying. “You are a jackal who has dared to run with the hyenas, with my deadly Nasamons. You lick your chops with desire and hope to snatch a prize from Karchedon’s corpse.” 
 
    Himilco frowned. He’d just delivered her the city. A little gratitude would be nice. 
 
    The Prophetess leaned forward so the bones of her chair creaked and shifted. “Do you know why I have come to Karchedon?” 
 
    “To bring the light of Bel Ruk to the world,” Himilco said. 
 
    “I will torch Karchedon with so many pyres as to darken the sun by the smoke of the dead. Bel Ruk will wax fat on the rivers of blood. He will gorge himself, and I will feed him more, always more. Bel Ruk will become the glutton god, gobbling souls while enraptured with the heady stench of gore. The dwellers of Karchedon will feed him with their flesh. And when the wind howls through the empty city and dust blows upon the deserted lanes, then Bel Ruk will desire more. Yet, the larder will be empty. His belly will growl. He will demand his customary fare. That is when the god will unleash his power and the desert tribes will conqueror the world.” 
 
    A sick feeling knotted Himilco’s gut. Had he miscalculated? Was the Prophetess insane? That would mean all his careful plotting, his years of waiting for the right moment—wasted! No, no, he must think. The Prophetess watched him. She respected strength. Therefore, he simply smiled and shook his head. 
 
    “Do you disapprove of my vision?” she purred. 
 
    “Not at the direction of your aim,” Himilco said. “But…” He let his voice trail off. 
 
    “I doubt modesty stays your words.” 
 
    “I know little about modesty,” he said. “What gives me pause is fear.” 
 
    “And thus you show yourself unworthy of Bel Ruk,” she said. “You have an avidly grasping longing for life. It reeks from you. I am ashamed to have used your guile to gain entrance into the city. Even so, I will grant you a boon. You will be the last man of Karchedon to climb the stone steps of the mighty altar I will erect in the city. There, I will tear your heart from your traitorous flesh.” 
 
    She began to motion to the slaves holding his arms. 
 
    Anger tightened Himilco’s throat like a noose. What was wrong with kings, queens and messiahs being lifted up to lead a people? While one might distrust a traitor—and he rejected the notion that he was a traitor—one should visibly reward them. The obvious reason for this was so that you could unlock other stubborn doors in the future. It was such an obvious truism that it grated against his sense of logic that she should use him so shabbily. He suspected this wasn’t a matter of insanity, but arrogance. She had likely won all her battles too easily and thus believed herself invincible. Maybe that was what was wrong with those lifted into leadership; just this sort of arrogance. 
 
    “Allow me to object, Prophetess. My fear is not physical. It is rather that my brilliance will outshine your own.” 
 
    The downward motion of her skull-topped baton stopped. “The jackal grows bold,” she said in a menacing tone. 
 
    Himilco stared into the dark eyes peering out of the skullcap. She thought in desert terms. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “What is the essence of the jackal? It slinks in the shadows, in the tall grass, looking to snatch its pitiful slice of meat. It must dart under the lion’s claws and avoid the hyena’s crushing jaws. Even vultures attack it, at times raking the poor beast with their talons. Yet through it all, the jackal develops keen wits. It lives by them.” 
 
    “Your cleverness is well known, priest.” 
 
    “My cleverness, rather than any supposed fear, is the reason I threw in my lot with you.” 
 
    “Poor little jackal,” she said. “No one loves a traitor. And worse for you, no one trusts a traitor, least of all me.” 
 
    Himilco laughed. 
 
    “You dare to mock me?” she asked. 
 
    “Never,” Himilco said. “I laugh at my stupidity. It is the worst fault for a jackal to possess. I believed I’d taken your measure when we met several weeks ago. Your vision impressed me. Nay, it inspired me. Your daring was breathtaking. I gloried in your revelations concerning the god I had thought I’d served. Because of that, I bent all my energy to the fulfillment of this dream. Now, I see that in one respect, you’re like all the others, afraid of my brilliance.” 
 
    The Prophetess pointed her baton at an empty place in her circle of skulls. “I think I shall place you there. What is your favorite gem, priest? I think jade would suit your narrow skull.” 
 
    “I applaud your idea to engorge the Lord of Dragons with souls in order to increase his appetite to gargantuan proportions. That is an excellent plan. What amazes me is your carelessness in throwing away the tool that can quickly bring you untold thousands, nay, tens of thousands more bodies to lie upon your bloodstained altars.” 
 
    “Your cunning is overrated,” the Prophetess said. “The reason for these arguments is obvious.” 
 
    “Is it obvious?” Himilco asked in an ironic tone. 
 
    “Strike him twice,” she said coldly, “each of you.” 
 
    Himilco silently endured the two Almodad slaves twisting him around. With a callused, massively huge open hand, each slapped him twice, once on each cheek. Afterward, with hand marks imprinted on his flesh, Himilco subtly used his tongue to test a loose tooth. He had a horror of losing any of them. That the Prophetess had ordered two slaves to strike him when it was a Nasamon insult to hit with your hands—Himilco strove to contain his rage. 
 
    By quick degrees, he became aware of the two slaves gripping his arms again and turning him toward the Prophetess. 
 
    “None dares to question me,” she told him. 
 
    Himilco’s eyes shined wetly. His tongue roved over his loosened tooth. He had to outwit this witch, and he had to start now…or he was as good as dead. 
 
    “I have served Bel Ruk for many years,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    “Blasphemy will be met with death,” she hissed. “You Karchedonians have desecrated his name.” 
 
    Outthink her. Don’t match her arrogance for arrogance. 
 
    “Yes…” he said, nodding. “Blasphemy is obviously wrong.” 
 
    “I tire of your word games.” 
 
    “Then I will be blunt,” he said. “I realized that you knew better than we Karchedonians did concerning Bel Ruk’s true nature.” 
 
    “I always speak truth.” 
 
    Himilco grimaced inwardly thinking about the lies she’d told him several weeks ago about the rewards she would lavish on him if he gave her the city. 
 
    “Your truth has shined through the lies I’ve been taught about Bel Ruk,” he said. “For that alone I will always be grateful to you. My key point, Prophetess, is that however poorly and ill-conceived my service has been, I have faithfully followed the god for years.” 
 
    “How can you say faithfully when you have served a false conception of Bel Ruk?” 
 
    “Ah, but once I learned the error of my ways, I changed. No other priest in Karchedon did likewise.” 
 
    “That is a point in your favor,” she admitted. 
 
    If she could admit that…there was hope. He must play on that. 
 
     “Prophetess,” he said, bowing as he spoke. “I would beg that you allow this ‘jackal’ to point out to you that this…that your revelation bloomed in my heart like a precious flower. I know some around you call me a traitor. For the Lord of Dragons’ sake, I have endured that vile name. I have long acted like a jackal. I suppose that is true. Yet, the priests of Karchedon have long duped me with their blasphemous words. Can a hyena change its spots?” 
 
    “Why would a hyena ever do such a thing?” 
 
    Himilco took a deep breath. He sensed a change in her heart. He had to say this correctly. 
 
    “I am a jackal and you call me a traitor. I have not quibbled with you about that. Yet one thing I must say. One thing I must tell even the holy Prophetess of Bel Ruk.” 
 
    “Now you seek to teach me?” she asked in a dangerous tone. 
 
    “I seek Bel Ruk’s greatness,” he said. “Therefore, I risk your wrath to tell you that you are missing the obvious. You hate me—” 
 
    “You are not big enough to hate,” she said with a laugh, interrupting him. “Instead, I suspect your every motive. I hear your words and realize that that they are interwoven with deceit. When you speak the truth, you tangle it in a lying web. But hate, no… You are too little and pitiful to hate. I realize that you are a worm trying to wriggle out from under my crushing heel.” 
 
    Her words shocked him. They were like twenty, like thirty, maybe even like a hundred slaps across the face. They sobered him. She had lied about the rewards. She had played him for a fool. He had risked everything— 
 
    Himilco choked down his bitterness as red rage almost caused him to rush her. She had played him for a fool—him, Himilco Nara the Cunning. If it took twenty years, he would plot for the moment in time when he would watch her beg for mercy. On that day, oh, on that glorious day, he would crush her like a gnat. 
 
    She leaned sharply forward as her dark eyes seemed to glitter with sinister intelligence. 
 
    “You emanate hate,” she said softly. “Yes. I feel the wrath blazing in you. How interesting. Are you thinking murderous thoughts toward me, little priest?” 
 
    Her awareness of his inner intentions startled Himilco. Could she read his thoughts? No, it must be part of her prophetic gift. That was so different from sorcery, from spells and incantations. To have awareness descend upon you as a god’s gift—he felt a stab of jealousy. Everything he had ever obtained had come through grueling effort and cunning. 
 
    “Great One,” Himilco said, letting weariness enter his voice. “However poorly, however ill-conceivably I have served the god these many years. I have some familiarity with his ways. More importantly, I know many of the patterns of his mind.” 
 
    “Better than I know them?” the Prophetess asked, her voice brittle. 
 
    Himilco paused, wondering how to answer that. 
 
    “I know that there are rare occurrences in history when a great one like you comes along,” he said. “You stand on a great moral height and are so sensitive of soul that you can peer into spiritual vistas that we lowly mortals are too earthbound and crass to see. You see above mountains and across distant valleys to a better world. In this case, you see what the Lord of Dragons will become. You rightly judge the correct method in reaching that distant paradise. Yet sometimes, a small obstruction lies near at hand, unnoticed by the farseeing oracle. The earthbound mortal, unencumbered by the distant visions, only knows what stares him in the face. Your glory—” 
 
    Imperiously, she raised her baton. 
 
    Himilco fell silent. 
 
    She gazed to her left, and it seemed she peered at one of the skulls, at its orbs encrusted with diamonds. 
 
    After a time, the Prophetess spoke in a low tone. “You seek to drown me with praise. Yet, like a jackal speaking to a lion, I know that your only desire is to snatch a morsel from under my claws. It is therefore all the more painful to realize that you see clearer who and what I am than even my most faithful sheik. What perverse twist of fate brought you to me, little priest?” 
 
    “It can only be the Lord of Dragons,” Himilco said. 
 
    “Surprising as it seems,” the Prophetess said with a small nod, “Bel Ruk must have sent you.” 
 
    Himilco bowed his head. “Is it not said that gods work in mysterious ways?” 
 
    Instead of looking at him, the Prophetess continued to stare at the diamond-eyed skull. 
 
    Himilco wondered who the person had been in life. That would tell him much. He knew so little about the Prophetess. She was obviously clever, headstrong and much too arrogant. She was also in love with death. Her twisted plan would bring Hell upon Dar Sai. 
 
    Himilco cleared his throat. 
 
    The Prophetess stood abruptly, interrupting his coming speech. 
 
    Himilco steeled himself for the worst. 
 
    The Prophetess stepped over the circle of skulls to stand before him. Unlike other Nasamons, she stood head and shoulders taller than he did, even with his special boots on. 
 
    “How can a traitorous liar, a treacherous jackal like you see so clearly?” she asked down into his face. “You understand my greatness, which many see. But they only think of it as flashes of inspiration. Few understand that I can gaze into the future and see over mountains, as you so aptly stated. I indeed peer across valleys of Time. The visions have expanded my thinking and strengthened my mind. You are a puzzle to me. In truth, my instincts tell me to crush you like a scorpion under my heel. Yet, your words, however twisted in their tangle of lies are refreshing like a rare east wind.” 
 
    “You honor me,” Himilco whispered. 
 
    She laughed softly. 
 
    “Only a jackal could think so, a shifty-eyed rat.” She nodded. “Despite all, your perceptions are rare and keen. I will take you with me to Bel Ruk. I will let you quiver in terror as you watch a desert waif tell a god how he can become the mightiest deity in the world. He yearns to speak with me. This I know. And since I cannot grant you any of your sullied desires, I will let you witness the correctness of your words, at least concerning my greatness. That will be my gift to you, your reward for your services.” 
 
    “This is more than I deserve,” Himilco forced himself to say. 
 
    “In your heart you lie. Yet once again, you speak the truth. Perhaps in your tangled dishonesty you, too, are an oracle. If only the rulers of Karchedon realized what they had in you.” 
 
    The Prophetess let out a full-throated laugh and motioned to the slaves as she swept past him. 
 
    Before Himilco could say another word, the muscled Almodads turned him and marched after the shouting Prophetess, his toes barely touching down with every step they took. 
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    Along with the Prophetess, Himilco marched past the gargantuan pillars that upheld the great portico of the temple. As Elissa had some time ago, Himilco noticed the bas-relief images carved onto the cedar-like pillar. One showed a flying dragon entwined around a luckless merchant. The dragon, he saw, was swallowing the man. What it signified, Himilco had no idea. 
 
    Himilco only had a moment to glance at the dragon before the Almodad slaves gripping his arms shoved him into the temple. Himilco’s arms had gone numb as they had marched up the Grand Stairs of the Temple Mount. His two slave guards seemed more like legendary automatons than men of flesh and blood. According to ancient texts, the automatons had been metallic creatures consisting of cogs, wheels and clicking levers, powered by some alchemic sorcery. With buzz-swords and witch-fire axes of crackling energy, the automatons had clanked victoriously wherever the controlling sorcerers had commanded. 
 
    Himilco snarled, exposing his yellow teeth, making him seem even more like a lean, murderous rat. Under his breath, he cursed the unnatural vitality of the two slaves as they squeezed his flesh into insensibility. He would kill them someday. Today, however, he would focus solely on the Prophetess. Once she died, everything else would fall into place. 
 
    The party’s footsteps echoed in the corridors as if they moved through a deep mountain tunnel. There were attendants—pretty girls in white—and old crones who no doubted acted as advisors, along with Nasamon guards. The way was dimly lit by small terracotta lamps resting on shelves. The wicks sat on olive oil, hardly providing enough light for him to see, although once Himilco glimpsed his shadow on the wall. 
 
    To Himilco they all seemed like mice. He could feel the weight of the stone above them pressing down. It was oppressive, a weight on his spirit. This was an ominous moment of time, pregnant with possibilities and peril. He took secret pleasure in the ignorance of the Prophetess and her party. They failed to provide the needed genuflections and humbly spoken words that temple protocol required. Forgoing the rituals was a deadly insult to Bel Ruk. 
 
    “Granter of deep desires,” Himilco whispered, using the god’s ancient title demanded at this locale. He managed to shift up, surprising the two Almodads. The Prophetess and the attendants had ducked under the stooping lintel. As Himilco passed, he kissed the lintel as required. 
 
    “Stand aside!” the leading nomad shouted. The warrior held a metal-shod staff, which he struck against the floor. Behind him marched the Prophetess in her spotted-hyena robe. 
 
    The party soon entered a great oval chamber. After the dim corridors, the blazing lanterns made Himilco blink. 
 
    This was the outer sanctum, and it held a large painting of the god standing on two thunderclouds as if riding a chariot. In his right hand was a lightning bolt. He had wild hair and entirely red eyes. 
 
    Possessed of the higher knowledge, Himilco knew this was a false representation of Bel Ruk. The old legends told of something much darker and more inhuman. The red eyes only hinted at that. 
 
    A great bronze basin ten feet in diameter rested on the hunched shoulders of nine granite slaves. The statue nearest Himilco showed a barbarian in mortal agony, his mouth twisted in pain. 
 
    A single door was shut at the other end of the chamber. Compared to the outer sanctum, the door seemed small and insignificant. Yet, that door led into the inner sanctum. The temple guards who had remained on duty stood well away from the door. 
 
    “Is that the entrance?” the Prophetess demanded as she studied the door. 
 
    “Yes,” Himilco said through gritted teeth. His poor shoulder— 
 
    The Prophetess turned toward him as she peered through her skull-mask. “Release him,” she ordered. 
 
    The two slaves peeled their huge fingers from his arms. Himilco staggered in relief, moving his arms, flexing his numbed hands. A premonition caused him to look up. 
 
    Through her skull mask, the Prophetess studied him. 
 
    Himilco froze, and bowed. He didn’t like the way she stared at him as if he were a piece of carrion. 
 
    “Follow me,” she said, as she started toward the door. 
 
    Her hyena-skin robe trailed across the tiles, and the lower wired-on jaw on the skull-baton clacked rhythmically. 
 
    In a rustle of garments, the Nasamon attendants, crones and warriors knelt. The Karchedonian temple guards hurriedly followed the example of the desert sons. 
 
    “They may leave,” the Prophetess said over her shoulder. 
 
    Himilco spoke to the Karchedonian guards. “Await her glory in the outer bastion. Allow no one but our Nasamon conquerors to enter the temple. On no account may any of you unsheathe a weapon in the presence of a Nasamon or dare to suggest the idea of striking one.” 
 
    The wide-eyed, frightened guards acknowledged his words with nods and hurried from the chamber. 
 
    “I can feel him,” the Prophetess said in an awed tone. “The Lord of Dragons watches us. The god awaits my coming.” 
 
    Many of the kneeling Nasamons moaned as they pressed their foreheads against the floor. Many lay prostrate and squeezed their eyes shut in fear. 
 
    Himilco also felt a grim presence, finding the sensation troubling. The wooden entrance felt like the maw of a beast. To walk through the door was to walk into the jaws of death. In all his years as a priest, Himilco had never felt such a powerful manifestation of the Lord of Dragons. 
 
    “Open the door,” the Prophetess said. “Tell the god I have arrived.” 
 
    She wants me to go in first, Himilco realized. She’s using me to take the brunt of the god’s possible wrath. 
 
    “Great One,” Himilco said, dropping to one knee. “I dare not profane this moment by preceding you.” 
 
    The Prophetess turned to him and raised the skull baton. “Open the door and announce me, or I swear by the gemmed skulls in my tent that my torturers will slit your belly, pull out your intestines and nail the end to a post for the hyenas to chase. By my arts, I’ll keep you alive as they feast on each limb in turn.” 
 
    Himilco’s hatred of her grew as his fear increased. It was clear the Prophetess didn’t know how to make idle boasts. Trying to maintain his dignity, he walked toward the door even as he yearned to plunge a dagger in her belly. He gripped the door’s brass handle. It was warm, too warm. He hesitated, and realized he had no choice. He pulled. The hinges creaked as the heavy door opened. With trepidation, he stepped within. 
 
    The sole source of light was a large tripod brazier. Hieroglyphic symbols were etched along the sides of the bronze basin. Within were stones that burned. The stones glowed with heat, casting a hellish color throughout the inner sanctum. 
 
    Unlike the temple’s outer corridors and quite unlike the dragon statue on the roof, the inner sanctum was a study in simplicity. The walls were great slabs of granite. The high granite ceiling gave the chamber the feeling of a cave. 
 
    A quarter of the way into the chamber stood an altar half the height of a man. It was made of thirteen stones, each crudely chiseled with hieroglyphic symbols that matched those on the bronze basin. Long ago, priests had poured molten gold upon the stones. The thousands of bloody offerings had uncannily changed the gold. Now, red-speckled gold bound the stones together into a permanent shape. 
 
    The altar faced a massive block of glassy volcanic rock fifty tons in weight. It was perfectly square, a giant cube. At first, the surface seemed smooth and still. As one gazed at the block, however, strange and sinister swirls like slow-motion whirlpools eddied and churned within the stone, creating a hypnotic effect. Himilco began to believe he could wade into the rock to reach realms unknown. 
 
    For a moment, the fifty-ton block seemed as if it were part of a great machine. How this could be or why Himilco felt it, he couldn’t explain. The massive cube seemed alien, unhealthy for Karchedon and for Dar Sai. It seemed to Himilco that powers beyond his understanding had created the giant cube, using it for hidden reasons. 
 
    “Announce me,” the Prophetess said. 
 
    Himilco moved with a start, her words causing him to shiver. At that moment, the glowing stones in the basin blazed with flames. Himilco barely stifled a scream. That had never happened before. It seemed terribly ominous. 
 
    “I have come as promised,” the Prophetess told Bel Ruk, no longer waiting for Himilco to speak. “Now, you must show yourself.” 
 
    The swirling, eddying surface of the cube churned faster than ever. 
 
    At that, Himilco’s eyes widened even as his senses prickled with warning. 
 
    The Prophetess raised her skull-topped baton. 
 
    Himilco retreated as his stomach clenched. Fear boiled in him. He mentally raced through possible spells to defend himself. Legend held that sorcery often failed in this chamber. Therefore, the simpler the spell, the greater chance it might work. 
 
    The Prophetess turned toward him. Through the ancient skull-mask, her eyes glittered with malice. She showed her teeth as a shark might to a minnow. 
 
    “What is that?” she asked, indicating the giant cube. 
 
    The direction of her question threw Himilco off. He said before thinking, “It is our god.” 
 
    She chuckled. “You priests are more foolish than I realized. I did not ask out of ignorance as you suppose. I asked in order to see how far your understanding had fallen. The block is not Bel Ruk. Rather, it is the anchoring stone to a gateway.” 
 
    Himilco’s eyes narrowed. Why had she brought him here? He needed to understand her before he stumbled in some unrecoverable fashion. 
 
    “The god travels,” the Prophetess was saying. “I know because I spoke with him at the desert shrine. He told me about the anchoring stone, the great portal in Karchedon. In this chamber is where untold power will flow into our god and bloat him into fierce potency.” 
 
    The Prophetess raised her baton higher. She began to deliberately clack the lower jaw and she swayed in a snake-like rhythm. “Hear me, Great One. I have achieved a miracle. I have broken through Karchedon’s mighty walls and stand before you as a conqueror. It is fitting that in my train is a traitorous priest of the heretical sect that has polluted your name these many centuries.” 
 
    “I’m your ally,” Himilco said. “Because of me, you broke through Karchedon’s walls. I gave you the means for your miracle.” 
 
    “Bel Ruk!” she called, ignoring him. “I hold the ancient scepter of the leather-winged dragon of a bygone era. The scepter is pregnant with power. It seethes to unleash the ancient spells. I call to you, Great One. I seek your grace. I ask you to partake of my gift, a life-loving schemer, a thief and a traitor.” 
 
    Himilco’s heart thudded as the cube began to vibrate, to whine with an eerie noise. He dragged the back of a hand across his lips. Should he bolt for the door? He flinched as the cedar door boomed shut, closing his means of escape. 
 
    “Bel Ruk?” Himilco whispered. 
 
    What was happening? This can’t be happening to me. 
 
    Himilco cleared his throat. “Great One, I have long—” His words quit as if cut by a razor. 
 
    Strange currents churned in the glassy volcanic cube. To the priest’s horror, a beam shined out of it, creating a ghostly warrior wearing an enclosed helm, chainmail and greaves. The warrior held a spear with a great bronze head. The eyes within the helmet glowed with a red-hot color. 
 
    “Bel Ruk,” Himilco whispered, fear clogging his senses. This most certainly had never happened before. He had never even heard of this happening in here. 
 
    The ghostly image turned toward him. 
 
    Himilco blinked as a rabbit might. Moisture fled his mouth. “Prophetess,” he whispered. “You need me. There are secrets I can still reveal to you.” 
 
    “Those of Karchedon have failed their god,” the Prophetess told the shimmering warrior. “They have misused your glory for material gain. They have sought earthly status instead of seeking your pleasure. This small worm, a priest of dubious morals, will be a sweet treat, Great One.” 
 
    The warrior took a step toward Himilco as the red eyes took on a deeper crimson color. 
 
    Himilco blinked in dread as an unfair lethargy sank upon his limbs. Despite that, his devious mind whirled at hyper-speed. He had to act now or he was dead. 
 
    “Great One,” Himilco whispered. “Only I remembered the proper rituals. This succubus neither kissed the lintel nor uttered your praises as she approached your greatness. You should feed off her unworthy carcass, not mine. I’ll take up her scepter and bring you cities of flesh to devour.” 
 
    The ethereal warrior paused, glancing at the Prophetess in a speculative manner. 
 
    “I bid you to slay him, Great One,” the Prophetess said. “I have done as you—” 
 
    “She’s a treacherous liar!” Himilco shouted, interrupting her. 
 
    Only one of us will leave the chamber alive, he realized. A fierce resolve for life filled Himilco. He would do whatever he had to in order to live. 
 
    “I gave her the city and now she sacrifices me because she fears my loyalty to you, Great One. Choose me, and I will build you a two-hundred-foot statute of gold in your likeness.” 
 
    “Faithless jackal,” the Prophetess spat. “You sold out your own people. How much quicker will you sell out your god?” 
 
    “Great and Glorious One,” Himilco said, as sweat beaded his narrow face. “How she gloats about herself and boastfully brays how she can lead a god to do her bidding. She thinks of you as a servant, Most Glorious One. She believes she can tame you into doing her bidding, into—” 
 
    “You will never yap again, you jackal!” the Prophetess shrieked. She entered a sorcery stance, aiming her baton at him. 
 
    Himilco entered a formal basilisk stance. His agile mind ran through possibilities and implications. The Prophetess had dared enter the inner sanctum without her guards or slaves. That bespoke her arrogance. Yet, there was a reason for her bloated confidence. Twice during the siege, she had fought off Zarius Magonid’s sorcery. The suffete had cast his spells from the walls and she had stood at the entrance of her tent. That she had survived meant she possessed powerful defensive spells. 
 
    “Accept your miserable fate,” the Prophetess told him. “Try to die with dignity.” 
 
    Himilco needed to breech her confidence. Even a sliver of doubt would aid him. “There is a reason why Zarius Magonid feared me,” he said. 
 
    “What is this you spout? Do you think yourself a match for me?” 
 
    Himilco gnawed his lower lip. A sorcerous duel in the inner sanctum with this crazed bitch…with the god looking on…. I must trick her. 
 
    “Prophetess,” he said. “Let us be reasonable. If you will lower your—” 
 
    The Prophetess spoke a word. Scintillating and awful brilliance flared from the baton in a flash of agonizing blinding light. 
 
    Himilco cried out. Dazzling spots flared before his eyes, blinding him. He heard the Prophetess chanting, and he recognized the next spell. Frantically, with his fingers fumbling through the motions, he attempted a ward. Before he could achieve the needed calm, a force like a fist cracked against his ribs, knocking the air from his lungs. He crashed onto the floor, gasping. How could she cast her spells one right after the other? 
 
    Himilco lacked Zarius Magonid’s breadth of knowledge and force of power. He had quickness, however, and nimbleness of mind. Still dazzled from the first spell, Himilco rolled. A force like a fist swished past him and cracked against the granite wall. It sounded like a mallet striking. 
 
    Himilco understood that he was hopelessly outclassed. Her spells worked perfectly in this chamber—no, that was wrong. The hammer-fist against his ribs should have killed him. The chamber or the god’s presence had affected the Prophetess. The realization gave Himilco hope. 
 
    I must create a blood bird. 
 
    Himilco rolled the other way and whipped a dagger from his belt. The slaves had only held his arms before. They had never disarmed him. The priest jumped to his feet, cut his arm, dropped the knife and cupped the dripping blood in his right hand. He pressed his left hand over the right and blew into his hands, chanting as he did. Although blinded, he felt the bird’s weight as it stood on his open palm. The tips of the bird’s claws pricked his flesh. The curved beak was poisonous, and its feathers were a shiny blood red color. 
 
    “Kill,” Himilco whispered. He flung the bird in her direction. The wings crackled like whips as the creature sped like an arrow. 
 
    Then, another hammer-fist struck, hurling Himilco against the wall. He banged the back of his head against granite and slumped to the floor, groaning in pain. 
 
    The blood bird shrieked as it struck. Himilco raised his head and squeezed his eyes shut. When he opened them his sight was still blurry, but he saw the Prophetess lying on the floor. The skull baton lay beside her, and her chest was rising and falling rapidly. The blood bird had vanished, leaving a smear of blood on the floor. The spell had been completed once the bird attacked her. 
 
    Painfully, Himilco crawled across the floor to the Prophetess. If they had fought anywhere but here, she would have already killed him. Bel Ruk’s proximity must have weakened her spells. 
 
    The Lord of Dragons! Himilco looked around. The ghostly image had vanished. The beam no longer shined from the cube, and the whining noise had stopped. 
 
    What happens now? 
 
    The blood bird should have slain the Prophetess. The crone had a cut, a bite from the beak. Her chest still rose and fell. Himilco groaned as he sat up. If the Prophetess lived, he was dead. If she died, he was dead, too. The nomads might boil him alive in oil. There had to be a middle way. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -7- 
 
      
 
    From the top of the Great Temple, Elissa looked on in horror. As night fell, parts of the city burned. Great flickering flames licked up into the darkness, illuminating the few mercenaries still in the streets. With their greater numbers and fanatical courage, the nomads had driven most of Karchedon’s soldiery back into their towers and gate fortresses. Already, blood-drunk nomads had peeled away from the fighting to smash into merchant palaces and begin looting. 
 
    Elissa took a deep breath, stifling a cough as smoke tickled her throat. She hurried to her skay, bent down and attempted to lift it into position. Ideally, she should have two or three helpers for this. Yet for all its ungainly size, the skay was light. 
 
    A gust of hot air, heated perhaps by the fires, barreled up the Temple Mount and blew against the side of the temple. It caught the tip of the skay, a triangle of bamboo struts and parchment skin. The rushing hot air lifted the single triangular wing. 
 
    Elissa clutched the bottom handle, a length of bamboo. Dangling behind her was a place to rest her feet. It would also make her horizontal with the wing. But that was for later. Without the dangling footrest, she hung from the lowest strut like a sack of beets. 
 
    The hot air blew up. Elissa pushed into it, took two sudden steps and leaped upward as hard as she could. Her stomach lurched as the hot air levitated her wing. She seemed to hover, but she needed to move, to get out of Karchedon while the Nasamons worried about other things. Therefore, she threw her weight forward. It tipped the nose of the skay downward. The wing sank into the wind and Elissa plunged off the temple roof. She bit back a scream and clutched the guiding strut with manic strength. A silk harness kept her from falling and thus saved her strength for maneuvering. Steering a skay amounted to a judicious shifting of weight. It took months of intense training, practice and aptitude. Elissa had only the latter. 
 
    The skay plunged toward the street. She was going to crash if she didn’t do something soon. She would hit the side of her father’s palace before she hit the pavement. 
 
    The fires below had multiplied in the hours since the Nasamon breakthrough. The many towering flames illuminated the night. The heat rose, and so did smoke. The smoke hovered above the city and acted like a dull mirror. The flames made the underbelly of the vast smoke-cloud a fiery red color. 
 
    A nomad on his horse, on the street shouted in alarm. He pointed up at the falling skay. Others took up his cry. One alert fellow quicker than his brothers lifted a javelin. He urged his frightened stallion into battle. The nimble beast galloped toward the skay. The warrior’s eyes shone with the glory that would surely be his for destroying this magical monstrosity. 
 
    Elissa kicked her weight forward and strained mightily with her forearms and hands to twist the skay’s nose upward. Rhunes were noted for their wiry strength that allowed them to scale just about anything, much like lizards. Elissa had also faced harrowing ordeals throughout the day. And all day, she’d faced them like a Rhune, with silent endurance. Now all her suppressed emotions piled onto her. She was about to crash, be captured and probably die a hideous death. Her Karchedonian half broke free of the Rhune training and fortitude. Elissa screamed, hysterically wrestling with the steering strut. 
 
    Whether the scream unlocked hidden strength or a stronger gust of fire-heated air blew just right, the tip of the skay lifted. Hot air billowed under the wing. Parchment strained and creaked and finally, the skay drifted upward. 
 
    Elissa’s scream turned into a shout of joy. Then she remembered that she was Rhune. Well, she was half-Rhune. But half-Rhune was better than being non-Rhune. And, by the dark pool of her mother’s garden, she would act like a Rhune. 
 
    Rapid clops from below alerted her. A galloping white horse, a nimble desert steed, foamed at the mouth and had wild eyes. Elissa’s night vision was better than a regular person’s. The Nasamon leaned back on his leopard-skin saddle. With a grunt audible to Elissa, he heaved his slender javelin up at her. 
 
    A shriek bubbled up to Elissa’s chest, but she controlled it this time. She was high enough to escape the approaching palace. She was probably high enough to avoid most javelins. But she wasn’t high enough to escape this javelin. It was a distance javelin, thrown from a galloping horse and, although this fact was unknown to her, cast by the champion javelin-thrower of the Red Scorpions. 
 
    She clutched the steering strut and pushed hard, shifting her body leftward. The speeding javelin grazed her hip, but not enough to tear her garment. The brush with her might have been enough to steal a little of the javelin’s momentum. For all its speed and expert aiming, the javelin had been losing momentum its entire upward journey. The fire-hardened tip crunched into a bamboo strut, and the javelin stuck there. 
 
    Elissa’s stomach sank. So did the skay. 
 
    The champion of the Red Scorpions gave a weird cry, pumping his fist in the air. More horsemen turned his way, seeing Elissa. More shouts filled the night air. 
 
    Elissa rapidly lost height and landed hard on the roof of her father’s palace. The landing shocked her knees, and she’d forgotten to keep her mouth closed. It jarred her teeth together in a painful click. She didn’t have time to ponder the pain or realize how close she’d come to biting off her tongue. She ran as fast as she could across the roof, desperately trying to keep the skay buoyant. Her jarring foot strikes shook the skay enough to dislodge the javelin. It clattered beside her, rebounded and tangled between her feet. The edge of the building approached as Elissa tripped. She banged her shins against the built-up edge of the roof. She scraped her feet against the edge and almost tore off one of her cat-soft boots. The pain in her shin blotted out her perceptions, but she made no sound. She ground her aching teeth together, stifling her moans. 
 
    She looked around and almost whooped with delight. She was floating off the Temple Mount. Angry shouts followed her, but she ignored them. She peered down two hundred feet below. Horsemen roamed the streets as hot air from the fires beat against her sewn parchments. She was doing it. She was flying. 
 
    An ominous creak and the sound of bamboo ripping flicked her gaze up to the left. The strut where the javelin had hit… The hollow bamboo tube held for now; she noticed the bamboo splinters and knew the strut would not take any heavy winds. 
 
    That sobered her. She peered down again and then stared east across the bay. She chewed her lower lip. Some desert nomads had seen her. She doubted they would send word to the Tyrant until morning. She had tonight to kill him and free Karchedon of his galleys. Then she could worry about the Prophetess and Himilco, worry about the nomads. 
 
    Elissa eased herself to the right and turned her skay. She needed to build height while over Karchedon and its hot updrafts. She would try to spiral higher. She had to give herself the best chance possible of reaching the exposed camp on the beach across the Bay of Sails. 
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    Three quarters of an hour earlier 
 
      
 
    When Himilco Nara creaked open the cedar door that led out of the inner sanctum, he was as pale as a wraith. With frozen features, the priest walked toward a gray-robed wrinkle-faced crone whose name was Mab. The robe matched the color of her gray hair. 
 
    The Nasamons around Mab regarded him with hostility. There were the Prophetess’s attendants in pure white robes. Two of them were lovely things worth bedding. The rest had the stink of the desert. Himilco felt certain the attendants carried knives and knew how to use them. He had always thought the Nasamons were fools to train their women so. The white-clad attendants might be the most hotheaded, the most given to hysteria. There were also several crones, all suspicious hags. Mab was the worst of the lot, the chief of the Prophetess’s advisors. They would no doubt assume every word he spoke was a lie. 
 
    Fortunately, they would not think that because he was Himilco Nara, but because he was a man and a Karchedonian. If he were going to walk out of the temple alive and free, he would need to use their bigotry against them. The last group in the temple was the angry-faced warriors. Each of those held a javelin. Slyly, Himilco studied the warriors. The longer the Prophetess failed to appear, the whiter their fingers became as they clutched their javelins. 
 
    “Prophetess,” Mab called through the open door into the inner sanctum. 
 
    Himilco strove for a look of disbelief, but quickly discarded it. That wouldn’t work with the crones. Instead, he turned his gait stiff-legged and forced himself to blink rapidly as if shocked. 
 
    “Prophetess, are you well?” Mab called. 
 
    Clearly, their fear of the inner sanctum kept them from rushing near the door. The tenets of their cult would cause them to expect the Lord of Dragons to have acted harshly. 
 
    Some watched the door. A few glanced at Himilco. More began to look at him, and their eyes hardened with suspicion. 
 
    “Prophetess!” one of the two pretty attendants shrieked. Her name was Thirmida. She ran toward the door, her grief overcoming her fear. 
 
    “No!” Himilco shouted. 
 
    The Nasamons would expect a shocked Karchedonian to do something outrageous. He needed to give them reasons to believe his tale. Therefore, Himilco grabbed Thirmida and embraced her as if to save her. 
 
    “Let me go!” she shrieked, her small fists striking his back. 
 
    Himilco held tighter, and he whispered in her ear. “Bel Ruk has chosen the Prophetess. She is to become his bride.” 
 
    The struggling ceased. Thirmida drew back from him, so Himilco let her go. She stared into his face, searching it. 
 
    “Great One,” Himilco whispered. Then he collapsed onto the floor as if overcome by the glory of what he’d seen. 
 
    Mab started toward the door. 
 
    To stop her, Himilco shrieked, “Great One!” as if the god possessed him. 
 
    It worked. Mab halted. With a frown, she glanced back at him. 
 
    Himilco raised himself off the floor. Like a madman, he let drool dribble from his lips. He recalled that the Nasamons treated the mad as ones touched by the gods. He peered at each of them in turn, lingering on Mab and Thirmida. 
 
    “The god appeared,” Himilco whispered. By speaking softly, he forced them to bend nearer to hear his words. “The god chose his bride.” 
 
    “Bel Ruk took our Prophetess?” Mab asked. 
 
    “No,” Himilco said, as he stared into space. “Bel Ruk touched the Prophetess’s hand—” That’s where the blood bird had bit her, pumping its magical poison into her. As if overcome, Himilco bit his lower lip hard, breaking the skin. 
 
    “The Karchedonian bleeds,” Thirmida whispered in awe. 
 
    “He bleeds,” other young attendants whispered in confirmation. 
 
    “No mortal can withstand the god’s touch,” Himilco said as if in agony. 
 
    Several attendants and crones glanced at each other. Thirmida and Mab both shrieked, “Prophetess!” Both rushed toward the door. 
 
    “It is the inner sanctum!” Himilco cried. 
 
    That kept the others who had begun to move in a mob toward the open door. They stopped, afraid again. 
 
    “What happened next?” the other beauty asked him, the one who had remained in the outer chamber. 
 
    Himilco couldn’t keep the anxiety off his face, nor could he keep from glancing at the door. The next few seconds meant everything. If Mab shouted, “Kill him!” he might have time for a single spell. 
 
    Mab stumbled out of the inner sanctum then. It startled Himilco. He thought she would have inspected the Prophetess longer. 
 
    “She’s dying,” Mab said. 
 
    “Why does she die?” asked one of the warriors. 
 
    “There is a strange bite,” Mab said. “It could be a snake bite.” 
 
    Snake? Himilco thought to himself. What kind of desert nomad was Mab? Couldn’t she tell the difference between a bird’s slashing bite and a snake’s fanged bite? 
 
    A warrior pointed his javelin at Himilco. “He said it was the god’s touch.” 
 
    “Bel Ruk is the god of eagles as well as dragons,” Himilco said, shaking his head. “The god appeared in his eagle guise. It terrified me, but it did not terrify the Prophetess. Her courage bolstered both of us.” 
 
    The warrior eyed him suspiciously. Mab scratched her nest of hair. She began to shake her head. The warrior’s features twisted into an angry mask. He turned to the other warriors. 
 
    Himilco took a step back and raised his hand for spell casting. He would take as many of these desert dogs as he could with him. Why couldn’t the Prophetess have been reasonable? To have come so far and to die now because of these ignorant savages…it galled Himilco. 
 
    Thirmida appeared woodenly at the door. She turned toward Himilco blank-faced. 
 
    At her appearance, he dropped his spell-casting stance. There was something about this one…he could use her. Like a hungry predator, he could feel it. 
 
    “Tell me what happened,” Thirmida said in a dull voice. 
 
    Himilco licked his lips. It was not an endearing gesture, as it made him seem even more like a cunning jackal. He calculated his chances of bluffing his way into keeping his life and how best to achieve success. Making a swift decision, he let his shoulders slump and his head droop. 
 
    “I’ll try,” he said. “It was such a holy experience. I was not worthy to witness it. The divine elevation for the Prophetess…it was her great reward for her relentless obedience to her visions.” 
 
    “What happened?” Mab said. “Tell us quickly. We don’t want to hear any cunning lies.” 
 
    Himilco nodded. “This is a terrible blow for all of us. It is hard to understand why Bel Ruk would do this now when so much needs doing. He foresaw much pain for the Prophetess. But it was more…” 
 
    “You must tell us everything,” Thirmida said. 
 
    Himilco heard the sympathy in her voice. He turned to Mab. She actually nodded as if in encouragement. 
 
    “Bel Ruk appeared,” he said, “with an eagle-like head as a Carazian god might.” 
 
    “Do you mean he wore a mask?” Thirmida asked. “Like the Prophetess wears the ancient skull?” 
 
    “No,” Himilco said. “It was a holy melding of beast and human form. The god was radiant in his glory. I knelt before him and averted my eyes. Bel Ruk was too bright to look at. He approached the Prophetess and spoke to her. I could not hear all he said. I thought my heart would burst. It pounded in fear that I should see something so divine.” 
 
    Himilco looked around, his eyes wide as he strove to imitate devotion. “Bel Ruk removed the Prophetess’s ancient skull-mask. I believe he wished to gaze at her purity.” 
 
    “The Prophetess wears the skull-mask now,” Mab said. 
 
    Himilco realized his mistake. “Yes. Bel Ruk took it off and then gently replaced it. Not even the Prophetess could stand to be so near the radiant form for long. It wilted her. The skull-mask helped her in a way I do not understand.” 
 
    “He is a Karchedonian,” Thirmida told the others, as if explaining his ignorance. 
 
    Many nodded. 
 
    “It was then that Bel Ruk kissed her hand,” Himilco said. “As his lips burned her flesh, the Prophetess cried out.” 
 
    “Kissed or bit?” Mab asked. 
 
    Himilco gave the old crone a sad smile. “Grandmother, in the brightness of Bel Ruk’s radiance, I had bowed my head. At the Prophetess’s cry, I looked up. Bel Ruk had laid her on the floor. He gazed at the Prophetess with such…intensity. It frightened me.” 
 
    “It would have frightened any of us,” Thirmida said. 
 
    “Then Bel Ruk spoke to me,” Himilco said, with sweat trickling down his back. 
 
    “Yes…?” Thirmida asked. 
 
    “His words for me were rough compared to the tone he’d used with the Prophetess.” Himilco wished he were on a galley, far away from Karchedon, far away from these Nasamons. He took a breath. “Bel Ruk told me he’d chosen the Prophetess as his bride. I was to take her to the Great Altar—” 
 
    “The what?” Mab asked. 
 
    Himilco hesitated. He didn’t like her tone. 
 
    “Speak!” Mab said. 
 
    Warriors tensed around her. 
 
    “I dare not say,” Himilco whispered. 
 
    Thirmida moved out of the doorway. A strange serenity filled her, made her even more beautiful than before. 
 
    “You must tell us,” she said. “Bel Ruk gave you his instructions.” 
 
    “I am a mere Karchedonian,” Himilco protested. 
 
    “Bel Ruk chooses who he wills,” Thirmida said. 
 
    “It is so,” the other girls said in unison. 
 
    Himilco bowed his head as if assenting to their united will. “The Great Altar,” he said in Mab’s direction, “has long stood unused in Karchedon. You passed it on the way to the temple. It was the step-pyramid of marble, with stairs leading up to another obsidian block, an altar where sacrifices to Bel Ruk have been made throughout the centuries.” Himilco used a sleeve to wipe sweat from his forehead. “Bel Ruk told me the Prophetess must lie there. And—” 
 
    “And…?” Thirmida asked. 
 
    Himilco faced her. “On the Great Altar you must sacrifice the Prophetess and forever bind her as the god’s bride.” 
 
    “You’re a liar!” Mab cried. 
 
    Himilco flinched. In his desire to kill the Prophetess, he may have gone too far. In his fear, he clasped Thirmida’s hand, grinding the small bones together. She seemed not to notice. A darting glance showed Himilco a faraway stare in her eyes. 
 
    He eased his hold and turned to Mab. 
 
    “I wish I lied, Grandmother. I wish this were a fanciful tale. Where others doubted me before, the Prophetess always believed. She spared Karchedon from bitter enslavement because she trusted me.” 
 
    Mab sneered. “Then tell us why her most trusted slaves held you like a prisoner earlier.” 
 
    “Who entered the inner sanctum with the Prophetess?” Himilco asked. “Was it you? No. It was me.” 
 
    A murmur of assent strengthened Himilco’s hope. 
 
    “Who tore me from the blasphemies of Karchedon?” he asked them. “The Prophetess’s visions did. She did. It is impossible to describe my gratefulness to her.” Himilco managed a shrug. “Perhaps Bel Ruk gave me this wonderful sight because it was I who opened the city gates to your host.” 
 
    “You were a traitor once,” Mab said. “Why not practice treachery twice?” 
 
    Himilco wanted to boil Mab in oil. He hated the old suspicious ones. Instead of giving license to his feelings, he tried to match the soft smile on Thirmida’s face. 
 
    “It is as the Prophetess foretold,” he said.” She told me people would view me as you say. She said we must all bear burdens for Bel Ruk’s sake. This is my burden.” 
 
    “That is more than strange,” Mab said. “The Prophetess told me she distrusted you like she would a snake.” 
 
    “That is how you perceived Bel Ruk’s kiss,” Himilco said slyly. 
 
    “Maybe it is a sign,” Thirmida whispered. 
 
    Himilco only hesitated a moment. “Yes, I think you’re right.” 
 
    Thirmida disengaged her hand from his. He backed away in obvious respect. 
 
    “Who will lead us now?” Mab asked those in the chamber. 
 
    “The Karchedonian along with the Prophetess witnessed Bel Ruk’s appearing,” Thirmida said. “Our god saw fit to give the Karchedonian instructions. By this sign, he has clearly chosen the priest—” 
 
    “To lead us?” Mab asked with contempt. 
 
    “No,” Thirmida said. “The chieftains must lead us in war. But I think Bel Ruk has chosen a new suffete for the city.” 
 
    Himilco looked on in serenity. This was better than he could have hoped. 
 
    “We shall see,” Mab said with a scowl. “What I would know first is who will instruct us concerning Bel Ruk’s wishes?” 
 
    Himilco made a swift calculation. Mab was clearly his enemy. He could trick Thirmida. His word counted for little among the other Nasamons. Still, a word spoken at the correct time could move mountains. 
 
    Himilco raised his right hand. Their burning stares focused on him. In an attempt at majesty, he took several slow steps toward Thirmida and laid a gentle hand upon her shoulder. 
 
    “I am a lowly city dweller,” Himilco said, “although it is true that Bel Ruk appeared to me as he appeared to the Prophetess. I didn’t understand the words then.” 
 
    “What words do you speak of?” Mab demanded. 
 
    “The Prophetess spoke to me,” Himilco said. “Before Bel Ruk revealed his purpose, she said that Thirmida should wield the knife.” 
 
    “What knife?” Mab asked. 
 
    “I dare not say it.” 
 
    “Speak, Karchedonian,” Mab said. “I order it in the Prophetess’s name.” 
 
    “Who will seal the Prophetess’s marriage to Bel Ruk?” Himilco asked. “Once the Prophetess lies on the altar, someone must plunge the knife into her chest, giving her to our god. Whoever performs the holy deed…shouldn’t she wear the spotted robe, take up the scepter and don the skull-mask? Will not that one hear Bel Ruk’s voice and tell us his words?” 
 
    “Thirmida is too young,” Mab said. 
 
    “I do not know your customs,” Himilco said. “But didn’t many once say that about the Prophetess?” 
 
    Mab eyed Thirmida. The young beauty must have felt the scrutiny, for she lost her faraway stare. She met the crone’s gaze. 
 
    “Will you help me, Mab?” Thirmida asked. 
 
    Mab’s wrinkled face softened. “You believe the priest’s tale?” 
 
    Himilco held his breath. Here it was. 
 
    “I searched the chamber for a serpent or an eagle but found none,” Thirmida said. “I walked around the chamber and it was solid stone. There were no holes for a snake to slither into or an eagle to fly away. Who else could have bitten the Prophetess but Bel Ruk?” 
 
    Mab nodded, but she continued to eye Himilco with distaste. “It is a wild, improbable tale. He would not have dared to fabricate it, expecting us to believe, unless it was the truth.” 
 
    “Yes,” Thirmida said. “He speaks the truth.” 
 
    “By Bel Ruk,” Himilco said, “I swear to the truth of what I’ve said.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence until Mab stirred. 
 
    “We must speak with the chieftains,” Mab said. “In this, we need their wisdom.” 
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    Himilco waited in a side chamber as Mab spoke to the assembled sheiks and chieftains. The priest practiced slow breathing as he attempted to calm his nerves. Whenever fear threatened to shake his resolve, he recalled the Prophetess’s contempt for him. She’d thought him too small, too weak for her. Yet, she lay unconscious and he still lived, possibly soon to gain control of the city. He could outwit these desert dwellers. He was Himilco Nara, once a waif and a thief, now a sorcerer-priest of note. 
 
    It was a dangerous game, and he would not underestimate his enemies. Before she left, Mab had insisted he pen a note. In it, he’d instructed the temple guards to return to their homes and barracks. Mab wanted him apart from them. Nasamons presently waited with him in the chamber. By their manner, the warriors were uncertain of his status. 
 
    One among them stepped near. He was a younger nomad and wore the green sash of a messenger. He carried an elephant-hide shield strapped to his left forearm. A single greasy lock of hair dangled from the back of his tattooed head. The youth spat between Himilco’s feet. 
 
    “Have a care,” Himilco said. “Bel Ruk has chosen me as the new suffete.” 
 
    Undaunted, the Nasamon stepped closer still and ripped an ornament from Himilco’s belt. Himilco shoved the youth. The messenger staggered, but he raised his prize, a glass emblem containing an embedded blue star. 
 
    “Give it back,” Himilco said. The emblem had cost him fifty silver shekels. 
 
    The youth laughed as he showed the others what he held. “People say it’s good luck to wear a talisman from a condemned man. Death sniffs the talisman and then seeks elsewhere for flesh to reap.” 
 
    “I am the new suffete,” Himilco said. 
 
    “Not by the fire in Mab’s eyes, dead man.” 
 
    “You dare mock Bel Ruk’s chosen priest?” 
 
    The youth’s smile slipped just a little. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Himilco demanded. 
 
    The youth’s eyes shifted uneasily. Finally, while thrusting out his chest, he replied, “A dead man’s curse cannot harm me.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Himilco said. “And is that why you refuse to give me your name?” 
 
    The youth glanced at the others. They watched him with interest. Once more, the messenger expanded his chest, slapping it as he regarded Himilco. 
 
    “I am Dabar of Zama Clan. I am one of the war-chieftain’s messengers. He—” 
 
    A door opened. A sheik in a flowing black mantle looked in. “You.” He pointed at Himilco. “Follow me.” 
 
    Dabar tightened his grip on the glass star, laughing silently as Himilco passed him. 
 
    Himilco ignored the desert dog. He followed the sheik to the great antechamber of the temple. Nasamon warriors filled it with their dung-smelling bodies. Many knelt on goatskin rugs. Many simply knelt on the marble floor. None of them sat on the benches provided. 
 
    The grim sheiks and chieftains kneeling in the front rank stared at him like hungry hyenas. From the open doors and past the cyclopean pillars, Himilco heard the roar of flames. Faint howling sounds drifted through the doors. Two hundred feet below, the sons of the desert celebrated their victory. The Prophetess had spared the city from sack, but the drunken victors seemed not to understand the shades of differences between a victory feast and red-handed butchery. 
 
    Himilco glanced at the assembled Nasamons. Thirmida wasn’t in evidence. Instead, he noted Mab standing in the shadows. That seemed ominous. 
 
    The Prophetess’s war-chieftain—a wizened old man with bowed legs and dour eyes—climbed to his feet. His left hand shook. Noticing it, he gripped the hilt of a curved dagger in his sash. He walked gingerly, as if his feet pained him. He had sun-darkened skin and moonlight-silver hair. He wore a goatskin burnoose and gripped an old iron javelin, the symbol of his authority. He climbed the steps toward Himilco, grunting with each step. 
 
    The old man’s eyes burned with fanatical zeal. “So you’re the one who witnessed the Prophetess’s elevation as the bride of Bel Ruk?” he asked. 
 
    Himilco almost sank to his knees in relief. “She has risen into the ranks of the divine,” he said in a husky voice. 
 
    The war-chieftain grunted, this time like a man who had sold his goat and obtained more than he’d anticipated. 
 
    Himilco took that to mean the war-chieftain had been afraid of the Prophetess. Maybe a cunning old leader like this had chaffed under the Prophetess’s strict control. Maybe the war-chieftain saw his authority rising with the Prophetess’s passing. 
 
    “When should the sacrifice take place?” the war-chieftain asked. 
 
    “At dawn,” Himilco said. 
 
    “The Karchedonian said your niece Thirmida should wield the killing stroke,” Mab said from the shadows. 
 
    The old war-leader eyed Himilco anew. 
 
    Was that a sly smile on his face? Himilco couldn’t be certain. 
 
    “So be it,” the war-chieftain said, as he scratched a cratered cheek. “You were in the inner sanctum with the Prophetess when the Lord of Dragons appeared. Mab says you are the new suffete of Karchedon.” 
 
    Himilco bowed his head. 
 
    “The one who pulls out the Prophetess’s heart will become the new Prophetess,” the war-chieftain told Mab. 
 
    “Thirmida will become the heart of our host,” Mab intoned. 
 
    “Yes,” Himilco said, believing it wise to keep his hand in this. 
 
    The war-chieftain sneered. “You’re a Karchedonian, an oath-breaker—” 
 
    “Bel Ruk has—” 
 
    The old chieftain stepped close and shoved his seamed face near Himilco’s. 
 
    “Never interrupt me again, jackal. Bel Ruk may have chosen you…” The war-chieftain considered his words and maybe thought better of them. “Bel Ruk will give us the world. The new Prophetess will give us the god’s words. You will serve in the temple and tear out the hearts of all the Karchedonian sacrifices. You will make certain that all in Karchedon serve Bel Ruk. You shall cut out the hearts of those who fail to serve. You will obey the new Prophetess as you obeyed the first.” 
 
    “May I ask, Lord—” Himilco began. 
 
    “Do not speak to me unless I ask you a question, priest. You are a jackal of a Karchedonian, a traitor. Bel Ruk chose you, but I do not trust you.” 
 
    Himilco nodded. He hadn’t expected love, but this overt hatred…it might be time to flee Karchedon. It appeared that, in his loathing of Zarius, Himilco had made a mistake. He thought the Nasamons would honor the one who gave them victory. Instead, they were ignorant barbarians, shortsighted fools. He would bide his time. He was all too aware of Mab watching from the shadows. The other chieftains and sheiks had heard the war-chieftain’s words. He even spied Dabar. It was clear he would never hold honor among these desert dogs. 
 
    “Tonight,” the war-chieftain said, “I have one question for you.” 
 
    Himilco waited quietly. 
 
    “Many Nasamons witnessed an evil apparition moments ago,” the war-chieftain said. “It floated on air and carried a woman, a she-warrior. Do you know this she-warrior?” 
 
    “May I ask you a question?” Himilco asked. 
 
    The war-chieftain considered that, finally nodding. 
 
    “This apparition,” Himilco said, “did it wear a body of flesh?” 
 
    “One of our warriors pierced it with a dart. There was no outcry, not even a hiss. Another warrior said it creaked like leather as a gust of wind struck it.” 
 
    “What did this warrior-woman—” Himilco scowled as he realized whom the nomads had seen. 
 
    “Ah, you know this woman,” the war-chieftain said. 
 
    “Yes,” Himilco said. “She is a Rhune.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Mab moved closer. “Sahib, I know.” 
 
    “Speak, Mab,” the war-chieftain said. 
 
    “Rhunes are the Night People,” Mab said. 
 
    The war-chieftain scowled at Himilco. “You Karchedonian jackal. You summoned one of the Night People to slay our Prophetess?” 
 
    “Lord,” Himilco said, “I shudder to tell you the truth. We have fallen so low in Karchedon that our former suffete lay with a Rhune princess to sire that monstrosity.” 
 
    Mab gasped in horror. 
 
    “It is true,” Himilco said. “Against the gods of nature and fertility, the visiting Rhune princess conceived. Your warriors this night saw her daughter.” 
 
    “Is the daughter a sorceress?” the war-chieftain asked. 
 
    “No,” Himilco said. 
 
    The old chieftain spat on the floor. “This daughter of a Rhune flew above the city, likely casting curses on us. Warriors said she headed across the bay toward the Tyrant’s camp.” 
 
    “The Rhune is dangerous,” Himilco said. “Her father was the great sorcerer Zarius Magonid. She may possess a gauntlet that was a symbol of authority here.” 
 
    “What do I care about that?” the war-chieftain asked. 
 
    “The former suffete used the gauntlet against our warriors,” Mab said. “This one speaks about the ice bolts that shattered several of our assaults.” 
 
    The war-chieftain laughed mirthlessly and eyed Himilco closely. “You want such a precious thing, eh?” 
 
    “I merely tell you what I know, Lord,” Himilco said. “Maybe the Rhune will use the gauntlet to bargain with Alexon. She might try to win passage on one of the Tyrant’s ships.” 
 
    “Let her go,” the war-chieftain said with a wave of his hand. 
 
    “Or the Tyrant Alexon might hire her,” Mab said. 
 
    Himilco nodded in agreement. “It might be wise to capture her.” 
 
    “Capture her? Why?” the war-chieftain asked. 
 
    Because she is an assassin, Himilco thought, one who threatened to kill me. 
 
    “Lord, the former suffete may have taught his daughter secrets about the Temple Mount and about the temple. It is not safe to let such a one sell her knowledge to those who hate the Nasamons.” 
 
    The war-chieftain turned away in thought. After a time, the old warrior grunted. “One of the Night People working hand in hand with the Tyrant…” The war-chieftain whirled around to glare at Himilco. “Tell me about her, tell me all you know.” 
 
    “It is little enough,” Himilco said. “She is half-Rhune, likely trained in their evil arts. I recall that she had a Rhune tutor.” 
 
    “Who was he?” the war-chieftain asked. 
 
    “A wanderer from the Land of Shadows,” Himilco said. “He was a troubadour and taught her for a time. Despite growing up in Karchedon, she is likely skilled in their dark ways. It might prove interesting to learn what she knows about the Night People. She could tell us their secrets.” 
 
    “I will unleash Ert and his vultures,” the war-chieftain told Mab. “We cannot allow Alexon the services of one of the People of the Night.” 
 
    “That would be unwise,” Mab agreed. 
 
    “Go with Mab,” the war-chieftain told Himilco. “Keep the traitor away from his Gepids and any Karchedonian messengers,” he told Mab. “Let him help you prepare the sacrifice. And Mab, until we’ve secured the city and disarmed all the Karchedonians, I want him where I can kill him.” 
 
    Himilco bowed low, but the war-chieftain had already turned away and limped toward his waiting sheiks, clan champions and a thoughtful Dabar of the Zama clan. 
 
    Escaping these desert dogs is going to be harder than I anticipated, Himilco thought. 
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    Elissa hung horizontally below the creaking skay. The silk harness around her upper torso and shoulders held the majority of her weight. She grasped the steering strut while her booted feet rested in the sling behind her. 
 
    It was so quiet up here, so peaceful. The only noise was the occasional strain of the bamboo tubes and the creak of parchment. She’d left the crackling flames of fallen Karchedon behind. She’d left behind the even more hideous screams that floated upward on the heated air. 
 
    She’d spiraled up to the smoky haze above Karchedon. Once over the cold bay, however, she sank fast. It was a race now. There were no night breezes, no winds barreling off the Great Sea onto land. She tried to coax the last ounce of flight from her skay so she might land near a sandy shore. 
 
    Like a true Rhune, Elissa hated salt water and had a great fear of sharks and octopuses. The boneless octopuses seemed hideous with their rubbery limbs, sucker discs and parrot-like beaks. They grew to outrageous size on the southern coast of the Great Sea. 
 
    She’d also heard the sailors’ tales of the brutal sea battle a little over a month ago. Alexon’s quinqueremes and cheating tactics had put over a hundred splintered Karchedonian galleys under the waves. Alexon’s merciless archers had feathered many of the swimming sailors and soldiers with arrows. The bay had run red with blood, and sharks had knifed through the shrieking mass of floundering, dying Karchedonians. The butchery had sickened even Alexon’s hardened crews. One sea-beast had smashed a rowboat filled with sailors trying to pick up fallen soldiers and hireling archers. That’s when Alexon’s archers had turned their shafts on the sharks. 
 
    Elissa knew that lions and other land predators often frequented the areas where they’d known their greatest feasts. Surely, the same held true for sharks. 
 
    With her superior night vision, she scanned the placid waters about fifty feet below. She barely managed to throttle a scream. Something massive beyond understanding glided just under the dark waters. She could barely make out its shape. Frothy water showed the upper tip of its monstrous tail. 
 
    She scanned the parallel shore. It was over five hundred paces away, she estimated. She expected to see a sorcerer standing before a brazier, chanting, having summoned this thing of the deep. As far as she could tell, the shore was empty, although flickers of movement farther down the beach… 
 
    Elissa twisted in the harness to look back the way she had come. She could make out bobbing points of light moving along the shore, and it appeared they had ridden out of the city. Counting the lights—lanterns, no doubt—there were half-a-dozen riders moving toward the Tyrant’s camp. 
 
    Assume the worst and you’ll never be surprised, the troubadour had once told her. 
 
    Elissa nodded. That had sounded too pessimistic at the time. Tonight…horsemen surely hunted for her. She had spent too much time riding the thermals above Karchedon. But if she hadn’t, she would already be in the sea down there with the monster. 
 
    She was forty feet from the waters now. She heard the lap of waves. Then she heard the parchment sheets creak above her. She felt the faintest lift. The tiny waves below were giving her small upward gusts. 
 
    The sea-monster didn’t keep up with her. She spied another twitch of its tail-tip splashing salt water, but it was farther behind her now. 
 
    By the Shadows, she hated the sea. She wished she had struck south for the desert. Nasamon trackers during the day—no, she would never have escaped the Nasamons in the desert for long. Going south would have been a bad idea. 
 
    The skay shuddered and lurched five feet lower. 
 
    Elissa gripped the steering strut with manic strength. Alexon’s camp was still a half mile away. She spied campfires. Their fires flickered off the palisade’s walls. On the other side of the walled camp, she knew, were the great wooden behemoths, the quinqueremes that had broken Karchedonian sea supremacy—maybe for the rest of her life. 
 
    If only the wind would blow harder. As if hearing her thoughts, a gust blew the skay higher. The wind picked up then. It was a freak occurrence. Elissa laughed with delight. She reached fifty feet again. And she saw the monstrous sea beast gliding below her, having turned from its previous course. If this wind held, the monster wouldn’t matter. 
 
    The troubadour was wrong. You didn’t have to assume the worst. If she had, she would never have swung out of danger today using the plinth, the gilt lettering, and her hook and line. She would never have attempted building the skay. 
 
    The wind gusted even harder. The skay jerked upward. The movement startled her, but she smiled a second time. It looked like she might make the half-mile to shore after all. That’s when the strut of bamboo finally snapped in two. It might have held in place because of the parchment sheets sewn to it, but another sharp gust twisted the severed bamboo and ripped the sheets apart. 
 
    Elissa gasped at her wretched luck. Earlier, she had sworn an oath never to scream again. The skay’s destruction now came with brutal swiftness. Other bamboo tubes splintered and broke in half, and the skay crumpled as if an invisible hand were crushing it. The bamboo and parchment mass plunged toward the sea. Worse, the silken harness entangled Elissa’s arms, pinning them against her side. 
 
    Unable to free herself, Elissa fell. She braced herself and hit with a splat. The water punched her stomach and chest, but her bracing kept the wind from being knocked out of her. Then parchment sheets and bamboo struts folded over her, shoving her head underwater. Salty water shot up her nose. She gasped, drank briny water by mistake and coughed explosively. That expelled precious air from her lungs. 
 
    With dexterous cunning, she managed to twist her feet free. They swung downward toward the sea bottom. Her tangled arms made her nearly helpless, however. Seawater stung her eyes and began to soak into the parchment sheets, making them heavier. 
 
    Elissa might have screamed at the unfairness of it. She might have thrashed. The knowledge that in seconds, the vast and gliding sea monster might swallow her along with the skay in a gulp nearly drove her wild with terror. She was a Rhune, though. She had repeated this as a litany in her mind during the sickening plummet toward this watery trap. Therefore, instead of panicking, she kicked her freed legs and managed to shove her head out of the water and up against the wet parchment. 
 
    She wheezed pitifully and drank wonderful air. Then she sank, pulled down by the weight of her wet clothes and pushed down by the increasingly heavier parchment. She kicked again and breathed once more. She did this two more times before reason began to churn in her mind. 
 
    You’re dead, Elissa, unless you untangle your arms. 
 
    She expelled her air in an explosion of bubbles, kicked up and drew as deep a breath as possible. As she sank underwater, she forced herself to relax. She concentrated on her arms. The left was the freest. With slow movements, so as not to entangle it further, she hitched that arm up until it strained against a silken line. With her left hand on her thigh, she used her fingers to climb and push even higher. She felt the scabbard there as her lungs ached for air. 
 
    You don’t get to breathe just yet. You will. Wait another few seconds. 
 
    With hard-won patience, she twisted the scabbard until the handle of her Rhune dagger rested in her grip. She unsnapped the cord binding the handle and slid the blade free. Then she kicked wildly and shot her head up against heavy parchment. It only gave her time for a small sip of air. 
 
    As she sank, she let herself relax again, but she knew she only had a few seconds to win free. Conscious of the dagger’s magical sharpness, she cut the silk line as far away from her body as she could reach. Leaking blood near sharks was a terrible idea. The silk parted, giving her right arm motion. She began to switch the blade to her right hand, her knife hand. She was conscious of the dreadfulness of dropping the dagger. It would sink into the depths. For an instant then—maybe because she had thought the awful thing—the handle slipped free. 
 
    No! she howled in her mind. 
 
    She clutched at the slipping bone-handle with her right hand and slashed silken line. She cut too fast, however, and nicked her left arm. 
 
    Elissa kicked upward for another breath and this time she cut and slid out of the silken web. By now, she had become aware that her wet clothes made her too heavy and that it was hard to kick with waterlogged boots. 
 
    Don’t think. Do. 
 
    She kicked out from under the wreckage. Then she flutter-kicked to keep her head above water. She lifted her left arm. Blood dripped from the shallow cut in her forearm. The sight frightened her. She shook her head. This kicking was tiring. With great care amid her fluttering, she sheathed the dagger. But she couldn’t strap the line over the handle. She would have to trust the scabbard to keep hold of her precious blade. 
 
    She let herself sink and struggled to shrug off a small pack. While underwater, she rummaged in it and pulled out a slick and rather large piece of sealskin. With tiring effort, she broke the surface again. By the Shadows, she couldn’t take much more of this. She fumbled with the skin, unrolled it and found a wooden tube. She uncorked it and began to blow. As she fought to stay above water, she filled the sealskin with air. It took time and the blowing made her lightheaded. Finally, however, she corked the tube. Once done, she clung to the float with fatigued gratefulness. With luck, she could now kick herself to shore. 
 
    She kicked several times and then moaned in terror as she felt the water stir directly below her. The conclusion was obvious. A vast body moved under her. In the terror of helplessness and her exhaustion, Elissa vomited. She knew with grim certainty that she was about to die in the most horrible manner possible: swallowed by a sea-beast. Throughout this entire day and night—not even in the corridor when the Gepids had trapped her—had she felt so utterly helpless as now. 
 
    The upper tip of the sea monster’s tail cut the water two feet from her. She watched the tail-tip. It did not fade far into the darkness. It turned lazily, the water frothing around it, and headed back toward her. 
 
    Elissa clung to the buoyant sealskin, defeated. What was the use of trying? It was over. 
 
    Unbeknownst to Elissa, the mighty creature cruising below her was a whale shark. It ate plankton, tiny marine animals and plant growth that drifted in a vast clumped mass. During the day, the present cloud of plankton had buried itself about three hundred feet below the surface and farther out to sea. Now that it was night, the plankton had risen to the surface and followed a gentle current into the much shallower Bay of Sails. The whale shark swam through the plankton cloud, using its wide mouth to scoop and feast. The demands of its forty-foot body kept the gigantic fish constantly hungry. 
 
    The skay’s splash had aroused its minimal curiosity enough to induce it to leave the plankton cloud to investigate. It had feasted well tonight and was comparatively full. It lacked the deadly, serrated teeth that most sharks possessed. What it did possess was a shark’s sandpaper skin. Carpenters living around the Great Sea often purchased sharkskin. They used it to smooth rough wood just like sandpaper. If the whale shark swam too close and brushed Elissa hard enough, its skin could sandpaper off her clothes and maybe several layers of skin. She would bleed heavily. That blood would likely summon the man-killing sharks. At the whale shark’s appearance, the smaller, deadlier sharks had departed the surface for the bay’s bottom. They would likely cruise there until their monstrous cousin departed back toward the open seas. There was one other danger. With a flick of its huge tail, the whale shark could accidentally break Elissa’s bones. 
 
    As she bobbed on the sealskin float, defeated and exhausted, Elissa knew none of this. Although she was half-Karchedonian, she hated and feared the sea. In this, she was pure Rhune. Her wide curiosity had never led her to learn about the sea, galleys, merchantmen or the disgusting creatures that infested the murky depths. She only knew how to swim because Karchedon possessed many baths. Some baths were huge, and people swam there. Despite her catlike dislike of watery bodies, she had humored her stepmother and her stepmother’s friends and their daughters and had joined them at the baths. In order to join in their games, she had reluctantly learned how to swim, but was far from having any expertise in the skill. 
 
    Elissa shut her eyes, moaning as the frothing tail-tip swept past. The water underneath her stirred evilly. In the dark, inky waters, knowing that the monster was just inches away, Elissa froze in dread. 
 
    Once more, the monster glided underneath her and after a hundred feet turned lazily. Then the tail-tip headed straight for her. The frothing white wake boiled with the fish’s intention. To Elissa, it seemed like an evil arrow of doom. After toying with her for several passes, the monster had surely decided to gulp her. 
 
    Something snapped in Elissa. She had moaned during its passes. Nothing had happened, and the excruciating suspense had worn away just a fraction of her initial terror. She fumbled for her dagger. She had a fantasy of diving down to meet it in its watery domain and killing it, to do anything other than dying like a frightened cow. 
 
    With one arm, Elissa let go of the float and reached for her dagger. She half-slipped off the float, and her chin touched water. The idea of going under—the murderous fantasy fled as she scrambled to get a better hold of the float. She kicked and clawed, lifting higher out of the water. 
 
    That’s when the whale shark reached her, the head of its forty-foot body. It brushed the deepest toe of her boot. 
 
    Elissa yelped. She couldn’t help it. And to her horror and amazement, she found herself running across the top of the monster’s body. The soles of her boots were tough enough that each fractional touch of the whale shark’s body was too little to scrape away the soles, but the sandpaper skin was enough to give her wonderful footing. 
 
    Before the tail-tip reached her, the whale shark dove. It didn’t like the tap-tapping on its back. It dove lazily, forcing her off its back. 
 
    Panting, Elissa waited in numbed horror, wondering what all this meant. After a goodly amount of time had passed, she slowly thawed out of frozen shock. 
 
    I ought to swim for shore. 
 
    She craned back toward Karchedon, knowing that horsemen rode along the beach. Despite efforts to kick hard enough to rise up and look farther down shore, she couldn’t spy them. She desperately wanted to get out of the sea. Yet, as terrible as this was, it would be better to swim in this hateful water than to allow her enemies to capture her on land. 
 
    Deciding it would be wise to leave before the sea-beast returned, Elissa hardened her shaken resolve, hugged her float and steadily kicked toward Tyrant Alexon’s camp a half-mile away, being careful to keep her feet below the surface to avoid splashing. 
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    The Tyrant’s camp boiled with nighttime activity. From where she floated, Elissa watched in disbelief. Sailors dragged rowboats into the water. They climbed aboard and shoved oars into position. On each rowboat, a seaman lofted a lantern-topped pole. They were searching for something or someone. On shore along the beach, soldiers raised torches and spread out in all directions. 
 
    Are they looking for me? 
 
    “Assume the worst…” she heard the troubadour say once more. They are looking for me. 
 
    Elissa hung onto the float. She felt more like a drowned dog than the daughter of the Suffete of Karchedon. Her hair hung like seaweeds and her sodden garments made every move exhausting. She watched all the activity and found that she had run out of ideas. 
 
    The rowboats scattered across the water. She’d seen the horsemen earlier. While she’d quietly kicked for Alexon’s camp, Nasamons on nimble ponies had trotted along the shore. Several young boys carrying torches had raced ahead on foot, lighting the path for the riders. 
 
    The Nasamons must have carried a message to Alexon, telling the Tyrant about her. That must be the reason for all this activity. 
 
    Elissa watched a nearing rowboat with its lantern-topped pole. Oars clunked, four to a side, and the boat’s planks creaked. A sailor in the prow squinted into the darkness, while an archer with his bow and a notched arrow knelt in the middle of the craft. 
 
    Himilco had entered the temple with the Prophetess. Elissa had witnessed that from the temple rooftop. The Nasamons likely wanted the Gauntlet of Ice. Elissa nodded wearily. She had secreted the gauntlet in Karchedon, deciding the hostile magic would hinder her escape. And no one could take from her what she didn’t have. 
 
    “Turn aft!” a sailor shouted from the boat. 
 
    The rowboat turned away from her before the lantern’s light revealed her position. Just how hard was it to spot something motionless in the sea at night? 
 
    Elissa kept still as a current took her eastward away from the beach. Given enough time, she would leave the Bay of Sails and find herself miles out in the Great Sea. 
 
    No. That would not do. 
 
    Elissa stirred and forced her tired legs to kick. Drowning was better than screaming to death on a torture rack. Yet, drowning would be certain if she floated too far out. Dying by torture lay in a future that might not occur. Therefore, she would fight to stay alive and to reach the shore. 
 
    By degrees and by remaining motionless when she heard the rowboats, Elissa neared the beach. The current had already taken her past the palisade. Now she headed toward the beached quinqueremes. 
 
    Fortunately, the current relaxed here as gentle waves washed her toward shore. During that time, a rowboat passed within fifty feet of her, and she heard men on shore shouting to one another. Elissa caught some of their words. Some were running short of lantern-oil, therefore men ran to the palisade for more, thinning the ranks of searchers. To her left, a lantern winked out. 
 
    Elissa was too tired and too dispirited to think she had any luck left. She simply clung to the float and washed toward shore. Then something slimy slapped her face. Her eyes bulged with fear. She flailed and entangled her arm in that something. 
 
    It’s an octopus! 
 
    Her mouth worked in a soundless scream. She squeezed her hand against the creature and something squishy popped. 
 
    Popped? 
 
    Elissa blinked stupidly, looking at what she held. By starlight and because of her Rhune sight, she spied rubbery leaves. She exhaled with a shudder. This wasn’t an octopus. It hadn’t risen from the depths to drag her down. It was a stalk of rubbery seaweed with leaves and small pods. She quietly shook it off her arm, taking slow, deep breaths to calm her racing heart. 
 
    The fright had shaken off her stupor but it also left her feeling thoroughly shaken. She studied the nearing shore. Men marched with bent heads, obviously searching for tracks. 
 
    They’re also making tracks. 
 
    A tired smile twitched the corners of her mouth as a plan began to form. 
 
    She needed sleep. She needed a bolthole. The beached quinqueremes seemed as good a place as any to hide. 
 
    What if they search the quinqueremes? 
 
    She heard the question in her mind in the troubadour’s voice. 
 
    “Let tomorrow worry about tomorrow,” she muttered. It was a saying he’d taught her, and she wondered if he’d be proud or affronted to hear her use it. 
 
    Suiting thought to action, she uncorked the plug and began to let air out of the float. Her right foot touched a sandy bottom. That revived her spirits: land, blessed land. She slid off the float and stood on solid ground. The water only came to her breasts. She grinned like a maniac. This was wonderful. She never wanted to float, swim or fall into dark water again. 
 
    Elissa crouched lower as a man walked near on the beach. He was wearing a simple tunic and went barefoot. He raised a torch and peered toward her. 
 
    She gripped her dagger and squeezed the float, listening to escaping air. She peered through almost-closed eyelids to reduce the risk of torchlight reflecting from her eyes. 
 
    A soldier strode out of the darkness to join the barefoot man. “Do you see something?” the soldier asked. He carried a spear and wore a scarlet cloak, with the hood up. 
 
    The barefoot man waved his torch back and forth, causing the flame to brighten as he held it up again. 
 
    “Should we wade into the sea?” the soldier asked. 
 
    Elissa let her gaze slide off the two men. They were likely a mercenary and his slave. Most of the soldiers in Alexon’s service were mercenaries. They were the chief source of his political power. Instead of watching the two, she noted the elephantine size of the nearest quinquereme. 
 
    What a big ship, she told herself, concentrating on it instead of the two men. 
 
    “Well?” the soldier asked. 
 
    “I thought—” the servant said. 
 
    “Yes or no?” the soldier demanded. 
 
    The servant glanced at the impatient soldier. “No master. I saw nothing.” 
 
    “Then let’s get another torch. Yours is almost out. We’ll serve ourselves several squirts of wine while we’re at it.” 
 
    The two marched toward an inland fire in the direction of the palisade. 
 
    Elissa grinned tiredly. Until someone spotted her, the initiative always belonged to her. Clearly, the soldier resented marching up and down the beach at night. Just as clearly, his servant understood that. The servant must have seen something in the waves, but not enough of something to risk angering his master. 
 
    Elissa shoved the sealskin bladder underwater and squeezed out the last bubbles. Then she rolled it, shrugged off her pack and stashed the inflatable in place. Only once the pack was snug on her shoulders again, did she wade toward shore. 
 
    This was the tricky part. An amateur would crouch on the beach, wait until no one was looking and sprint for the nearest quinquereme. If anyone saw even a flash of such quick movement, he would give an outcry. 
 
    As Elissa waded ashore, she crouched lower and lower until she was like a human rock. She halted as men trudged near. The waves rolled up and boiled froth and foam around her, and the receding water dug sand out from under the tips of her boots. All the while, she kept perfectly still. 
 
    The searchers never noticed her, although they came within forty feet of her hiding place. As they trudged away, Elissa rose and walked onto the beach, keeping on the wet sand. She yearned to sprint inland. Instead, almost casually, she walked along shore as if she were just another searcher. She finally left the wet sand and lengthened her stride, stepping in other people’s footprints. She used prints that drifted toward the quinqueremes until she neared one of the beached giants. 
 
    The quinquereme lay half on its side. It was almost two hundred feet long. Even in the dark, she spied barnacles on the galley bottom, and places where sea-grass had sprouted. She also saw where slaves must have scraped the hull. 
 
    The footprints moved past the quinquereme, never going closer. Elissa hesitated. If only she were rested. If only she were in the right frame of mind. She would paper walk across the sand. Paper walking was a Rhune technique for walking over snow, sand or grass without leaving tracks. She had just begun learning the art when the troubadour had left Karchedon. She was too exhausted to attempt something so exacting now. 
 
    They’ll find my tracks later. 
 
    “Let tomorrow worry about tomorrow,” she whispered once more. 
 
    She glanced around. Searchers were scattered about the beach. More of the men stood around the various fires passing wine to one another. 
 
    Elissa stepped out of the previous footprints and slid her boots upon the sand in order to create a bigger track than her foot would otherwise make. It would fool some, but not a real tracker or hunter. 
 
    She reached the nearest quinquereme. The leaning hull towered twelve feet above her. She tried to imagine the hundred-man teams of slaves that had dragged the behemoth out of the sea. The barnacles on the galley bottom were part of the reason for doing that. She hated the sea, but because she’d lived in Karchedon her entire life, she’d heard a thousand passing comments about ships and shipping. Worms in the wood, barnacles, salt rusting iron nails, thick growths of sea-grass: all destroyed a galley’s efficiency. In winter, owners ordered galleys dragged ashore or put into dry dock. There slaves scraped the hulls, replaced worm-eaten planks and rusty nails, re-caulked the seams. 
 
    Elissa wrinkled her nose. Tired as she was, the quinquereme still stank. It stank of the sea, of tar, human sweat and even worse, of human waste. The rowers of this monstrous vessel were slaves, normally chained in place. During a voyage, they urinated and defecated from their rowing benches. That was another reason to let the quinquereme thoroughly dry out. 
 
    Elissa walked around the massive galley to the other side. She rummaged in her pack, grabbing climbing spikes, and thus equipped she scaled the quinquereme. The spikes left telltale marks in the wood for those who knew what to look for. But she wouldn’t hide in this galley. There were over a hundred ships on shore, many of them with only about twelve feet between one and the next. 
 
    Elissa took off her boots and poured out the water. Then, as men searched along the beach, she ran and leaped onto the next ship. She stumbled in the dark, but rolled quietly on the creaking deck. She was dead tired. She held her breath and listened. There was no outcry, no alarm. 
 
    She flexed her arms, rubbed her thighs and soon ran and jumped onto another ship. She was Rhune. The night belonged to her. It would be during the day when trouble began. She didn’t know that from experience, but from a hundred tales the troubadour had told her. 
 
    Elissa picked the twelfth galley. She lifted a squeaky hatch and slipped into the vast and empty rowing hold. There she found another hatch that led to the bilge and the ballast. Galleys lacked a true keel and were nearly flat-bottomed. That’s what allowed the men to drag the quinqueremes onto a beach. The ballast—sand, in this ship’s case—helped keep the quinquereme upright while in the water. Ballasts made certain the ship didn’t lie on its side. Unfortunately, everything ran down into the bilge and thus into the ballast. Rats infested every ship, and they often burrowed in the bilge’s sand. 
 
    There was barely room to crawl down here, but the sand was dry. Elissa heard a rat rustle nearby, but it hardly mattered to her. Likely, there were more. But she couldn’t keep awake much longer. 
 
    If men came onto the galley looking for her, this would be the last place they would search. She would hear them long before that, which was the reason she had chosen this repulsive location. 
 
    Deadening exhaustion made it impossible for her to worry any more. She’d found her bolthole. Tomorrow would bring new problems. For tonight, she would sleep. 
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    “Am I interrupting you?” Thirmida asked. Although still untested, the former attendant had been elevated to her new position as Prophetess of the Nasamon Horde. 
 
    Himilco Nara turned around as the door to the chamber opened. There were bags under his eyes. Weariness tugged at his limbs and his long red robe was crumpled. Because he wore new shoes, heeled like his ruined ones, his left foot was pinched. Despite these things, anxiety had driven him to pace back and forth before the sanctum basin. It was a huge copper dish, eight feet in diameter and heavy as sin, perched on a solid gold tripod worth a merchant-captain’s ransom. 
 
    Three candles dimly lit the long room. Mab slumped on a chair, with her hands folded on her lap and her chin on her chest. Her mouth hung open, and she snored softly. Five guards crouched at the end of the chamber farthest from Mab. Their javelins lay around them as they cast bone dice on a piece of felt that muffled the sound. Each one tied knots in a string so he knew how much he had won or lost. 
 
    For the past several hours, Himilco had wrestled with his anxieties. The old Prophetess might awaken from the blood-bird bite before the others could sacrifice her. The war-chieftain clearly hated him. What if a whim changed the old man’s mind and he ordered the Nasamons to kill the new suffete? The Gray Wolf might decide the Nasamons meant to slay all foreigners, and thus the Wolf would slip out of Karchedon, taking his precious Gepids with him. Himilco had plans for those warriors. 
 
    These worries had kept Himilco awake, even though he realized he needed sleep to keep his wits sharp. And there were other worries, not as immediate but still troubling. He was supposed to become the chief butcher for Bel Ruk. He was supposed to rip out Karchedonian hearts on the god’s altar. The prospect—he hadn’t stopped to consider the implication before this. 
 
    The idea that he would wield the dagger and cut into pulsating flesh as sacrificial Karchedonians screamed was revolting. He had questioned Mab about it. The bloodthirsty old hag had sensed his unease. She’d gone into grisly detail, relishing what she’d surely considered as his squeamishness. With a serrated dagger, he would have to saw through flesh and muscle and dig down past the ribs, pushing them apart until he found the beating heart. With swift, slashing cuts, he would rip out the heart, lift it high and squeeze so blood rained on the thrashing victim. 
 
    It was strange how he’d never considered that outcome of the Nasamon victory before. 
 
    Himilco had few illusions about himself. He would kill rather than allow himself to be killed. He could scheme with the best of them. Yet, his conscience was clear on one point: he lied, killed and plotted for an advantage, never to indulge a bloody deity or to water a murderous old cult from ancient times back into life. Maybe he objected to the cold-bloodedness of the killing. Maybe if they wanted him to butcher old slaves or foreigners so hideously different from him that they didn’t even seem like people, his conscience wouldn’t prick him. For instance, he could rip out the Prophetess’s heart. He would do that because if he didn’t she would kill him if she awoke. That was a matter of survival. And by the Lord of Dragons, he would wade through oceans of blood to keep his own hide intact. Any sane person would do the same. 
 
    Himilco had one last gnawing fear. Did any of his mercenaries, the Gray Wolf or a priestly associate know about his secreted hoard of rubies and double-weight Cyrenean gold owls, or the bags of frankincense? Did they know about the hidden galley and his castle on the western coast? 
 
    As she entered the chamber, Thirmida shut the door. She wore golden slippers, a long white gown and a white cap. The strands of hair sticking out from under the cap showed Himilco that her hair was a mess. He also noticed the puffiness of her face. 
 
    “Could I speak with you?” she asked. 
 
    Himilco slid a warm smile into place. If he had one friend among these nomads, it was this innocent-looking girl. He kept from glancing at Mab. He prayed she remained asleep. The guards had looked up briefly at Thirmida and then returned to their dicing. 
 
    “You honor me.” Himilco now glanced at Mab to show Thirmida they shouldn’t disturb the sleeping old hag. 
 
    As Thirmida nodded, they moved away from Mab and toward the guards. 
 
    “Something troubles you?” Himilco whispered. 
 
    A tentative smile touched Thirmida’s face. “You’re perceptive,” she whispered. “That’s why I wish to speak with you.” 
 
    “And?” he said. 
 
    “You’ve stood closer to Bel Ruk than any of us.” 
 
    “The honor of that still awes me,” Himilco said. 
 
    “A Nasamon would boast about it. He would be puffed up with importance. But you see things more truly and humbly.” 
 
    “You speak too well of me, Prophetess. I have been in error for so many years—” 
 
    She touched his wrist. “I am young, but I understand how bullheaded people are. Most can never admit their wrongs. Even fewer can admit these if they hold high rank. How much harder for a priest to realize and admit he served a false conception of his god.” 
 
    “Bel Ruk choose wisely in you.” 
 
    Thirmida blushed. 
 
    Himilco waited, knowing she would reveal her concerns more quickly this way. 
 
    “I had a dream,” Thirmida said. 
 
    Himilco smothered his surprise. “Did Bel Ruk appear to you?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ve never had such a vivid dream. I felt the god all around me.” 
 
    An icicle of fear stabbed Himilco. “Perhaps if you told me the dream,” he said. 
 
    “I slept on the sand,” she whispered. 
 
    “Sand?” asked Himilco. 
 
    “In the dream I slept on sand.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “I lay as if in a coffin and I heard rats rustling around me. Then, I realized it was not me there, but a darker-skinned woman. She was wearing wet garments, shivering, and she slept as if she were dead. In the distance, I heard muffled shouts. The only words I caught were ‘Karchedon’, ‘Alexon’ and ‘Rhune assassin.’” 
 
    Himilco’s head lifted sharply. 
 
    “You understand the dream’s meaning,” Thirmida murmured. “Please, tell me.” 
 
    Because he was so tired, Himilco almost blurted out his thoughts. His cunning came to his rescue. He stroked his chin and scowled at the floor. 
 
    Thirmida waited in respectful silence. 
 
    “You must tell me the rest of the dream,” he said. 
 
    She touched his wrist once more, this time in awe. “You say Bel Ruk chose well in me. I now know that he chose well with you.” 
 
    “Only mortals are flawed,” Himilco said. “Therefore, it comes as no surprise that Bel Ruk did well.” 
 
    Thirmida nodded. “The darker-skinned woman turned on the sand as she slept, revealing a dagger with a bone-handle. The dagger seemed magical, although I have no idea how I knew that.” 
 
    Once more, Himilco stroked his chin, and this time he allowed himself a slow nod. 
 
    Thirmida grasped his wrist. There was urgency in her voice. “Tell me what the dream means?” 
 
    “It has to do with the Prophetess lying on the Great Altar,” he said. 
 
    “The Night Owl save us,” Thirmida said in a rush. 
 
    Himilco lifted an eyebrow. “You and I must go at once and check on the Prophetess.” 
 
    “Is she in danger?” 
 
    “There is danger, yes. I must study her hand.” 
 
    “Why?” Thirmida asked. 
 
    “I will know when I see her hand.” 
 
    Thirmida became thoughtful. “My uncle said you must remain here.” 
 
    Himilco snorted. “Did the war-chieftain give the old Prophetess orders?” 
 
    Thirmida shuffled her feet. “Mab is here. Let me ask her advice.” 
 
    “Prophetess,” Himilco said. 
 
    Thirmida faced him. 
 
    “It isn’t my place to instruct one chosen by the Lord of Dragons…” 
 
    A nearly imperceptible coolness touched Thirmida’s eyes. It gave Himilco pause. 
 
    “Instruct was an ill-chosen word,” he said. “I would never presume to instruct you in anything. In fact, I have spoken hastily. Please, Prophetess, forgive an old man—” 
 
    “My uncle is a skilled and wary fighter,” Thirmida said, interrupting him. “It is a hard world on the upper plains of the desert. His cunning has saved our tribe more than once. I trust him. He told me to beware of your sly tricks. I objected. He said to watch you as if you were a jackal. In the presence of lions, a jackal will show great deference. Among mice, the jackal’s teeth will run as red as any killer’s.” 
 
    “Who among the Nasamons is a mouse?” Himilco asked. 
 
    “I am young,” Thirmida said. 
 
    “You are the Prophetess.” 
 
    “What are your instructions for me, Suffete?” 
 
    Himilco thought furiously, and he said slowly, “I was going to say to trust your instincts. Your gentle rebuke has shown me that you already do so. Let us wake Mab and ask her opinion.” 
 
    Himilco gestured toward the old crone. As they walked together, he slowed his step so Thirmida reached Mab first. 
 
    Thirmida glanced back at him. He smiled and nodded. Thirmida shook Mab’s shoulder. 
 
    With Thirmida’s back to him, Himilco’s smile froze. He had to get out of here, get word to the Gray Wolf and tell him to gather his warriors. If the real Prophetess awoke… Himilco wanted the Gray Wolf ready. Aided by his spells, the Gepids could surely cut their way to the quays and his ready galley. 
 
    “Mab,” Thirmida whispered. 
 
    The old crone smacked her lips and wiped drool from her chin. Her eyes were dull and her wrinkled skin slack. 
 
    “Thirmida needs to see the Prophetess,” Himilco whispered, speaking before the girl could. 
 
    Mab blinked at him, nodded, mumbling something, and let her chin droop back onto her shriveled breasts. 
 
    “I’ll tell the guards we’re leaving,” Himilco told Thirmida. 
 
    “Mab,” Thirmida said, shaking the old crone’s shoulder. 
 
    “Let me sleep,” Mab muttered. 
 
    “I need advice,” Thirmida said. 
 
    “Go away.” 
 
    “I’m taking the suffete with me,” Thirmida said. “I wanted you to know.” 
 
    Himilco crossed his fingers. 
 
    Mab mumbled something more. Then her eyes opened. Instead of dullness, intelligence sparked there. She squeezed her eyelids together and opened them wide. She gripped the sides of her chair and pushed herself upright. After a moment, she grinned at Himilco like a marmot eyeing a rat. 
 
    “The suffete stays here,” Mab said. 
 
    “He must study the Prophetess’s hand,” Thirmida said. 
 
    “Why?” asked Mab. 
 
    “Because of my dream,” Thirmida said. 
 
    A cross look filled the old woman’s face. “You silly girl, don’t you realize why you’re the new Prophetess?” 
 
    “Because Bel Ruk has spoken to her,” Himilco said. 
 
    “Still your serpent’s tongue, Karchedonian,” Mab told him. 
 
    Himilco expanded his chest. “I’m a Karchedonian and a traitor. That’s what you think. But I’ll not remain silent while you besmirch Bel Ruk’s chosen vessel.” 
 
    Mab smacked her lips as she shouted, “Warriors!” 
 
    The five dicers sprang to their feet. They grabbed their javelins and rushed across the room. Three of them surrounded Himilco with their whetted points. 
 
    “Mab,” Thirmida protested. 
 
    “Get me something to drink,” Mab said. 
 
    The leader of the warriors rushed to the sanctum basin with a tin cup in his hand. 
 
    “Not from there, you donkey,” Mab said. “I need wine.” 
 
    The warrior hurried to the dicing felt, snatched a flagon and rushed it to Mab. 
 
    She drank several swallows and closed her eyes, perhaps savoring the wine’s warmth. Her smile became predatory as she glanced at Himilco. 
 
    “You put this idea into her mind, eh?” Mab asked. 
 
    “Bel Ruk gave her a vision,” Himilco said. 
 
    “Tell it to me,” Mab ordered Thirmida. 
 
    A flare of rebellion appeared in the young Prophetess’s face. Then, she seemed to reconsider and told the dream to Mab, with the five warriors listening. 
 
    “She dreamt of the Rhune,” Mab told Himilco. “The Rhune has nothing to do with the Prophetess. You sly jackal, I could almost believe you’re in league with the Rhune. We must send word to Ert. He hunts this unnatural she-donkey.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Thirmida said. 
 
    “That’s because you’ve never been to sea,” Mab said. “I was captured in my youth. In those days, I was a proud maiden, a desert beauty like you. The captain thought he could tame me and feared using the whip to brand my skin. He ordered his men to stash me in the bilge and he bragged about the rats down there. He said they would devour my beauty. He did it to frighten me. Ha! On the rocks and sand in the bilge, I killed and ate one of the sleek rats. The rest kept far from me after that.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a coffin I saw?” Thirmida asked. 
 
    “Coffins don’t have sand,” said Mab. “The Rhune is hiding in a galley, down in the bilge.” 
 
    With accusation on her face, Thirmida turned to Himilco. 
 
    Sweat pooled under Himilco’s arms. Curse the old crone. “You state the obvious, Mab,” he scoffed. “It’s Bel Ruk’s meaning that I’m after.” 
 
    “A Karchedonian looks up at night and tries to decipher the Moon’s phases,” Mab said. “We of the desert use the same Moon to light our path. With this dream, Bel Ruk says nothing about the Prophetess, but instead helps us catch the night-stalker.” 
 
    Himilco stared at the ceiling and shook his head. When no reaction was forthcoming, he turned away with a sigh. 
 
    “Did you know the Rhune was hiding in the galley?” Thirmida asked him. 
 
    “Mab has missed the critical detail,” Himilco said. “But I’m only a Karchedonian. What do I know?” 
 
    “Your games mean nothing to me,” Mab said. 
 
    “Games?” Himilco asked in feigned outrage. “To me this is life and death.” 
 
    “What is the critical detail?” Thirmida asked. 
 
    “Go back to bed,” Mab told her. “I’ll send a messenger to Ert. He’s in the Tyrant’s camp. After that, I’m going back to sleep.” 
 
    “The knife!” Himilco said, as he snapped his fingers. 
 
    Lines creased Thirmida’s forehead. 
 
    Mab stared balefully at Himilco. 
 
    “Why did Bel Ruk show her the knife?” Himilco asked Mab. 
 
    “The Rhune is an assassin,” Mab said. “Assassins are in the habit of carrying knives.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you can’t see it,” Himilco said. 
 
    “Am I to use the Rhune’s knife on the Prophetess?” Thirmida asked. 
 
    “Ah,” Himilco said, the way a proud teacher might to his prized pupil. 
 
    Mab muttered angrily, yet she rubbed her chin thoughtfully. 
 
    “By all means,” Himilco told Mab, “send word to Ert. We need the knife.” 
 
    “We want the Rhune even more,” Mab said. 
 
    “Time is more important than either the Rhune or her knife,” Himilco said cryptically. 
 
    Both Mab and Thirmida looked at him perplexed. 
 
    “Bel Ruk obviously sent Thirmida a vision in order to confirm his choice,” Himilco said. “I know you understand that.” 
 
    “I understand even better that I command these warriors,” Mab said with an edge to her voice. 
 
    Himilco made a wry gesture, believing feigned indifference to Mab’s threats protected him better than begging for his life. “A first vision always reveals much. In the vision, Bel Ruk showed Thirmida a young woman just like her, but one in a coffin.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Thirmida asked. 
 
    “It means that a young woman lies in a galley hiding,” Mab said. 
 
    “In reality, that is so,” Himilco said. “But to Thirmida it was a coffin. The coffin clearly represents the old Prophetess on the verge of death. She shivers and lies on sand. That is how we know it’s the old Prophetess.” 
 
    “How do we possibly know that?” Mab challenged. 
 
    “By the sand,” Himilco said. “The sand represents you, the Nasamons, the children of the desert.” He gave them a superior smile. “Now the knife, the magical knife, is the tool Thirmida must use to bring about the Prophetess’s marriage. Why a magical knife, you wonder? Because it is a magical transformation from old to new, just as our worship of Bel Ruk is about to be transformed.” 
 
    Mab scowled as she searched Himilco’s face. “I still don’t understand why any of this means that you should see the Prophetess.” 
 
    “It’s difficult for the untrained,” Himilco conceded. “The reason is because the Prophetess is gravely ill. We must keep her from dying to ensure that Thirmida sacrifices her to Bel Ruk. That’s why the god sent the urgent dream.” 
 
    Mab and Thirmida traded glances with each other. 
 
    Himilco attempted to appear serene. Before he’d become a priest, he’d served a half-year’s apprenticeship under an astrologer of Utica. He’d left the old man because he’d discovered the astrologer was too blind to use his charts anymore. The charlatan had made everything up on the spot. The only thing Himilco had learned was how to talk shop and how to weave elephant dung into something that smelled believable. 
 
    “We must hurry,” Thirmida said. 
 
    “It would appear so,” Mab muttered. “But the suffete still remains here.” 
 
    “Please, Mab,” Thirmida said. “Let him join me. I need his wisdom.” 
 
    “Your uncle—”  
 
    “Call more warriors if you must,” Thirmida said. 
 
    Mab scowled. 
 
    “I am the new Prophetess,” Thirmida said, and there was triumph in her voice. 
 
    Himilco believed that Mab’s earlier comment still rankled, when she had called Thirmida a “silly girl.” 
 
    “You are the new Prophetess,” Mab agreed. “You,” she told a warrior. “Gather another twenty warriors. We’ll surround the suffete with guards so nobody will even know he’s there.” 
 
    Himilco shrugged as if none of that mattered to him. Inwardly, he plotted how to send a message to the Gray Wolf, to tell him and his Gepids to be ready. 
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    “Well?” Tyrant Alexon snapped. 
 
    “We’re still searching, my lord,” a grizzled commander said. 
 
    The two stood in a tent held up by a single pole. There was a brazier, a table with a map of Karchedon and its surrounding seas pinned to it and three campaign chests in lieu of chairs. Alexon had moved out of his spacious tent with its rugs, scented silks, pay chests and courtesans. He’d grown wary after escaping Zarius’s assassins three weeks ago. When Ert had galloped into camp with news of a Rhune assassin aloft on a Sivishean skay, Alexon had sounded the alarm and switched tents. 
 
    Since then, the Tyrant had done some thinking. Through a sorcerous practice begun many years ago, Alexon had maintained his youthfulness and handsome features. Unlike the hulking commander with his bronze cuirass, gnarled limbs and beard, Alexon shaved every day. He wanted to expose his stunning features, not hide them under a mat of hair. He loved the feel of a woman’s hand running across his face. He had blond curls and he’d long ago affected the manner of cocking his head leftward, with a wry smile for all to see. Former enemies had considered him foppish, right to the end of their misguided and shortened lives. Alexon was ruthless and cunning, with a flair for battle. 
 
    He wore a sleeveless tunic that didn’t quite reach his knees. He was proud of his muscular legs. He had a secret wish of going about in a barbarian’s loincloth and perhaps a pair of sandals. Let the world sun themselves upon his beauty. He knew, however, that his soldiers were too unsophisticated for that. He only indulged himself in his palace and in the spacious tent, where he often went about nude as if at the gymnasium. His highest-ranked commanders understood. Those who had been visibly shocked by his actions were no longer among the living. 
 
    The Tyrant approached the table. With a manicured finger, he tapped the map of Karchedon. “Why did we sail here?” 
 
    “To break Karchedon’s sea power,” the grizzled veteran said. 
 
    “Why did we stay?” 
 
    “To reap tens of thousands of cheap captives,” the commander said. 
 
    “No,” Alexon said. “To ensure the Nasamons broke through. The desert people were helpless before the city walls. We gave them the tools they lacked. They had poured their blood against Karchedon. Before they smashed in, they would have poured much more. These desert barbarians are a scourge. Now that they’ve taken the city, they might disrupt vast swaths of the southern coast. They will disrupt our trade and hurt us by stealing our silver.” 
 
    “Then why are we here, Lord?” the commander asked. 
 
    Alexon glanced at the hulking brute. The regular soldiers trusted the commander, who was brave, looked the part and was completely unimaginative on the battlefield. His other asset was that he was just imaginative enough to understand that this self-loving youth was also an unbeatable conqueror and therefore worthy of loyalty. 
 
    “We’re here to destroy likely competitors,” Alexon said, “the Karchedonians first and the Nasamons through proxy, through the Karchedonians defending their walls. The plan was like a brilliant sapphire, full of sparkle and subtle angles. Now a traitor has opened a gate to let in the Nasamons. The desert horde thereby retains the majority of its numbers. As bad, the horde might win the use of many Karchedonian soldiers, those wise enough to surrender. If the two meld, the city could become as powerful as before. No. With the Nasamons as city allies, it could double or triple Karchedon’s deadliness.” 
 
    “We must buy more slaves then,” the commander said, “particularly the ex-city soldiers.” 
 
    Alexon tapped the map of Karchedon. “The Nasamons are primitives, but they’re not stupid. They might find a reason why they’re unable to sell us captives, and—” 
 
    Alexon’s handsome features hardened. He shook his head and rubbed his face as if to rub out the lines revealed by the uncharacteristic expression. 
 
    “Rouse everyone,” Alexon said. “Send the Master of Slaves to me.” 
 
    “Lord?” the commander asked. 
 
    Alexon said no more, just stared at the map. 
 
    With the clank of his cuirass, the grizzled commander hastily backed out of the tent, turned and bellowed orders into the darkness. 
 
    Alexon bit his lower lip in worry. The Nasamons might decide they wanted to cripple possible competitors. The Prophetess—it was impossible to know her mind. He believed Ert lied about the Prophetess’s falling into a deathlike slumber. It was time to drag the quinqueremes back into the water. He would do it tonight, before the Nasamons turned on him and swept his camp with thousands of screaming horsemen. 
 
    He tapped the map. War was bizarre. Soldiers and men like his commander were hopeless romantics concerning swords and shields. They told each other lies about the glory of fighting and dying. They chanted songs as they marched toward mayhem and possible dismemberment or the disfigurement of their features. He, however, knew that war was money, good water and food. It was keeping your men healthy, happy and hardened. He’d dragged the quinqueremes ashore to save wear on the hulls and so the slave-rowers shat in latrines instead of on their feet on the benches. They kept away from the rowing hold’s foul odors. He kept everyone healthy, the galleys pristine and the soldiers well-fed and trained. Even so, there had been wastage these past weeks. An army in the field began to die in slow degrees as soon as it marched from home. His armies and fleets just died more slowly than his enemies’ did. 
 
    Alexon reached under the tunic, lifting it as he rubbed his muscled pectoral. The traitor had changed everything, the coward. He would like to get his hands on that one. The things he would do to the traitor… 
 
    Alexon shivered in delight at the prospect. He must find out that one’s name. Then, someday, he would pay back the traitor for wrecking a brilliant plan. 
 
    Alexon had an inflexible rule. No matter how long it took, he found his enemies and slew them in the most gruesome manner he could imagine. 
 
    He tapped the map again. He had to get the galleys into the water and then he would be safe from the Nasamons and from this dastardly assassin. As Alexon waited, he began to think of the tortures he would visit on the Karchedonian traitor. And upon the assassin… The Rhune thought of themselves as the beautiful people. Well, he would see about that. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -7- 
 
      
 
    Elissa’s exhaustion was nearly total. Due to her knife-cut, her bruises and wrung-out condition, and the miasma of the soiled sand, she developed a fever as she slept. She thus continued to sleep as one dead while soldiers and sailors attached ropes and chains to her quinquereme. Pipes wailed, whips snapped and hundreds of burly slaves grunted with effort. They dragged the two-hundred-foot vessel toward a quickly dug, watery trench. 
 
    All around Elissa’s quinquereme similar activities took place. Tens of thousands of men labored like mules. Torches and lanterns blazed. If she’d been awake, she could have done little differently. As it was, her dreams took on a pell-mell atmosphere, with ghostly forms shouting and some swearing. She stirred on the sand, but her feverish exhaustion kept her more lethargic than an overdose of purple lotus would have done. 
 
    For once, her half-Rhune heritage and trained senses failed her. 
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    “She’s as cold as death.” 
 
    Mab touched the Prophetess’s arm as she lay on an obsidian altar at the top of a small step-pyramid. Thirmida watched wide-eyed. Five warriors crowded near. Two of them raised torches. The flat top of the pyramid had as much space as an ordinary room. The obsidian altar stood in the center, with channels for blood. A large grill with a sunken pit for wood or charcoal was located nearby for burn-offering torn-out hearts. 
 
    An out-of-breath Himilco hung back. The temple of Bel Ruk loomed above the pyramid. The marble stairs leading up to this pinnacle were steep. 
 
    Thirty warriors guarded the bottom of the stairs at an asphalt plaza. Mab had given them orders to slay the suffete unless she or Thirmida accompanied him down. 
 
    Karchedon reeked of smoke and despair. Flames still reflected their hellish light off the underbelly of a smoke cloud, although the fires had slackened. From the Temple Mount’s height, Himilco had caught sight of a mercenary banner flying over the Merchant Gate. The Karchedonian soldiers still held out there. 
 
    Himilco eased weight onto his right foot. His left throbbed. The new shoes were too tight. Forget the fornicating shoes! They didn’t matter at a time like this. 
 
    “Suffete!” Mab shouted. 
 
    Himilco smoothed away his scowl and limped between two warriors. He should discard the shoes and go barefoot. But then he would be shorter than everyone but for Mab. His vanity refused the idea. 
 
    “Are you deaf?” Mab asked him. “I’ve called you three times already.” 
 
    “The glory of Bel Ruk consumed me,” he mumbled. 
 
    Mab appeared skeptical. 
 
    “Despite all obstructions,” Himilco said, “the Prophetess correctly foretold Karchedon’s fall. As I look over the city, I find the truth incredible.” 
 
    “The Prophetess is nearly dead,” Mab said. “The fools who were supposed to guard her are gone. Bel Ruk help them because I’ll throw them into a cistern once I catch them.” 
 
    Himilco examined the shivering body. The Prophetess wore the ancient skull-mask and hyena robe, while her paralyzed right hand clutched the skull-topped scepter. 
 
    Himilco grasped the throat of his robe. A chilly breeze blew off the sea. He should have worn a cloak and a fur hat. 
 
    “You two,” Mab said, pointing at the warriors, “rub her legs. You, rub her arm. Thirmida, rub the other arm. We must warm her.” 
 
    “Perhaps Thirmida and I should fetch blankets,” Himilco said. 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” Mab turned to the leader of the warriors. “Go get blankets and bring them up here.” 
 
    The warrior rushed for the marble stairs. 
 
    Under Mab’s direction, the warriors and Thirmida began to rub the Prophetess’s chilled limbs. The inert body moved, making the skull mask wobble. Then, the unconscious Prophetess moaned. 
 
    Himilco’s heart stopped. When the beating began again, his heart thudded in his chest. He struggled for breath and willed the Prophetess to remain unconscious. 
 
    Within her ugly mask, the Prophetess’s eyelids fluttered. 
 
    Himilco couldn’t swallow he was so terrified. He reeled back toward the stairs. The warrior racing for blankets was halfway down already. The others milled about at the bottom. Several looked up. Many gawked at surrounding architecture, perhaps still awed at being in the great city of Karchedon. Other warriors crouched and diced. Farther away, Nasamon horsemen clopped between the temples, palaces and idols. The Temple Mount crawled with the desert killers. 
 
    “Bless the Lord of Dragons,” Mab said excitedly, “she’s coming to. Prophetess, can you hear me?” 
 
    Himilco approached the altar and peered over a rubbing warrior’s shoulder. 
 
    Within the mask, the Prophetess’s eyes snapped open. 
 
    Trembling with anticipation, Mab pried off the skull. 
 
    The Prophetess’s skin was stark white. Lines in her face showed the poison’s corrosive strength. She stared at Mab and worked her lips. 
 
    With terror coursing through him, Himilco hid behind a torch-holding warrior. 
 
    “Mab,” the Prophetess whispered. It was a horrible rasping sound. 
 
    Himilco steeled himself as he flexed his hands. He began mentally shuffling through spells. 
 
    “Where are…?” The Prophetess worked her mouth in order to continue speaking. 
 
    “The Karchedonian priest told us Bel Ruk wanted you here,” Mab said. 
 
    The Prophetess emitted an odd sound. 
 
    “He said Bel Ruk appeared in the inner sanctum and chose you as his bride,” Mab said. 
 
    The Prophetess stared at Mab. 
 
    “He said we are to sacrifice you on this very altar,” Mab said. 
 
    The Prophetess’s mouth twisted into what might have been a snarl. Fury sparked from her vampire-like eyes. 
 
    Despite the breeze, sweat prickled Himilco’s face. There was too much concentrated magic here: the Great Altar and the skull baton. Protective spells almost certainly lay in her wand. 
 
    “Speak to us, Prophetess,” Mab begged. “Instruct us. Tell us what we should do.” 
 
    “Priest,” the Prophetess wheezed. 
 
    “Yes?” Mab asked, kneeling. 
 
    The Prophetess gnashed her teeth so the muscles hinging her jaws bulged. She strained to lift her head. Her hands opened, and the scepter clattered onto the marble. 
 
    With everyone’s attention fixed on her struggles, Himilco dared a spell-casting stance. With the fallen scepter, he had a chance. He wove his hands, whispering words of power. 
 
    The Prophetess arched upward as her eyes bulged with pain. 
 
    “Prophetess!” Mab screamed. 
 
    “Lies,” the Prophetess hissed. 
 
    Himilco clenched his hand into a fist and spoke dire words. 
 
    The Prophetess slumped back upon the obsidian altar. She began to thrash back and forth. 
 
    “Hold her!” Mab screamed. 
 
    Himilco squeezed his fist. All his hate and fear of the Prophetess shined on his sweaty features. 
 
    With tears streaming down her cheeks, Thirmida turned from the Prophetess. She hiccupped and might have burst out crying. At that point, her gaze fell onto Himilco. Maybe his hate-filled features and odd stance startled her. She brushed away her tears and looked at him more closely. 
 
    Although consumed with fierce emotions, Himilco’s jackal-like alertness caught Thirmida’s sudden turn toward him. He noticed her startled glance. He broke the spell by ripping open his hands. He thrust his arms star-ward. 
 
    “Bel Ruk!” he cried. “Save our Prophetess. Let her marry you for all Karchedon to witness. Let them see the beauty of her prophecies and let them know she was correct in her teachings concerning you.” 
 
    Mab wailed a Nasamon death-cry. 
 
    Himilco lowered his arms, and he dared glance at Thirmida. She stared at him wide-eyed. He attempted a timid smile even as he used a sleeve to wipe sweat from his face. 
 
    “I’ve prayed with all my strength,” Himilco told Thirmida. “We should all pray. Oh, how I hate this helplessness.” 
 
    Thirmida nodded woodenly. Then she turned to Mab as they ministered to the slack-faced Prophetess, unconscious again on the altar. 
 
    Himilco moved closer. He strove to look concerned instead of terrified. The spell should have slain the witch. The Great Altar, or maybe the blasted baton’s nearness, had weakened his spell. 
 
    Mab stroked the Prophetess’s check. 
 
    “What did the Prophetess mean by lies?” Thirmida whispered. 
 
    Mab laughed scornfully as she glanced over her shoulder at Himilco. There were tears in her eyes, but she looked upon him with venomous hatred. 
 
    “His tales are a pack of lies!” Mab hissed. “I don’t know how I ever believed otherwise.” 
 
    “I grieve for our Prophetess,” Himilco said. 
 
    “Seize him!” Mab shouted. 
 
    The two warriors without torches leaped to their feet and grabbed Himilco’s arms. 
 
    “Mab,” Himilco said as he strove for serenity. “Bel Ruk gave Thirmida a vision. Because of it, I saw that the Prophetess was in danger. No one else saw that. It was my idea to check her. You know that’s true.” 
 
    Mab turned to the Prophetess on the altar. 
 
    “Lies likely means that it lies in the inner sanctum,” Himilco said. 
 
    Mab tenderly straightened the Prophetess’s limbs. Perhaps without thinking, perhaps absorbed with worry, she reached for the baton with its dwarf dragon skull. It might have been that Mab meant to put the baton back in the Prophetess’s grip. Whether in her grief she had forgotten the Prophetess’s warnings, or whether the Prophetess had ever warned her, it was impossible to know. Mab gripped the baton and lifted it. 
 
    “Mab, no!” Thirmida shouted. 
 
    It was too late. Mab groaned, unable to let go of the baton because her hand and then her arm had withered. With incredible swiftness, her entire body began to wither. 
 
    In terror, the warriors scrambled away from the old crone. One of the warriors, one who’d earlier held onto Himilco’s arm, raced back too far. He screamed as pitched off the pyramid, landing at an awkward head-first angle on the step below and continuing to tumble until he hit the asphalt at the bottom, dead within moments from a broken neck. 
 
    Thirmida wailed with despair. 
 
    The baton’s protective spell flooded across Mab. It shriveled her neck and her face. Her torso, legs and finally her feet shriveled into a mummified thing. 
 
    Awed, Himilco stood rooted at his spot. He’d almost picked up the baton earlier in the inner sanctum. Mab was dead. The surprise of his wonderful luck—Himilco slapped his hands over his mouth. He pressed his hands against his face to keep from braying with laughter. The crone was dead. The suspicious, foul-eyed crone could no longer plague him. Himilco shivered, but not from the cold. Waves of laughter shook him. Mab, the wicked crone, was dead. She’d been about to order him slain and now she was shriveled and gone. Maybe his luck had finally turned around. The suspicious old biddy would no longer chirp her qualms concerning him. Now he had to make sure Thirmida slew the Prophetess before that scourge awoke a second time. 
 
    He stepped near the altar. The Prophetess hardly breathed. In another few hours— 
 
    “This is horrible,” Thirmida whispered. 
 
    Himilco swallowed the last of his laughter as he contained the shaking. 
 
    The new Prophetess touched his arm. “I’m sorry I doubted you earlier.” 
 
    He didn’t dare look at Thirmida or she might see his glee. 
 
    “You shook with horror at these sights,” Thirmida said softly. 
 
    Himilco realized she’d been watching him. 
 
    “You covered your mouth to keep from screaming and you’ve convulsed in sorrow at Mab’s death, even though she doubted you. You are a good man, Suffete.” 
 
    Himilco bowed his head and tried to control his twitching lips. He was beginning to crack under the stress. In just another few hours, the witch on the altar would be dead, as well. He should concentrate on that. 
 
    “We must find my uncle and tell him what has happened,” Thirmida said. 
 
    That sobered Himilco. Mab had died in his presence. He was going to need more than luck with that cunning old war-chieftain. He was far from safe yet. Yes, he was still going to need all his wits to survive these desert dogs. 
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    Thirmida and Himilco hunted for the war-chieftain. The warriors surrounded them, the four remaining of the five who’d been atop the pyramid, and the thirty who had guarded the base. The four kept a close watch on Himilco, on edge after witnessing the death of their cohort. The others either carried torches or gripped gutting knives. The torches cast lurid flames, creating shadows everywhere and hissing when they came too close. Himilco was amazed the entire city hadn’t burned down. He’d never seen so many torches in a single night. 
 
    Chaos ruled the city. Confusion dominated the Temple Mount. There were horsemen everywhere. They shouted orders or simply yipped victoriously, sometimes pumping their javelins in the air. Most had bulging sacks draped over their steed’s hindquarters. The sacks clanked or clinked with precious objects or fistfuls of coins. Sometimes sheiks appeared in the company of their clan champions. One told Thirmida that the war-chieftain was watching an assault on a Karchedonian tower full of enemy soldiers. Another claimed the war-chieftain weighed spices in an underground vault. The third said the war-chieftain had galloped to the Tyrant’s camp for a meeting. 
 
    “I must find him,” Thirmida declared. 
 
    Streaks of red appeared in the east. Himilco’s left foot shot pain up his leg each time he set weight on it. He was tired, dispirited and growing dull-witted. Worse, his guardian warriors kept him from hailing the Karchedonians he spotted on a temple roof. Where was the Gray Wolf? 
 
    “There,” the leader of the Nasamon warriors said. “It is the war-chieftain’s banner.” He pointed down the Processional Way into the city below. 
 
    Himilco saw a forest of banners among a milling throng of Nasamons down on the parade ground. That was at the bottom of Temple Mount. He couldn’t make out any individual banners, and he doubted the warrior could either. Himilco winced, and he put all his weight on his right foot. He would drop soon. Either that or he would have to take off his binding shoes. The thought filled him with shame. Thirmida and all the other Nasamons would know that he was short. 
 
    Himilco took a deep breath, held it and let the air out slowly. He did it again, calming his nerves. Then he pushed past several warriors, grimacing each time he put weight on his left foot. 
 
    “Prophetess,” he said. 
 
    Thirmida peered at the distant banners and only reluctantly cast him a worried glance. “We must find my uncle. Javan says—” 
 
    Himilco laid a hand on her forearm. “I want you to listen to me. It’s important.” 
 
    She frowned. So did several warriors. 
 
    “Sometimes an outsider can see things an insider cannot,” he said. 
 
    “We must find my uncle.” 
 
    Himilco squeezed her forearm. She had such youthful flesh. He pitched his voice low and leaned toward her. “Are you purposefully trying to destroy the Prophetess’s vision?” 
 
    Thirmida gasped as if he’d punched her. Then anger creased her otherwise smooth forehead. “How dare you insult me?” 
 
    “Do you love the Prophetess?” 
 
    “I served her. I was first among her attendants.” 
 
    “Then you have watched the Prophetess, yes?” 
 
    “I’ve bathed her. I’ve—” 
 
    Himilco squeezed her forearm a second time. “Do you realize that you’re the Prophetess now?” 
 
    “She spoke to us up there. She’s alive, and she—” 
 
    “Bel Ruk gave you a vision,” Himilco said. “Bel Ruk has chosen you above all others to give him his bride in marriage. Bel Ruk has also chosen you to carry on her work.” 
 
    “I’m trying to find my—” 
 
    “The Prophetess did more than give us Bel Ruk’s words,” Himilco said, interrupting her. “She united the Nasamons, all the tribes of the desert. As an outsider, I see that. I understand.” 
 
    “We understand it just as well,” Thirmida said. 
 
    “You’re the Prophetess now.” 
 
    “I heard you the first time.” She ripped her arm free from his grasp. “Furthermore—” 
 
    “A Prophetess does not scurry about the city like a frightened attendant looking for her uncle to sooth her sorrows.” 
 
    Thirmida’s cheeks flushed crimson. Warriors began to mutter threats. 
 
    “You’re the heart of the Nasamon Horde,” Himilco said. “You’re the Prophetess, the chosen of Bel Ruk. He gives you visions. You lead the people, not the war-chieftain.” 
 
    Her angry retort died as her shoulders deflated. She looked away. 
 
    “Would the Prophetess of old have run after your uncle?” Himilco asked. “Or would she have summoned the war-chieftain to come see her?” 
 
    “I’m his niece.” 
 
    “You’re the Prophetess,” Himilco said. “These warriors are your chosen bodyguard. What if vengeful Karchedonians rushed out to slay the horde’s heart?” 
 
    The muttering among the warriors stopped. They gripped their knives and warily glanced about. 
 
    Thirmida noticed. 
 
    “I’ve been a priest all my life,” Himilco said. “I know how military men try to take over. You should surround yourself with your attendants. You should rest, bathe and eat. You should await the Lord of Dragons and prepare yourself for the wonderful marriage about to take place.” 
 
    The leader of the warriors spoke up. He wore a red string around his forehead to keep the hair out of his eyes. During the night, Himilco had learned it was a courage string, won by galloping at a lion, jumping down, touching the beast, remounting and galloping away. The warrior’s name was Javan, and he had the impetuous look of a wild-eyed youth stupid enough to do something like that. 
 
    “I heard Mab call you the Prophetess,” Javan said. “I’ve heard about your vision and this one’s unraveling of its meaning. You should go where we can keep you safe.” 
 
    Thirmida touched her throat. “I am the Prophetess.” 
 
    “By Bel Ruk’s choice,” Himilco said, “you are the heart of the Nasamons.” 
 
    Thirmida stared at him. A timid smile touched her lips. She cleared her throat and turned to the warrior. “We’re heading back to the temple. Tell my uncle…” 
 
    “Should I send runners ahead of us?” Javan asked. 
 
    Thirmida cleared her throat a second time. “It is wrong for a warrior to interrupt the Prophetess when she’s speaking.” 
 
    It took several heartbeats, but Javan said, “Forgive me, Prophetess.” 
 
    “I have,” she said. “Now, obey my orders.” 
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    The rising sun found half the giant galleys afloat in the Bay of Sails. Gangs of neck-chained slaves guarded by soldiers waded into the surf. Soon, they ascended slippery gangplanks, each gang descending into the belly of their particular behemoth. Sailors and soldiers hauled water casks, hardtack and sundry supplies into the vessels. 
 
    The scene on the beach was more like a slow riot than an orderly maneuver. Amidst it, the Nasamon messenger carrying the tale of a dagger held by a sleeping Rhune failed to find Ert or his vultures. 
 
    Ert stood with Tyrant Alexon on the rear deck of the Tyrant’s quinquereme. It had a purple awning to protect them from the sun, and crimson-colored oars. The waist of the ship bustled with busy sailors. The Tyrant wore a hardened linen breastplate. It was lighter and cooler than bronze armor, and it was nearly as effective. A leaf-shaped sword dangled at his hip and he stood with his muscular legs braced wide. 
 
    Ert was shorter and seemed to lack a neck. For a Nasamon, he had unusually wide shoulders and ham-like hands. His black eyes were close-set and he had a ring of hair around an otherwise bald head. It was what had led to his nickname, “the Vulture.” 
 
    Alexon found the man hideous, although to his credit the nomad had sea legs. The creaking, tilting deck had done nothing to upset the warrior’s balance. Even so, in a perfect world, Alexon would cull people like Ert and use their corpses as fertilizer. The Tyrant sighed and faced the gentle breeze. 
 
    “You’re loading everyone,” Ert said in his harsh voice. 
 
    Alexon shrugged. 
 
    “Have you found the Rhune?” 
 
    Alexon shook his head, although he was careful to keep his curls in place. 
 
    “Are you departing our coast?” Ert asked. 
 
    “I’m awaiting the slave ships. I’m also ensuring that no Karchedonians escape our net.” Alexon gave Ert a bland look. “Have you secured the city harbor?” 
 
    “The war-chieftain failed to inform me,” Ert said. 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “No Karchedonians will threaten the sea.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right.” 
 
    “Do you have any messages for the war-chieftain?” 
 
    “Yes. I congratulate him on breaking into the city,” Alexon said. “Now my merchants will pay you good coin for an excessive number of slaves.” The Tyrant spotted an oddity on shore. He lifted his eyebrows, an expression he practiced before his mirrors. 
 
    Following the gaze, Ert studied the shore. Several Nasamons walked their stallions through the surf and between lines of marching rowers and sailors. The desert warriors were searching for someone. They bore black on red flags. 
 
    “Zama clan,” Ert said. 
 
    “Should I send them a launch?” Alexon asked. 
 
    “No,” Ert said. “I’ll speak with them ashore. It is time for me to report to the war-chieftain.” He faced the Tyrant. “The Rhune may still be lurking nearby.” 
 
    Alexon affected an easy laugh. It was often useful for his foes to think him foolish. It had worked to his advantage for many years. Rhunes and slaves, slaves and harbors. He had an idea churning in his mind. Its success could pay for this month of idleness. 
 
    As the hideous Ert departed, Alexon began to pace, with his head tilted leftward and with a wry smile. It would be a signature assault—his plan—and it would add to his legendary status. Yes, he believed he rather liked his new-formed idea. 
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    Dabar of the Zama clan, the youth with the greasy lock dangling from his tattooed head, thumped an elbow into Himilco’s side. 
 
    Himilco stood beside the Prophetess. She sat in a chair. They were in Zarius Magonid’s old palace, in his largest audience chamber. 
 
    Himilco turned abruptly. 
 
    Dabar grinned. The youth still had his elephant-hide shield strapped to his left forearm and still wore the green sash of a messenger. He showed Himilco the stolen star ornament. 
 
    “Your death will make this powerful,” Dabar said. “It will be even better if you burn to death.” 
 
    Himilco smoothed his scarlet robes. 
 
    Dabar’s grin turned nasty. “The war-chieftain is in a foul mood. All night, he has ridden throughout the city, leading warriors in the assault and bellowing commands. Twice, he has hurled javelins in anger, slaying dirt fighters foolish enough to try to kill him.” 
 
    Himilco smiled. “Have you felt an ache in your side yet?” 
 
    “Why should I?” 
 
    “No reason,” Himilco said. 
 
    “Have you cursed me?” 
 
    Himilco smiled knowingly. 
 
    “You’re going to burn, dead man. The war-chieftain is angry with you.” 
 
    “I’m going to collect your shield when they bury you,” Himilco said. “That will be my talisman.” 
 
    Dabar’s right hand dropped to the hilt of his sheathed dagger. Before he could draw it, the war-chieftain shouted at him. 
 
    Dabar jerked around, lifted his shield-arm in acknowledgement and turned back to Himilco. “Move to the front of the dais, dead man.” On the sly, Dabar showed him the glass ornament again. Then the youth concealed it in his fist and led the way. 
 
    The war-chieftain of the Nasamons sat cross-legged on a pillow. Soot scarred his pitted cheeks, and his good elbow rested on a knee. His chin rested on top of his good fist as he watched Himilco approach. Several sheiks sat behind the war-chieftain in a semicircle. One guzzled wine from a flagon, another gnawed jerky. A grinning sheik showed his neighbor a fine scimitar he’d stolen this fine night, its jeweled pommel glittering in the firelight.. 
 
    Smoky torches crackled around the chamber. Warriors of all ranks milled about, watching the proceedings. 
 
    Himilco passed the four warriors who had guarded him on the Great Altar. They stood before the dais. Behind them, other warriors waited in a grim line, butcher cleavers thrust through their sashes. 
 
    Thirmida stayed seated on the chair, situated at the side of the room. She kept her hands in her lap and her head demurely down. She had arrested many eyes and elicited countless comments because of the amazing robe of peacock feathers she was wearing. Himilco had found it for her in the temple. He had suggested that a hyena robe was wrong for her. Each Prophetess should make her own peculiar mark. Thirmida had agreed. Several attendants stood behind her chair. They had brushed her freshly washed hair until it shone. They, too, now bowed their heads, awaiting her pleasure. A high window admitted sunlight. It was near noon. 
 
    “Mab is dead because she disobeyed me,” the war-chieftain said in a tired voice. “One of my warriors is dead. I think you’re responsible.” 
 
    Despite his maturing plans, Himilco was weary. Everything had begun yesterday at about this time with his ordered attack on Zarius Magonid. Since yesterday, Himilco’s emotions had ranged too high and too low in too many cycles within too short a time. A strange blankness of soul now lodged in his chest. He glanced at Dabar, who crouched with other youths wearing green sashes. The nomad rubbed the glass ornament against his cheek. 
 
    “I am a priest,” Himilco told the war-chieftain. “The…things of this world mean less to me than serving Bel Ruk. I thought I had found the true Bel Ruk here in Karchedon. Then I heard the Prophetess’s words. They were like whips on my soul. I realized that for years I had followed a false god. Thus, I sought an audience with your Prophetess. She told me to open Karchedon’s gates and win the true Lord of Dragons’ favor. This I did. As a reward, she chose me out of all the people in Karchedon, out of all the people in the Nasamon Horde. She chose me to go with her into the inner sanctum. In return for that wonderful favor, I would gladly run any risk. Yes, I convinced Mab to hurry to the Prophetess. Because of your niece’s dream—for whom Bel Ruk has shown his favor as the new Prophetess—we raced to the altar.” 
 
    “I heard what happened there,” the war-chieftain said with a sneer. 
 
    “Ask your warriors if I did all I could for the Prophetess,” Himilco said. 
 
    “The warriors you speak of are dead men,” the war-chieftain said. “Their words mean nothing to me.” 
 
    The four behind Himilco shifted nervously, Javan among them. A baleful glance from the war-chieftain stilled their movements. 
 
    “You are a great warrior and leader,” Himilco said. “I am only a Karchedonian. Yet even I know that sometimes a warrior must obey his god before he obeys his war-leader.” 
 
    The war-chieftain’s eyes narrowed dangerously. 
 
    Behind the chieftain, sheiks stirred. Several glanced at the peacock-robed Thirmida. The one holding the wine flagon said, “The outlander is right.” 
 
    “Your niece had a dream—” Himilco began. 
 
    “Thirmida,” the war-chieftain said, interrupting Himilco. 
 
    She raised her head. 
 
    “Come before us,” the war-chieftain said. 
 
    Her chin lifted higher. “I am the Prophetess,” she declared. 
 
    The war-chieftain straightened. A second passed, two. A crooked smile twisted his seamed face. “Can there be two Prophetesses?” he asked. 
 
    “The first will marry Bel Ruk,” Thirmida said. 
 
    The war-chieftain scowled. He motioned to an older warrior with gray strands in his beard. The elder sat directly behind him. The war-chieftain whispered to the elder. The elder thought for a moment and whispered back. 
 
    “If what you say is true,” the war-chieftain soon told Thirmida, “Ert should have returned with the dream knife. Instead, he has ridden back to tell us that the Tyrant’s soldiers board the galleys. If we lack a dream-knife, can Bel Ruk have sent the dream?” 
 
    Himilco recognized Thirmida’s confusion. She might be too young for her cunning uncle. It was time to jump down and touch the lion, as it were. 
 
    “I crave your pardon, war-chieftain,” Himilco said with a bow. “I interpreted the dream. That has always been my special skill. Sometimes, however, first dreams demand a more careful scrutiny.” 
 
    The elder whispered into the war-chieftain’s ear. The war-chieftain nodded, and regarded Himilco. 
 
    “Speak plainly, priest. You lied to my niece. Isn’t that so?” 
 
    Himilco’s throat tightened. “If I have lied may Bel Ruk strike me dead before you this very moment.” 
 
    Many looked up with expectancy. Dabar stared at his stolen ornament, then at Himilco and then at the ornament again. Thirmida grew pale. As Himilco remained standing, whispering began. The sheiks threw their heads together. Dabar appeared crestfallen. The whispering grew louder. 
 
    The war-chieftain drew his knife and banged the pommel against the dais until there was silence. The entire time, the elder whispered into the war-chieftain’s ear. 
 
    “Tell us, Interpreter of Dreams,” the war-chieftain said. “What does the magic dream-knife mean?” 
 
    “Mab died because Bel Ruk was angry,” Himilco said. 
 
    “She died because she picked up the Prophetess’s scepter,” the war-chieftain said. “Everyone in the horde knows such an act is blasphemy.” 
 
    “What caused her to forget?” Himilco asked. 
 
    “Love,” Thirmida said. 
 
    “Love?” the war-chieftain asked, surprised. 
 
    “Love for the Prophetess,” Himilco agreed. “But that only made it worse. Bel Ruk is a jealous husband. Tell me, my sheiks, what is the penalty if a man sleeps with one of your wives.” 
 
    “Death!” roared a drunken sheik. 
 
    Himilco spread his hands and cast his gaze around the room. 
 
    The war-chieftain slammed the knife pommel against the dais. “What about the dream-blade? What does it mean?” 
 
    “Magic blades, magic blades,” Himilco scoffed. “The horde is in danger until Bel Ruk receives his bride.” 
 
    The elder whispered into the war-chieftain’s ear. The war-chieftain scratched his cheek. He grinned evilly and leaned toward Himilco. “Are you saying that Thirmida must pick up the scepter that slew Mab? That by this she shows us she is the new Prophetess?” 
 
    “Bel Ruk will instruct us,” Himilco said. 
 
    “How?” the war-chieftain asked. 
 
    Himilco bowed his head, thinking. 
 
    “I will pick up the scepter,” Thirmida said. “I will pick it up after sending our Prophetess to the Lord of Dragons. I am not afraid.” 
 
    Himilco barely kept from turning toward her and shaking his head. Did she want to ruin everything? If she touched the scepter, she would shrivel and die. He had recognized the protective spell employed. It wouldn’t change at the first Prophetess’s death. Everything was working. Thirmida and he— 
 
    “Hold the scepter and every Nasamon will know that you are the new Prophetess,” the war-chieftain said. “When will the marriage occur?” 
 
    Himilco’s throat refused to work. He saw misery and ruin ahead for him. 
 
    “In three hours,” Thirmida said. She rose and scanned the assembled throng. “Suffete, attend me.” 
 
    Himilco glanced at the war-chieftain, alarmed at the predatory way the old man watched him. Himilco locked his knees and moved in Thirmida’s direction. 
 
    “Warriors,” Thirmida said. “Come.” 
 
    The war-chieftain opened his mouth. The elder behind him whispered furiously. The war-chieftain closed his mouth. With a nod, he released the four warriors. His hooded eyes spoke of a temporary reprieve. 
 
    Himilco understood. Thirmida had given herself a death sentence. He was back to escaping Karchedon, for he knew how the war-chieftain would re-assert his authority after the new Prophetess was dead. He had to find the Gray Wolf, get to his hidden galley and head onto the open seas. 
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    With feverish eyes, Elissa stared at creaking planks inches above her face. Thumps had startled her. A wicked stench—she bit her lip and swallowed a groan. She was in a quinquereme. She remembered that. Yes. She was lying on sand. 
 
    Thinking became too difficult. She closed her eyes and tugged at her garment, opening buttons. Why was it so hot in here? 
 
    Waves slapped against the galley. She recognized the sloshing sounds. They were at sea. 
 
    At sea? 
 
    That was impossible. She licked the inside of her mouth. She needed water. 
 
    I’m sick. 
 
    She felt her forehead. Hot. She tugged at—she winced in pain as her forearm brushed against sand. Gingerly, she brought her arm near. Where the knife had cut yesterday, it was swollen and red. She touched the swelling. Beads of sweat formed on her forehead. 
 
    The blade was poisoned. She had to get out of here, off the soiled sand. She had to lance this wound, but not with the dagger. The blade likely had other harmful properties best saved for an enemy. 
 
    She shifted her shoulders and tried to concentrate. Men filled the hold above. The thumps, clunks, shuffling feet, the whispers, the cattle-like breathing—a mass of men were up there. The rowing slaves, mainly. 
 
    They dragged the galley into the water without my knowing it. 
 
    She gave a loopy smile. Could even a master-assassin slip out of something like this, while ill? Probably. Knowing that increased her aches. No matter how hard she tried, everything seemed to work against her. 
 
    Pity is for the pitiful, the troubadour seemed to say in her mind. 
 
    Elissa snorted. 
 
    Thus, I pity you. 
 
    “You’re not here,” she whispered. “And I’m not pitiful. I’m sick.” 
 
    A pity, he said. 
 
    In her memory, she could see his sneer in the shadows of his cowl. She wanted to scream. He’d always acted superior. 
 
    I am superior. I am Rhune. 
 
    Elissa sagged and coughed. She listened to a hundred slaves on the other side of the planks above her head. 
 
    What are you? he whispered in her mind. 
 
    Elissa blinked several times. Then, she felt through her garments, found a hidden pocket and withdrew a razor. She lifted her injured forearm and stared at it with feverish eyes. With a deft slice, she nicked the swollen skin to reopen the wound and then pressed gently. Pus oozed, a lot of it. She wanted to groan. Instead, she clamped down on such barbarian instincts. She continued to press harder until she had squeezed out all the pus. Then she wiped the razor on her garment. No. Her clothes were soiled. From an inner pocket, she took out a rag and wiped the razor before secreting it away again. 
 
    She rolled onto her side and began slipping off the pack. When it rested in front of her, she searched for ointment. 
 
    You’re forgetting something. 
 
    She spat on the wound. Her mouth was so dry, but she kept spitting. When she couldn’t produce enough saliva, she imagined lemons. That helped for a few more spits. After washing the wound, she squeezed ointment on it and smeared it around with a spit-cleaned finger. Finally, she took out a cotton wad. She pressed that against the wound, tied silk around it and knotted it with her hand and teeth. 
 
    Even though her face blazed with heat, she grinned. She repackaged the ointment, found a capsule, studied it carefully and swallowed it. It would take swift effect. Now, however, she needed water more than ever. 
 
    With a trembling hand, she took out a capsule of cluthe. She weighed it, and temporized by putting it in a niche in her garment. By degrees, she re-shouldered the pack. When it was ready, her head had cleared minutely from the effect of the first capsule. She had little knowledge of the situation above or outside. Imperfectly fitted planks and chinks of sunshine told her it was daytime. That was a strike against her. But if they were at sea, she could jump overboard and float away. She could float again in the light. 
 
    Do you fear the dark? the troubadour asked in her mind. 
 
    “Did you enjoy a night swim?” she whispered. The voice in her head said nothing. She thought as much. 
 
    As she wriggled toward the hatch, she realized she might be delirious. The troubadour spoke too easily in her mind. That was one giveaway. The others were the heat pouring off her, the bone-dry mouth, how lightheaded she felt—chills struck. Her teeth chattered. She wriggled faster and moved off a patch of wet sand. Sweat pooled all over her body. 
 
    You can ignore the pain, the troubadour said. 
 
    Elissa blinked sweat out of her eyes. The troubadour had sounded worried. She’d never heard that before. He’d just encouraged her instead of insulting her. 
 
    “Are you feeling well?” she asked him, and she giggled because it was such a funny joke. 
 
    The chills struck again, and the giggles ceased. 
 
    Maybe she should wait. No one knew she was here. As if in answer, a foul liquid dripped from the planks several feet over. It nauseated her when she realized a slave had just relieved himself where he sat. That steeled her resolve. She was Rhune. She was not going to let a rowing hold of slaves crap and piss on her. 
 
    She turned from the dripping planks and took a deep breath. It was time to act. In this sort of situation where you didn’t know what exactly to expect but went anyway, there wasn’t time to ponder the correct course. You acted fast because even a bad choice was better than dithering in a room full of strangers. Move, keep moving, and cut down anyone in your way. 
 
    She pushed against the hatch and only at the last moment realized she could peek first. She’d pushed harder than she would have normally and opened the hatch faster and higher than was wise. She scrambled to her knees and poked her head to just below the hatch. None of the wretches chained to the benches had noticed her error. They hunched like cattle in the rain. 
 
    Then someone yanked the hatch higher, obviously someone behind her line of vision. 
 
    “What kind of rat do we have here?” a gruff man asked. 
 
    Elissa peered up into a coarse face. It had a tattoo on its cheek, a coiled whip. The man was lean and wore a leather vest. He had muscles in bunches. He reached down, and she saw that he wore a half-glove on his large hand. He grasped her by the hair and hauled up. She pushed up and felt the roots of her hair threaten to tear loose from her scalp. The lean man was strong. He kicked the hatch shut as her feet touched the gangway between the sunken rowing pits on either side. She felt everyone watching. There was a startled sound somewhere, but no outcry yet. 
 
    She rejected gutting him with the dagger. That was too bloody and it might make the others angry. 
 
    It will frighten others, the troubadour said in her mind. 
 
    Elissa scowled. The troubadour knew better than to interrupt her thoughts at this critical moment. The anger gave her impetus. She twisted her face away from the lean man. She reached up with both hands and gripped the thick wrist attached to the fingers in her hair. She knelt sharply as she bent her head and pulled with all her strength. 
 
    The lean man shouted in alarm. His knees struck her crouched body and he tripped over her. He flailed as he flew and crashed into slaves on a lower bench. 
 
    “Hold him!” Elissa shouted. 
 
    She should have sprung up and dashed across the gangway. Instead, she stood, swayed with lightheadedness and began to stumble for the stairs leading to the outer hatch outside. 
 
    “Push me up,” the lean man snarled. 
 
    Elissa looked back. The slaves catapulted him back onto the gangway. The man staggered, surprised perhaps by their strength. He stumbled over something, maybe his own feet, and then shot into the other bank of slaves. 
 
    Some slaves laughed. A few jeered. 
 
    Elissa heard the tramp of shod feet. She whipped her attention forward. Three men bore down the gangway at her. One was wearing a bronze breastplate. Another clutched a dagger. The last held a whip. 
 
    She jumped off the gangway and into a rowing pit to circle around the three blocking her way. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she said. She put her hand on a shoulder as she stepped onto a bench between two slaves. She ran from bench to bench or used the massive oars. The bareback and sometimes naked slaves gawked at her in astonishment. 
 
    This was a quinquereme, which meant four men to an oar and thus four men to a bench. The oars were massive, bigger in diameter than a man could grasp. Rowing cleats were stapled to the oars, and counterweighting lead had been slotted into the ends. That ensured the slave-rowers used their strength to move the oars back and forth instead of lifting the longer length out of the water. Because oars supplied the motive power, the shipwrights had crammed as many benches into the hold as possible. When slaves rowed, each placed his right foot on the bench before him to help him push back hard enough. If all the slaves ahead didn’t lean forward at the same time the oars behind would mow them over. Rowing a quinquereme took trained, synchronized work. This also meant the benches and oars were near enough for Elissa to easily use them as stepping stones. 
 
    “Grab her,” the armored man shouted. 
 
    “Let them do their own dirty work,” Elissa shouted back. 
 
    Slaves grabbed at her, but slowly, likely pretending. 
 
    “Don’t let her reach the stairs,” the armored man said. 
 
    The guard with the whip uncoiled his cat—what sailors called the whip with its four straps, each embedded with bits of tin and lead. 
 
    The man with the knife jumped into the rowing pit and lunged for her. Elissa proved more nimble, and once behind him, she darted for the stairs. 
 
    The grinning guard with the whip waited for her on the gangway. She had no alternative. Yes. The man was stronger than she was. But she wasn’t going to fight, just get past him. She charged head on. 
 
    “Run to papa.” He playfully flicked his whip. 
 
    He didn’t take her seriously. Good. Elissa lowered her head and tightened her shoulders. The stinging slashes of the whip bit her neck and snagged her hair. She cut with the dagger. She had kept it out of sight. He cried out at the pain and flung himself backward, and she dashed up the steep stairs. 
 
    Slaves roared with laughter and openly mocked the whip-master. 
 
    I did it. Elissa grinned, and she shot out of the hatch. She shot out and discovered a ring of soldiers waiting on deck, two holding nets. One net twirled. She somersaulted over planks. The lead pellets that weighted the net’s edge rattled harmlessly on the deck behind her. The other net entangled her. Soldiers charged. Clubs thwacked against her spine and on her sides. One club thudded against her skull. I've failed… She slid bonelessly into unconsciousness. 
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    “This is the Rhune?” a man asked, “This sick animal that can’t even straighten its eyes.” 
 
    Elissa lay in a heap before a curule chair, fevered and concussed. The chair’s occupant, she observed hazily, wore a sleeveless tunic and kept flexing his right thigh. He was boyishly handsome, but there was something evil about him. He had yellow curls and the most insincere smile, lacking even Himilco’s dubious charm. 
 
    “Do you call that beautiful?” the man asked. 
 
    “No, Lord,” a soldier said. 
 
    The sun glinting off the soldier’s shiny breastplate hurt Elissa’s eyes. The soldier had a shaggy beard and gnarled, war-ravaged limbs. The scars merged into an ugly, twisted mass. 
 
    It was then she realized her world was moving. It tilted one way and then the other, each shift accompanied by a loud creaking sound. That caused a thunderous pounding in her head. She turned away and retched on the boards. 
 
    “That’s disgusting,” the man said. 
 
    “They clubbed her on the head, Lord.” 
 
    “Out of revulsion?” 
 
    “She bolted out of the rowing hold, Lord. She cut one of your men.” 
 
    “This preposterous story of her hiding in the bilge, was there anything to it?” 
 
    “The men swear she climbed out of the bilge, Lord.” 
 
    “Would you crawl into the bilge to hide?” 
 
    The shaggy-bearded soldier hesitated. 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t,” the man said. “It’s disgusting. It’s revolting. Some things aren’t worth doing in order to stay alive.” 
 
    “No, Lord.” 
 
    “Don’t say that just to please me. You know I hate liars.” 
 
    “You’ve built your reputation on the truth, Lord.” 
 
    “Hmm. Toe her, would you. Does the Rhune think it can vomit all over my deck and then fall asleep on us?” 
 
    Something pressed into Elissa’s side. 
 
    “Kick it.” 
 
    Elissa tried to say that she was awake, but only managed a groan. Before the kick arrived, she dragged herself to a crouched position. 
 
    “It looks like a feral cat about to leap,” the man said. 
 
    Swords slid out of scabbards. 
 
    “You disarmed it?” the man asked. 
 
    “The captain of Glorious Reign said his men took a knife—” 
 
    “This magic knife?” the man asked. 
 
    “It’s mine,” Elissa said. 
 
    “What did it say?” 
 
    “I believe—” 
 
    Elissa opened her eyes and stared into the blue orbs of the curly-haired Tyrant. 
 
    “She’s hideous.” Alexon leaned toward her as he held out his palm. The soldier handed his lord something shiny. Alexon held a mirror before her. 
 
    “Look how ugly you are,” he said. 
 
    Elissa tried to focus. She saw dark circles around her eyes. Her lean features were wan, almost dried out. 
 
    “Legend says that Rhunes are beautiful,” Alexon said. “Are you beautiful?” 
 
    Elissa began to shake her head, but that hurt too much. 
 
    “It’s honest, at least.” 
 
    “Alexon,” she whispered. 
 
    The handsome man scowled. “I’m Tyrant Alexon. You may call me ‘Lord’ or ‘Gracious Tyrant.’ You soil my name by speaking it, so I forbid you to do so.” 
 
    “Yes, Lord,” she whispered. 
 
    He raised his eyebrows and then resumed his normal posture, with his right leg outstretched. He flexed his thigh again and ran his hand over the muscle. 
 
    A purple awning snapped in the breeze. Sunlight slanted past it to shine on the soldier’s bronze breastplate. There were other armored men. Some wore bronze helmets with horsetails flowing out of the top. Gems flashed from their scabbards. Their kilts were richly woven. Elissa suspected they were captains and commanders, likely all nobles. 
 
    A big sailor behind Alexon’s curule chair grasped a steering strut. There was another strut, another steersman and another steering oar on the opposite side. The very end of the quinquereme, the stern, curved upward like a swan’s tail. Golden nails hammered into the wood glittered from it. 
 
    It was hard to turn her head, so Elissa didn’t try. A smear on the horizon seemed as if it was Karchedon. The music from pipes and flutes floated across the choppy stomach-churning waters. Many more galleys floated nearby. 
 
    “She has a fever, Lord.” 
 
    “My first instinct was to destroy it,” Alexon said. “Now that I see it and its hideous ugliness…” 
 
    “Gracious Tyrant,” Elissa whispered. 
 
    “Yes?” he asked. “Speak. You have our attention.” 
 
    “Water,” she whispered. 
 
    “We should beat it to death,” another man said. 
 
    Strained silence fell upon the assembly of soldiers. Elissa felt it enough to peer around. Alexon stared at a soldier. The Tyrant wore a nasty smile. 
 
    The soldier ripped off his helmet and held it in the crook of his arm. He bent on one knee before Alexon and bowed his head. “I am a lout, Gracious Alexon. I spoke out of turn. I beg you, Lord, punish me as I so richly deserve.” 
 
    Alexon laughed and glanced around at the others. “What nonsense is this? We are a band of warriors. You are my companions. We may speak freely with each other. Yes, perhaps it was rude to shout such a barbarous thing before I’d decided its fate. Ah, I know. A joke, we need a small joke to help enliven our spirits. Captain, fill your helmet with water and hold it for the Rhune to drink.” 
 
    Several soldiers laughed. The soldier with the shiny breastplate smiled within his bramble of a beard. 
 
    A servant ran forward with a flagon and gurgled water into the captain’s helmet. The captain approached Elissa, and he bent on one knee. 
 
    “Nobles of Delium are the most courteous in the world!” Alexon shouted. 
 
    “Here is your drink, madam,” the captain said. 
 
    Elissa managed a bare nod and slurped greedily. She gasped for air and drank more. At first, the captain held the helmet awkwardly. Halfway through, he began to tilt it just right. Perhaps he recognized her need. 
 
    “How touching,” Alexon said, and he glanced around. 
 
    Soldiers laughed. 
 
    “You’d better throw away that helmet, Captain,” Alexon said. “They say Rhunes spew poisons with their breath. They’re like vipers.” The Tyrant leaned toward Elissa. “Are you planning to spit poison at me, you ugly little viper?” 
 
    “I came to warn you, Gracious Tyrant,” Elissa said. 
 
    The blond eyebrows shot up theatrically. “I’m touched. So warn me.” 
 
    Elissa swallowed and tried to hold her thoughts together. A dull beat kept ringing in her head, making her want to vomit again. 
 
    “I flew out of Karchedon,” she whispered. 
 
    “We found your kite,” he said. “That part is true. Go on.” 
 
    “My father was the suffete,” she whispered. 
 
    “You’re a Rhune,” he said, “not a Karchedonian.” 
 
    “I’m half-Rhune, Gracious Tyrant. My mother was a visiting princess.” 
 
    Alexon straightened, and he scowled. “Rhunes and humans mating together. You expect me to believe that?” 
 
    “Rhunes are human, Gracious Tyrant.” 
 
    “No wonder you’re so ugly,” he said. “Humans and Rhunes. I wonder if apes and humans can successfully breed.” 
 
    “My point, Gracious Tyrant, is that as my father’s daughter, I have no great love for Delium. You destroyed our fleet.” 
 
    “Something I’ve long planned to do,” he said. 
 
    “A traitor opened the city gates. The Nasamons…I believe they mean to renege on your pact.” 
 
    “What proof do you have of this?” 
 
    Elissa wanted more water, but felt certain it was the wrong time to ask. His last question was the first proof she had that the Tyrant knew what he was doing. 
 
    “You cannot simply spout such things,” Alexon said, “and expect me to believe them. It is the most elementary of strategies to induce bickering among allies. On matters of state policy, one needs concrete evidence regarding such things.” 
 
    “Gracious Tyrant,” Elissa said, “I hid on the Temple Mount throughout most of yesterday. Before the Nasamons entered, I witnessed the commander of the Donkey Gate and his soldiery marching up the Processional Way. It is against Karchedonian custom for military formations to walk onto the Temple Mount. The commander’s men all wore yellow armbands.” 
 
    “This is war, Rhune. Sometimes a commander breaks customs in order to protect a powerful position.” 
 
    “The Nasamons came through the Donkey Gate, Gracious Tyrant. The commander of the Donkey Gate never fought the Nasamons once they were in the city.” 
 
    “Your point is what?” Alexon asked. 
 
    “Gracious Tyrant, Rhunes pride themselves on logical reasoning. The commander of the Donkey Gate and his men must have marched away from the post because the Nasamons offered them enough to make their treason worth the effort.” 
 
    “You approve of treason, do you?” 
 
    “I despise it, Gracious Tyrant. It is my belief that the commander and Himilco Nara—” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The primal traitor,” Elissa said, “a priest of Bel Ruk.” 
 
    “Ah,” Alexon said, his blue eyes shining. “You’ve given me a name I’ve sought. Himilco Nara,” he said, as if tasting it. 
 
    “Might these men have agreed to let in the Nasamons, if the Nasamons agreed to let the conquered people of Karchedon remain as subjects instead of sold as slaves to you?” 
 
    Several of the nobles murmured among themselves. 
 
    Alexon rose to his feet. The company grew still. “Did you ride your kite as an assassin?” Alexon asked. 
 
    “I do not understand your question, Lord.” 
 
    “Your father tried to assassinate me several weeks ago. Several of my courtesans were slain instead.” 
 
    Elissa grew faint. How could she have forgotten that? 
 
    “Were you his final attempt?” Alexon asked. 
 
    “Against you, Gracious Tyrant?” 
 
    “Don’t evade the question.” 
 
    “I will answer, Lord. I came as a fugitive, driven from my home. I have no love for Delium, but I hate the traitors of Karchedon and the Nasamons more.” 
 
    Alexon stared down at her with pitiless eyes. 
 
    “You’re hideous to look upon, but you have courage and speak the truth. There is little enough I’ll win from Karchedon now. Why not acquire an oddity, a kite-riding Rhune assassin. First, however, you must prove you hate the traitors more than you hate me.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Do you see over there?” Alexon asked, pointing. 
 
    “I cannot see that far now, Lord,” Elissa said. “My head hurts too much and my eyes are still fuzzy. Your man clubbed me hard.” 
 
    “It is Karchedon’s harbor. I need the chain lowered. A surprise lowering would suit my needs better than trying to force it. There may be a few soldiers still on guard there. You, my ugly little Rhune, will join several pearl divers I’m sending. You will help them lower the chain so I can sail into the harbor and pluck it clean. Since the Nasamons plan to cheat me, I will have to take my gains where I can.” 
 
    The Tyrant smiled all around. His nobles cheered with enthusiasm. 
 
    “Are we agreed?” the Tyrant asked. 
 
    “Yes, Lord.” 
 
    Elissa knew there was no other answer if she wanted to live. But there was no way she could swim while delirious and aching. Why did life have to be so wretchedly difficult? 
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    Himilco changed into a black tunic, slid into yellow breeches and buckled on a scarlet belt. He shoved his sore feet into cavalry boots. The boot leather was soft calfskin and cobbled three years ago by a shoemaker just for him. He imagined his feet saying thanks. He slid a baldric over his shoulder. A scimitar dangled at the end under the other shoulder. Lastly, he shoved a felt shako onto his bald dome of a head. 
 
    The cavalry boots had heels and made him taller. It was the key reason he’d chosen a cavalier of Utica as his disguise. 
 
    Earlier, he had told Javan he needed some implements from his chambers. The newly elevated commander of the Prophetess’s guard had reluctantly given permission. Thirmida was in the baths, preparing for the great ceremony and thus unavailable for consultation. Himilco had waltzed out of the temple with a single Nasamon as protection. They had hurried to his chambers on the other side of the Temple Mount. A draught of drugged wine had taken care of the single guard. 
 
    Dressed as a cavalier, with a false black beard and with actor’s clay thickening the bridge of his nose, Himilco hurried to his study. He began plucking rare folios from cubicles concerning the Art. He stashed them in a carrying pouch. He included a small idol of a fat forgotten god, no larger than his palm. It had always brought him luck, and he was going to need that. 
 
    Everything had been working. Well, everything since that ungrateful she-donkey of a Prophetess had fallen unconscious instead of dead from his blood bird. It would have worked, too. Thirmida was about to hack open the ingrate’s chest and search for a heart. He wished her luck and could imagine the stir when Thirmida announced that their former Prophetess lacked the organ of love and good deeds. Still, the vile one would die and the innocent girl would have taken her place. Thirmida needed help, and he would have been just the man to supply it. She had to wreck everything by boasting she could pick up the skull scepter. Hadn’t she seen what had happened to Mab? 
 
    He’d tried to talk her out of it, but she had proven adamant. Maybe the peacock robe had gone to her head. It had swayed the sheiks, but it had made the young attendant believe that she really was a second Prophetess, that and the stupid dream. 
 
    Himilco slung a carrying pouch around the shoulder opposite the baldric. He dared take no more with him. He clumped down the empty corridor, staring at a hand mirror, touching up his disguise. 
 
    What would Javan tell Thirmida when she appeared from her bath, ready for the great ceremony? Orders would ring out for his recapture. Himilco knew that. He had to move now, move fast. 
 
    Himilco Nara, priest, suffete, sorcerer and traitor, broke into a stumbling run. 
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    The three pearl divers of Dilmun eyed Elissa with stoically masked features. The four of them crouched in the front of a launch, an outlandishly large rowboat. It had five oars to a side. Ten sweaty sailors plied the oars and took them up and down the two-foot swells. 
 
    A touch of storm threatened, which seemed odd. It had been a perfectly fine morning. Clouds now hid the sun. To the east, the clouds looked darker. The breeze had strengthened and might eventually turn into a wind. 
 
    Before entering the launch, the soldier with the shiny bronze breastplate had shoved a corked vial against her breasts. His smiles had vanished. He had seemed like an ox then. 
 
    “Drink,” the soldier had told her. 
 
    Deciding she had little choice, Elissa had drunk. Going down, the oily liquid had burned her throat. She had almost heaved it back up. After a moment, a strange warmth had spread within her. Some of the aches in her head had dulled, and the worst pains in her side and spine had lessened. 
 
    “It is a gift from the Tyrant,” the soldier had said. 
 
    Feeling marginally better, enough to try to think again, Elissa had reevaluated him. He was no placid ox, but rather, a dangerous bull ready to gore anything that moved. There had been a lethal light in his eyes. 
 
    “My knife,” she’d said. 
 
    “Is gone.” 
 
    “Stolen?” 
 
    “Gone,” he said with finality. 
 
    She hadn’t asked him any more questions. 
 
    Now, she bobbed in this launch with the three pearl divers. They could have been triplets. They had wide, deep chests and seal-smooth limbs, with black mops of hair. Each wore a loincloth, each glistened with rancid-smelling grease spread everywhere, and all had hatchets tied to their waists. She still wore her garments from last night. 
 
    “Take those off.” 
 
    The pearl diver who had spoken pointed at her clothes. 
 
    Elissa stared at him. 
 
    “You must obey them,” a soldier said. 
 
    The soldier sat on a thwart, with a sheathed sword across his knees. A sailor sat at the tiller, completing the launch’s crew. Both men grinned with lust. 
 
    No one had given her a weapon. If she dove overboard, the pearl divers could swim after her and attack her with their hatchets. She began to unbutton her garment. 
 
    The rowers rowed them closer to the harbor entrance. At the top of a swell, Karchedon was less than a quarter mile away. 
 
    Elissa shivered as she shed her garment. She had torn her undergarments yesterday, so everyone aboard now freely examined her small breasts. Soon, all she wore was what remained of the bottom half of her undergarments. She saw now that she was covered in bruises. Some were black, some purple and a few yellow-tinted. She shivered uncontrollably. 
 
    “Rub this on your skin,” the pearl diver said, indicating a greasy bucket near her feet. “It will keep you warm.” 
 
    Whatever the soldier had made her drink earlier barricaded her against the fever, but it was there, lurking, waiting to engulf her. She felt drained and weak. As she sat stonily, she scooped a mixture of grease and fat from the bucket and began rubbing it onto herself, beginning with her legs. Surprisingly, it coated her against the cold. By the time she reached her neck, she’d stopped shivering, which heightened her feeling of nakedness. 
 
    “Seen enough?” she asked the soldier with the sword across his knees. 
 
    He’d been the one staring at her the most. 
 
    “The Tyrant wants an exact description of what you did and how you reacted,” the soldier told her. 
 
    “The Tyrant is an ass,” she said. 
 
    “I’ll tell him you said that.” 
 
    “Do I get a knife?” 
 
    The soldier reached under the thwart and pitched a belt, scabbard and blade at her. 
 
    Elissa buckled it around her greasy waist. This was never going to work. 
 
    “That’s far enough,” the soldier shouted at the rowers. 
 
    They rested oars. 
 
    The pearl divers lunged overboard with hardly a splash. 
 
    “Go,” the soldier said. 
 
    Elissa glanced at the soldier. The dark circles around her eyes made her look like a lemur. “Does the Tyrant really want me to go?” she asked. 
 
    “You’re a Rhune,” the soldier said, “and the Tyrant wants that chain down.” 
 
    “Look at my bruises, my eyes. I’m feverish.” 
 
    “The Tyrant might be odd to some, but he always uses the best tools at hand. That’s why he always wins. Who better for skulking around than a Rhune assassin?” 
 
    “That’s good. ‘Odd to some.’ Are you going to describe that little phrase to him, too?” Elissa asked. 
 
    The soldier’s grin widened, and he slowly shook his head. 
 
    Elissa grasped the gunwale and heaved herself into the hateful sea. 
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    Sweat trickled down Himilco’s sides as he clutched his little idol of good luck and his horse’s mane. He clamped his thighs around the creature’s barrel body. He had foreseen everything but coming upon Dabar the messenger. 
 
    On the horse, Himilco worked down the Temple Mount. The Processional Way had never seemed steeper than from the back of a desert stallion. 
 
    A perfectly faked pass with the war-chieftain’s seal dangled from a cord around his neck. Himilco had accosted messengers earlier. He’d shouted orders at them like an impatient noble, had bandied the pass under their hawk-like noses and had forced them to provide escort. There was no other way to move freely on the acropolis, and likely in most parts of the city, than in the company of conquering Nasamons. Then, Dabar had barged through. The youth with the dangling lock of greasy hair had one leg cocked on his horse’s back. He’d ridden right up to Himilco and stared him in the face. 
 
    “Where have I seen you before?” Dabar asked. 
 
    “I fought on the plains of Oran,” Himilco said, pitching his voice low. 
 
    “Do I look like a graybeard to you? The plains of Oran happened many years ago.” 
 
    Himilco had lifted his pass. 
 
    Dabar’s gaze flickered from it to Himilco with his black-bearded, actor’s-clay disguise. A twitching grin had grown. Dabar nodded, and announced, “I will guide you myself.” 
 
    Now, Himilco not only dreaded Dabar but also falling off his mount. These worthless desert horses lacked a civilized saddle with gripping horns for his thighs. The leopard-cloth lacked a cantle to hang onto or a backrest to lean against, and the horses lacked bridles. Nasamons guided their horses through speech and by knee-pressure and stayed on because of superior balance. Inhuman balance, Himilco was beginning to believe. It left the desert sons with both hands free for weapons and battle. 
 
    Likely upset with him, the horse nickered and shook its head. 
 
    “You’re a beautiful creature,” Himilco whispered. “I adore you and will buy you wagons full of oats when this is over.” 
 
    He dared pry one hand from its mane and attempted to stroke its neck. The horse nickered again, but it seemed fractionally mollified. 
 
    Himilco heard laughter from behind. Dabar was the loudest. There were five Nasamons with him. Dabar had ordered Zama clan riders to join them. Himilco prayed to his fat little idol. He prayed that Dabar hadn’t recognized him, and he prayed the others retained their customary arrogance. He knew these desert sons considered themselves the greatest horsemen alive. Maybe they were. Maybe these murdering savages had that meager redeeming quality. He hoped they were sneering at an Utica cavalier’s inability to ride instead of realizing that a cavalier ought to ride better than this. 
 
    “I thought you were in a hurry, Noble Zorn!” Dabar shouted at him. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Himilco said. 
 
    “I’m a messenger. I’m used to galloping down the hill. Should we race?” 
 
    “I’ve a boil in the worst place!” Himilco shouted back, never daring to turn around. He would lose his balance and fall off if he turned. 
 
    “He has a boil on his arse!” Dabar shouted. 
 
    The others laughed. One even slapped his thigh. 
 
    Himilco wished lightning would strike the plaguing youth. He wished he could gallop to the quay. Time was running out. He grasped the horse’s mane with both hands and dared lift his gaze. 
 
    Smoke drifted as if from an oven. There were an amazing number of charred houses in the city below. Some had burnt to the ground. Horsemen herded masses of stumbling, weeping people. Many of those people clutched blankets, some bundles of clothes, or breadbaskets or sacks. Children stared wide-eyed as they clung to their mothers’ hands. Other people had been massed onto boulevards. They sat in their hundreds. On the highest towers along the wall, Karchedonian banners still flew arrogantly. Sunlight reflected off polished spear-points and swords there. Not all of the city was in Nasamon hands. The sheer number of desert sons, however, was unbelievable. 
 
    What would happen to all these people? 
 
    Himilco averted his gaze from them. He concentrated on remaining mounted. The nomads would have broken into the city sooner or later. Because he’d let them in, the Nasamons would act leniently rather than savagely. Besiegers always sacked and slaughtered a city that resisted to the bitter end. It was a law of war. Through his so-called treachery, he had won Karchedon a better peace. Few could understand that. None would now, certainly. Yet, that was the lot of a superior man, of the clear thinker. He had acted from his convictions. Did it matter that he could have won a higher place for himself with the victors? No. It was only right that a clear thinker first helped himself. Did the lion forgo his meal so the antelope could live? What nonsense. 
 
    Dabar cantered even with him. The youth grinned, and he fingered a glass ornament. “Where was it the war-chieftain sent you?” 
 
    Himilco stared at the barracks at the bottom of the hill. It was impossible to see from here, but his Gepids had nailed dried heads under the eaves and over the doors. The barracks looked deserted. Therefore, the Gray Wolf and his tribe were not there. 
 
    “Noble Zorn?” Dabar asked. 
 
    “It is a thieves den,” Himilco said. 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “The Red Lion Tavern.” 
 
    “And what might possibly lie there?” 
 
    “Hidden treasure,” Himilco said. 
 
    “Coins?” 
 
    “Carazian rubies and bags of frankincense,” Himilco said. 
 
    “Why would the war-chieftain send you, hmm?” 
 
    Sweat stung Himilco’s eyes. He almost brushed them. He barely stopped himself at the last second. He might rub away his actor’s clay if he did that. His sweat could possibly make the clay run. Did this snake know it was him? Was Dabar toying with him? 
 
    “There is a map,” Himilco whispered. 
 
    “Of even greater treasure?” Dabar asked. 
 
    Himilco nodded. 
 
    “And the war-chieftain doesn’t trust any of his men to fetch this map for him, is that it?” asked Dabar. 
 
    “As to that, Lord, I cannot say.” 
 
    “I’m just a messenger,” Dabar said. “I’m not a lord.” 
 
    Himilco couldn’t cast any spells while clinging to this wretched horse. He began to loathe Dabar. He was almost certain that the younger man knew who he was. He prayed that Dabar thought himself clever enough to outwit a priest. 
 
    “You seem nervous, Noble Zorn.” 
 
    “It’s an important map. I fear others may find it before I can bring it before the war-chieftain.” 
 
    “We must hurry then,” Dabar said. 
 
    “My boil, I cannot gallop until we’re off this steep hill.” 
 
    Dabar rubbed the glass ornament along his cheek. He straightened and shouted at the others, “These cavaliers ride like dirt fighters. No wonder our elders beat them on the plains of Oran.” 
 
    The others laughed. 
 
    Himilco’s smile stretched across his face. He envisioned Dabar’s fate if the Gray Wolf had holed up in their favorite drinking pit. The thought helped him endure their mockery. 
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    The Tyrant’s fiery draught was losing power. Elissa shivered, her teeth chattering as the fever resurfaced. She floundered in the sea, gulping salt water. She gagged, rose up in a swell and saw that the harbor entrance was still too far away. She had no idea what had happened to the pearl divers. They must have dived down like otters and kicked all the way underwater to Karchedon. 
 
    The soldiers who had clubbed her earlier must have taken her dagger and pack. She hadn’t seen them on the Tyrant’s galley. She’d stripped off her garment with its hidden pockets and thus had lost her razors, capsules and garroting wire. She had her bruised self and a stiletto, a backstreet Delium favorite. Oh, and her undergarment. She mustn’t forget that. 
 
    She kicked her feet. It cost her more shivering and lightheaded weakness. 
 
    The giant galleys were farther away than the harbor, although in the opposite direction. Swimming back to them was out of the question. What was the point of that anyway? The Tyrant would accept her failure with poor grace. She frowned. Without the vial’s contents, she doubted she could still move. Between her clubbed flesh and fever—what substance had the Tyrant given her anyway? 
 
    His possession of it implied alchemy of a high order. The troubadour had never spoken about such a potent drug. 
 
    She kicked from the bottom of a swell. Had the swells grown since she’d jumped overboard? She needed her float. She wanted to rest. She wanted to close her eyes and— 
 
    She screamed. It wasn’t loud and long, but it was a scream. One of the pearl divers surfaced two feet before her. He wore strange lenses over his eyes. Shells circled the lenses and cords tied them around his head and held them in place. 
 
    “You must swim,” the pearl diver said. He seemed strong and tireless. 
 
    “I can’t swim,” Elissa said. “I’m sick.” 
 
    He stared at her through his strange lenses. Then he did an odd thing. He put two fingers in his mouth and whistled sharply. 
 
    “That’s not going to help me,” she said. 
 
    He eased closer. “The Tyrant will kill us if you do not return to his galley. I and my brothers wish to live.” 
 
    “Swim home,” she said. 
 
    “You must swim,” he said. “The harbor is near.” 
 
    She took a shuddering breath and floundered for several strokes. 
 
    “No!” the pearl diver shouted. “That way.” He pointed ninety degrees from the direction she had swum. 
 
    Elissa nodded and swam that way. She was so tired. Her muscles felt flaccid. Then she grew aware of the three pearl divers swimming beside her. Each by turn disappeared. Then she felt hands, fingers, pushing her toward the harbor. 
 
    “You must live,” a pearl diver told her. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. The bloody Tyrant wanted her alive. Her heart went out to the three divers. No one else had helped her except for her father, and he was dead. She had to make it there and back again so the pearl divers didn’t die uselessly. They were helping her out of self-interest, but they were still helping her. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    “Thank us by living, and thank us by showing us how to lower the chain.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. Despite the fever, despite the bruises and aches and drugged thoughts, a fierce light shined in her dark eyes. The survival of the three pearl divers suddenly seemed like the most important thing in the world to her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -18- 
 
      
 
    “There?” Dabar asked. 
 
    Himilco slid off his horse and staggered several steps. The dangling, rattling sword at his hip almost tripped up his legs. 
 
    Eyes had peered through subtly rippling curtains that covered the tavern’s windows. The tavern was three levels high, tucked here in a narrow street. One building nearby smoldered. The other buildings felt deserted, as did the nearby stables and inns. Strangely, no Nasamons or fleeing Karchedonians were anywhere in evidence on the street. 
 
    “The Red Lion,” Himilco announced. 
 
    He took off the shako and slapped his chest. He stared at the windows, wanting whoever was in there to get a good look at him. He almost yanked off the beard, but caution stayed his hand. He half-turned to keep an eye on Dabar and his companions. 
 
    From their horses, the five Nasamons glanced about nervously. Three held javelins. The fourth clutched an evil-looking dagger. Dabar still kept the elephant-hide shield strapped to his left forearm. 
 
    “Is this the place?” Dabar asked. 
 
    “You deserve a drink,” Himilco said. 
 
    “We are Zama clan,” Dabar said. “We’ll drink after the conquest.” 
 
    “There are gems hidden here,” Himilco said. 
 
    “Find your map,” Dabar said. 
 
    “I need help moving furniture,” Himilco said. 
 
    Dabar snapped his fingers. The three with javelins slid off their steeds and sauntered toward Himilco. They stopped short and grew pale. 
 
    Himilco heard a creak of wood. He turned toward the building. 
 
    The Gray Wolf had opened the door. The giant Gepid had stepped onto the veranda. He clutched his two-handed sword in a fist. Behind him in the tavern’s gloom waited uncounted Gepids. 
 
    “Who are you?” shouted the horseback Nasamon with the knife. 
 
    The Gray Wolf moved a muscled arm behind his head. When the arm snapped forward, a knife blurred and wetly smacked into a Nasamon’s throat. With a gurgle, the rider beside Dabar toppled from his horse. The four riderless horses anxiously pranced about until a word from Dabar quieted them. 
 
    The three Nasamons near Himilco stared in blank-eyed wonder. Then, their yipping war cries sounded. Two jumped forward. No doubt, they meant to flank the Gray Wolf. He had already moved—his legendary sword describing an arc of death. A Nasamon spun away, his body a mangled ruin. The second one nimbly leaped over the hissing sword as the last heaved his javelin. The javelin point mashed harmlessly against the Gray Wolf’s heavy mail links, and the leaping desert man catapulted backward as the Gray Wolf’s lowered shoulder connected with his chest. 
 
    The graying giant’s sword dance became a thing of beauty, balance and jingling mail. He twirled the massive sword in an arc around his head and lunged. The sword sprouted out of the third Nasamon’s back, a gruesome flower that showered blood and bone. The Gray Wolf yanked his sword free, pivoted and kicked his iron-toed boot against the fallen Nasamon’s head. The nomad twitched spasmodically. 
 
    Dabar, the sole survivor of the five, wheeled his desert steed. He also hurled a knife at Himilco. It tangled in the false beard, ripping it away. Meanwhile, Dabar clucked his tongue and urged his mount. The stallion’s flanks bunched with muscled urgency. It broke away, attempting to gallop. The other desert horses turned to follow. 
 
    “Stop him!” Himilco shouted. 
 
    Dabar glanced back. “You!” he shouted. “I knew I recognized that weasel face.” 
 
    A Gepid bounded out of the tavern. He held a Nasamon javelin, which he heaved. The springy javelin quivered with energy and sped toward Dabar. 
 
    In an uncanny display of horsemanship, Dabar hugged the stallion’s neck and slipped down along the far side, using the barrel body as a shield. The javelin hissed through the space where Dabar had just been. Instantly, Dabar sat upright again and leaned low, shouting into his stallion’s ears. The nimble steed raced away down the street, its four companions galloping behind. 
 
    “Stop him!” Himilco shouted. 
 
    “He is gone,” the Gray Wolf rumbled, “you are here. What is your wish?” 
 
    Himilco looked up at the huge barbarian. The warrior breathed heavily but tried not to show it. Himilco shook his head, trying to clear his mind. He glanced at the dead Nasamons. Dabar would race straight to the war-chieftain. 
 
    “We must march for the quays,” Himilco said. 
 
    The Gray Wolf studied him. More Gepids began coming outside. They looked grim. 
 
    Himilco’s throat became dry. “I have a ship,” he said. “It is loaded with treasure. I also have a castle many leagues from here. More treasures are stored there. I will need an army. I will hire thousands of mercenaries. Believe me. I have planned for this.” 
 
    The Gray Wolf became thoughtful. 
 
    “I will need champions,” Himilco added. 
 
    The Gray Wolf nodded, and before Himilco could say more, the legendary chief of the Gepids began ordering his men. 
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    “Did you see how he did it?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Elissa said. “I must have closed my eyes.” 
 
    She rose with a swell that was dangerously near slimy boulders. Water crashed against rocks and sent up spume and spray. A sheer wall rose above the rocks. The wall belonged to the battlement that guarded Karchedon’s harbor. One of the pearl divers scrambled monkey-like up the wet rocks until he rested against the base of the mighty wall. 
 
    The other two pearl divers flanked Elissa, each in turn helping her tread water. She wanted to close her eyes, had been closing them. Without the pearl divers, she would have sunk a while ago, too exhausted to care anymore. 
 
    “You must watch,” a pearl diver said. 
 
    “She can’t do it,” the other one said. 
 
    “She is a Rhune.” 
 
    “She is untrained.” 
 
    “Rhunes can climb like baboons.” 
 
    “She is a frightened young girl, brother. We must swim to the chain and crawl up there.” 
 
    “Guards wait there. We must climb up here.” 
 
    “You can’t expect her to do this.” 
 
    “She is a Rhune.” The pearl diver shook her shoulder. “Watch how he rides the wave to its crest. That is the trick. Think of it like a helping hand. It’s giving you a push.” 
 
    Elissa recalled the lean man in the rowing hold, the one the slaves had catapulted back onto his feet. They had pushed too hard. She wanted to ask what if the wave pushed her too hard against the rock, but she didn’t have the energy. 
 
    “Watch!” the pearl diver shouted. 
 
    Elissa watched the second brother glide effortlessly through the sea. It was uncanny. The swell caught him. He went up. The swell would hurl him against the rock. She waited for the splat. She waited to see him tumble back into the sea, unconscious or lifeless. Instead, the wave tossed him, and he scrambled up the wet boulder amidst the spray and spume. 
 
    “Did you see?” the last pearl diver asked. 
 
    “It’s timing,” she said. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “And training,” she said. 
 
    “You are Rhune.” 
 
    Half-Rhune, but she didn’t tell him that. They expected miracles from her. By the gods, the Tyrant expected miracles. Maybe what she needed was a miracle. You are Rhune. It sounded so good. She wished it were true. 
 
    “Go,” he said. 
 
    She blinked stupidly at him and then lurched forward. 
 
    “No, wait,” he said, grabbing her shoulder. “You missed it. You must try the next one.” 
 
    It was then she realized this was never going to work. Miracles only happened in stories. 
 
    “Now,” he said, and he shoved her. 
 
    She struck out for the rock. The swell caught her, and she didn’t need to swim at all. It propelled her toward doom. The rock, the wall above, zoomed to greet her as she lifted higher, higher—she madly scrambled for a hold as the sea tossed her against rock. She hit with an ooph and at the last second turned her head so her cheek snapped against rock instead of her chin. Dizziness threatened her, blackness and limp failure. She heard a roaring sound and vaguely understood it wasn’t the sea. There were bright sounds and loud sights. She moved her jaw as if to savor the pain. 
 
    “Here!” someone shouted. Flesh touched hers. “You’re safe.” 
 
    She panted and blinked away the explosive thunderclaps in her mind. Spasms shook her, and the darkness that tried to engulf her senses reluctantly retreated. She found herself crouched beside the wall, holding the youngest pearl diver’s hands. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked, feeling as if she spoke with a mouthful of glue. 
 
    “You did it,” he said. “You scrambled up.” 
 
    “Turn your head,” the second oldest brother said. 
 
    She cried out with pain as he touched her cheek. 
 
    “Bruised,” he said. “You were lucky.” 
 
    She worked her jaw again and mewled at the hurt. She sank against the joint of rock and wall. She wanted to sleep or simply curl herself into a ball, putting aside the burdens of vengeance. 
 
    The last brother soon scrambled up beside them, panting. “Well done,” he said. 
 
    “She hit her cheek.” 
 
    “It couldn’t have been that hard,” the last brother said. “Otherwise it would have knocked her out.” 
 
    “She’s hurt.” 
 
    “She climbed the rock like one of us.” 
 
    “Look at her cheek.” 
 
    “Rhune,” the oldest brother said. “We’re here. We made it. Now we must lower the chain.” 
 
    Elissa peeled open a bleary eye. The pearl divers were fuzzy. What was that crashing noise? 
 
    “I touched the sea-chain earlier,” he said. “The iron links are thicker than my wrist. We cannot file through them. The Tyrant says there is an iron wheel that lowers the chain. Soldiers guard the towers at each end of the chain.” 
 
    “What?” Elissa whispered. 
 
    “The ends of the chain disappear into towers. The towers flank the harbor entrance. The taller tower holds the iron wheel. We must enter that tower and turn the wheel until the chain sinks to the bottom of the harbor.” 
 
    “How do we do that?” Elissa whispered. Even though her vision was fuzzy, she caught the brothers eyeing each other. 
 
    As usual, it was the oldest who spoke. “We know the sea. You are the Rhune, the assassin. You know about sneaking around. You must slip inside the tower, kill the soldiers there and open the door for us. You’re a girl. The iron wheel will likely take the three of us to turn.” 
 
    Elissa would have laughed, but she was too tired, and it would hurt her jaw. 
 
    “Do you have a better plan?” the pearl diver asked. 
 
    “A tower…” she said, “I would need spider claws, a hook and silken line and poisoned darts.” 
 
    “We have none of those,” the pearl diver said. 
 
    Elissa struggled up. The ringing in her head was beginning to lessen. She was careful not to touch her cheek or move her jaw as she talked. She would just move her lips. 
 
    “What’s plan two?” she asked. 
 
    The brothers traded glances. The oldest became solemn. “The Tyrant has kept our oldest brother with him.” 
 
    “There are four of you?” she asked. 
 
    “If we lower the chain and you escape, the Tyrant will kill two of us, chosen by lot. If you escape and the chain remains in place, three of us will die. If we lower the chain and we kill you trying to escape, only one of us dies.” 
 
    “Three of you die?” she asked. “Why would he think you’d go back?” 
 
    “We are brothers. We cannot abandon the eldest of our line.” 
 
    “And if you lower the chain and I return with you?” Elissa asked. 
 
    “The Tyrant will give us four helmets full of Cyrenean owls. I do not know his plans for you.” 
 
    Cyrenean owls were gold coins, the medium of exchange throughout much of the Great Sea. The Owl of Wisdom, whom the Cyreneans considered a goddess, adorned in stamped relief one side of every Cyrenean minted coin. She had no hope that she would be rewarded in like manner by the Tyrant. 
 
    Elissa stared at the swells dashing themselves against the boulders. The sea had roughened since she’d left the launch. Wouldn’t it be funny if they actually lowered the chain, but it became too stormy for the Tyrant to sail his galleys into the harbor? 
 
    “You saw guards?” she asked. 
 
    “Outside the small oaken door,” the oldest brother said, “and patrolling the quay and up in the tower watching.” 
 
    “Karchedonians?” she asked. 
 
    “Who else?” 
 
    Maybe merchants with hired swords caught in the siege, she wanted to say. But that was foolish. The siege had lasted months. Sea escape had snapped shut weeks ago with the Tyrant’s galley victory. There were some foreign merchants caught in Karchedon. Soldiers guarded the tower. That meant soldiers likely guarded the quay, and surely the war harbor. Determined soldiers could hold out against the Nasamons in built-up areas of the city for days, maybe even for weeks. After the Temple Mount, the quay and the war harbor were two of the most easily garrisoned places. Himilco’s treachery must have caught many soldiers and commanders unawares and far from their posts. The Nasamons had poured into the city and stormed places in stunning succession, but apparently not the quay or the war harbor. 
 
    “No, let her think.” 
 
    Elissa glanced at the pearl divers. They looked away. Two of them crossed their fingers. They wanted her to solve an unsolvable dilemma. Even if she could slip into the tower, slay heavily armed and alert soldiers and lower the chain…was it the right thing to do? 
 
    “We won’t let you escape,” the oldest brother said. He clutched his hatchet. 
 
    “I owe you my life,” she said. 
 
    They nodded solemnly. 
 
    “You would have drowned without our help,” the oldest agreed. 
 
    If these pearl divers would swim back to the Tyrant so he could slay three of them, all for their oldest brother’s sake, could she become a traitor to Karchedon? Would she then be any different than Himilco Nara? Yet, she owed these pearl divers her life. 
 
    “We could say she tried to escape,” the youngest said, “and that we had to kill her.” 
 
    Elissa used the wall to climb to her feet. She panted. There was a two-foot ledge between the wall and the drop into the sea. It looked slick in places, but she could negotiate it. 
 
    “Do you have a plan?” the oldest pearl diver asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    The younger two divers brightened. 
 
    “What is your plan?” the oldest asked. 
 
    “Do pearl divers tell others the secret of their skills?” she asked. 
 
    “It is forbidden.” 
 
    “I am a Rhune.” 
 
    “I understand,” he said. “What should we do?” 
 
    “I want you to wait here while I sneak into the tower.” 
 
    “You will slay the guards inside?” 
 
    “You keep asking me to reveal my secrets.” 
 
    “Forgive me.” 
 
    She clapped him on his greasy shoulder. “Trust me as I trusted you. You saved my life. Now, I plan to save yours.” 
 
    “I am glad.” 
 
    “You don’t plan to escape?” the youngest diver asked. 
 
    “No,” she said. “You saved my life. I want to save yours. We Rhunes pay our debts.” 
 
    “That is good,” the oldest brother said. “I did not want to slay you.” 
 
    “Nor do I want you to,” Elissa said. “Now wait until I signal you. You will spoil everything if you refuse to wait.” 
 
    “We will wait,” the oldest brother said. 
 
    Elissa patted him on the shoulder. Then she eased around him. Covered in grease, in naught but her sodden underclothes, a wet belt and a Delium stiletto, she began shuffling along the slippery ledge. 
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    Elissa wasn’t Himilco Nara, but she was Rhune. A Rhune on a mission could shade the truth if it helped her achieve the goal. She owed a debt to the pearl divers. She did not owe a debt to the fourth brother. He would have to fend for himself. She felt bad about that, but feeling bad wasn’t a reason to throw away her life. 
 
    The Tyrant was likely mad. If he was sane, it was a frightening sanity. One day in his power had been more than enough for her. So how could she save the pearl divers? 
 
    As she shuffled along the narrow way, one hand on the wall, the physical focus required allowed her mind to roam. An idea formed. The Nasamons might be in the process of cheating the Tyrant. Because he felt cheated, the Tyrant would storm Karchedon’s harbor without informing his allies. She suspected he planned to tow away any worthwhile ships and the last triremes in the war harbor. Karchedonian soldiers still held the quays and likely the war harbor. 
 
    The idea had problems, the chief ones being her bruises, her state of undress and the possibility that none of the soldiers would recognize her and therefore no one would believe her story. 
 
    It surprised her that the pearl divers believed she could do anything. Rhune legends helped. What helped even more was that people often saw what they hoped to see. The pearl divers knew the sea, but they were simpletons concerning fighting and sneaking around. Worry for their oldest brother also plagued them. Having never experienced sibling loyalty, Elissa both admired and couldn’t understand their dedication to their older brother. If the Tyrant would murder three of them…why go back? Under those conditions, a Rhune would only go back to garrote the Tyrant. 
 
    Finally, she reached the tower. The rocks were slicker here. She fully concentrated on her footing now, rested once and looked up. The tower was five levels high with turrets on top. There were lower slit windows for shooting arrows. She spied glinting points of loaded ballistae. Those weapons shot seven-foot iron spears, each able to splinter galley planks and skewer several armored soldiers at once. The iron spears wouldn’t stop a quinquereme, however. 
 
    Then, she saw the chain. It stretched across the open harbor to the tower on the other side. Each iron link was the size of an ox’s head. The chain would halt a quinquereme. Sailors could drag rowboats over it, or under, she supposed. 
 
    Did the Tyrant really think that three pearl divers and a half-Rhune girl could lower such a chain? 
 
    Elissa resumed easing around the tower’s base. The builders of Karchedon, colonists of an ancient sea people, had designed the city on a familiar pattern. Most of the sea peoples chose isles just off a coast, or easily-defended peninsulas, or an isthmus such as Karchedon used. In those days, the purpose of the far-flung colonies had less to do with easing overpopulation and more to do with providing secure outposts for daring merchants. Over the centuries, Karchedon had proven the greatest of the colonies, even outstripping the original, northern city-states. The other similarity between colonies concerned harbors. The ancient sea people had cherished their merchant ships. Thus, in each city, they either used a preexisting lagoon or dredged an artificial one. Then, they built a well-protected harbor within the city walls. 
 
    As Karchedon had waxed powerful, the magistrates of old had decided upon a further refinement. Even deeper within the city, they dredged an inner, circular harbor. A walled channel led from the quays into the specially built war harbor. Over the years, magistrates had added extra features. Today, the inner war harbor boasted covered marble berths or sheds. These berths lined the outer circular part of the war harbor and contained individual stalls for 200 galleys. A tiny isle in the center of the war harbor, connected to the city by a stone mole, held a lighthouse and storage sheds. These sheds held tackle, tar, lumber, sailcloth, pegs, and all the other paraphernalia needed to refit the war galleys. Until a month ago, those galleys had allowed the people of Karchedon to boast that their city was the Queen of the Western Great Sea. 
 
    It was only natural that Karchedonian soldiers still held their posts here. In many ways, these two harbors were the heart of the city. Some of the best soldiers and formations were by custom stationed in the quays and war harbor. 
 
    Elissa eased off the rocks and onto the paving stones around the tower. The quays held merchant ships, a veritable forest of them. She spied men, women and children on the decks, although most were men. Many of those wore foreign costumes. 
 
    The quays contained docks and ships, and sheds farther back along with a few taverns and square storehouses, many two or three levels high. Beyond those rose an inner wall. Soldiers waited there on the ramparts, fewer than she might have wished. 
 
    “You there,” a soldier shouted. “Halt.” 
 
    Elissa stood near the chain, near the hole the chain used to disappear into the tower. She noticed a worn wooden sleeve protecting the stone hole from the chain. How often did they replace the wood? The lowering and rising chain rattling through the hole would act as a dull but powerful saw. 
 
    “Don’t move!” the soldier shouted. 
 
    She hadn’t planned to. 
 
    A trio of soldiers clattered near in their breastplates, sword pommels, shields and spears. They wore similar attire to the Tyrant’s soldiers. Instead of flowing horsetail crests, however, these soldiers had three tall feathers each sprouting from their bronze helmets. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” the foremost soldier asked. He wore a huge ring, a green emerald. His breastplate was golden rather than bronze, and his square-shaped beard was snow white. Unlike the two tall and muscled soldiers flanking him, he was medium-sized. 
 
    “She’s hurt, magistrate,” one of the soldiers said. 
 
    “Someone has badly beaten her,” the other said. 
 
    “She wears a Delium stiletto,” the magistrate said, the snow-white bearded soldier. “She’s greased like a pearl diver. And if my eyes still report truly, she’s dusky like a Rhune.” 
 
    The other two stiffened, and they lowered their spear-points so they aimed at her. 
 
    “I’m Elissa Magonid.” 
 
    “There is a ring of plausibility to that,” the magistrate said. 
 
    “I flew out of the city last night.” 
 
    “Men reported seeing a Sivishean skay,” the magistrate said. “You launched it from the Great Temple?” 
 
    “Yes. I flew across the Bay of Sails.” 
 
    “Yet, now you’re here,” the magistrate said. 
 
    “I’ve come to lower the chain,” she said. 
 
    “For any particular reason?” the magistrate asked. 
 
    “Because the Tyrant of Delium demanded I do so.” 
 
    Within his helmet, the magistrate raised his white eyebrows. “You sound addled.” 
 
    “She looks thrashed,” said a soldier. “Maybe they beat her until she became witless.” 
 
    “I think you should hear what I have to say,” Elissa said. 
 
    The magistrate nodded slowly. “But not standing out here. Let’s go inside the tower. You look as if you could use some warmed wine.” 
 
    “That would be good,” Elissa said. Before she could say more, she slid against the tower until her undergarment rested on paving. For some reason, her knees had given out. Oh no. Her eyes were closing too. 
 
    “You two,” the magistrate said. “Help her.” 
 
    The last thing Elissa remembered were rough hands gently gripping her arms. 
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    “Look, brothers,” one of the pearl divers said. 
 
    The three brothers had not remained in place as Elissa had said, but had steadily crept toward the tower. Now they stared in amazement as the great sea-chain protecting Karchedon’s quays began to rattle. The huge links sank into the sea. 
 
    “She did it.” 
 
    “She is a Rhune.” 
 
    “Will she return, do you think?” 
 
    “She gave us her word.” 
 
    “She owes us her life.” 
 
    “Look! I see her. Brothers, we’re rich men now.” 
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    Elissa leaned against the tower. Behind her, the sea-chain lowered toward the harbor floor. She had scraped off most of the rancid grease and fat. She still went barefoot, but now wore barbarian breeches, a tunic and a cloak. Two cupfuls of hot wine had fortified her. 
 
    She still felt dizzy and lightheaded, and her limbs were rubbery, but she had to do this. She owed the pearl divers. Maybe they were simple, but they would have to make a terrible choice. She could have chosen for them, and probably should have. The magistrate…he was like many rich Karchedonians, a clever man and too quick to use others. Elissa hated weighing the good of her city—what was left of it, anyway—against the lives of the three divers who had saved her life. 
 
    The pearl divers drew near. All grinned. It was the first time she’d seen something other than their stoic masks. 
 
    “Shed your clothes,” the oldest brother said. “We must swim back to the Tyrant.” 
 
    “The chain is down,” she said. “You’ve achieved your goal. But I’m staying. I think you should stay, too.” 
 
    Their grins vanished. 
 
    “You cannot stay here,” the oldest brother said. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Elissa said. 
 
    He blinked, lowered his head, nodded, and drew his hatchet. Behind him, his brothers did likewise. They moved toward her. 
 
    “I am a Rhune,” she said. “You cannot kill me.” 
 
    The oldest brother paused. He led the way, so the others were forced to pause, too. “If you escape,” he said, “the Tyrant will slay two of us.” 
 
    “So don’t go back,” Elissa said. 
 
    “Our brother—” 
 
    “Would understand,” Elissa said. 
 
    Once more, he lowered his head and soon shook it. “There are three of us and only one of you.” 
 
    “One Rhune,” she said. 
 
    He resumed advancing. So did his brothers. 
 
    Elissa pushed away from the wall and retreated around the tower. 
 
    The brothers followed, and stopped in shocked surprise. Five Karchedonian soldiers with shields and spears stood before Elissa. 
 
    “What does this mean?” the oldest brother asked. 
 
    “The chain is down,” Elissa said. “The way into the quays is open. If I were you, I would tell the Tyrant you slew me while I was trying to escape.” 
 
    “Lie to him?” the oldest brother asked. 
 
    “Does the Tyrant deserve the truth?” 
 
    “What do his actions have to do with our honesty?” 
 
    “You’ll have to decide that for yourself,” Elissa said. 
 
    “You promised us.” 
 
    “Good bye,” she said, “and good luck.” 
 
    The brothers glanced at each other. The youngest shouted and hurled his hatchet. A soldier stepped up and with a clang intercepted it with his shield. The hatchet clattered onto the paving. 
 
    “You tried.” Elissa felt so desperately weary. “Now you’d better go while you still can.” 
 
    The oldest brother gave Elissa the saddest look she had ever seen. He dropped his hatchet. The third brother did likewise. The three of them turned away, ran and dove into the sea. 
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    Himilco cursed under his breath. This was taking too long. He marched beside the Gray Wolf. All around them, Gepids raced from buildings to bushes to trees, to buildings again. They had scouts all around and detoured constantly. Three times, they’d huddled in abandoned buildings as Nasamons galloped past. The last time, a shivering group of Karchedonian women had waited in silence with them. 
 
    “What will happen to us?” one of the women whimpered to Himilco after the immediate danger had passed. 
 
    He’d torn himself free from their clutching hands and silently stumbled back onto the street. 
 
    “We should blast straight through,” Himilco now told the Gray Wolf. 
 
    “They’re horsemen,” the Gray Wolf rumbled. “Once they know about us, they can gallop ahead and set up a barricade. Or they can climb houses and rain javelins on our heads.” 
 
    Himilco stumbled with weariness and fright. “You should have killed Dabar.” 
 
    The Gray Wolf shrugged with a jangle of mail. 
 
    Part of Himilco wilted at the obvious evidence of the diminution of his power. Another part seethed. The Gray Wolf would not have dared shrug yesterday. How could everything have dissolved so quickly? It was the Prophetess. She was mad. She should have feted him, not tried to sacrifice him to the god. He had given her the city. He’d given her access to Bel Ruk. Maybe he should have dealt with the war-chieftain instead. That old war leader was calculating and cunning, the kind of man who understood deals, who understood that you should reward traitors. 
 
    Himilco wearily shook his head. He wasn’t a traitor. He was a clear thinker. He— 
 
    “Fire,” the Gray Wolf said. 
 
    Before Himilco could ask where, a barbarian ran down the street. He soon stood panting before the Gray Wolf. 
 
    “The quays are on fire,” the scout said. 
 
    “What?” Himilco cried. 
 
    “It’s worse than that,” the scout said. “They have broken inside.” 
 
    “This morning, the Karchedonians still manned the walls,” Himilco said. 
 
    Another scout dashed to them. “War-galleys flood the harbor.” 
 
    “Are you mad?” Himilco cried. “What is this?” 
 
    “I climbed up there.” The scout pointed at a towering obelisk. “The war-galleys are packed with the Tyrant’s soldiers.” 
 
    Himilco groaned. He shook his head. Everything conspired to ruin him all at once. He buried his face in his hands. 
 
    “Did you see into the quays?” the Gray Wolf asked. 
 
    “There’s fierce fighting,” the scout said, “the Nasamons against the Tyrant’s soldiers.” 
 
    It took Himilco a moment to understand his words. He lifted his face out of his hands. “What did you say?” 
 
    “The allies have turned on each other.” 
 
    Himilco blinked, but the accumulated fatigue and the fear of these past hours had finally dulled his wits. He stared at his cavalry boots. “That’s it then,” he said. “I’m finished, dead. We’re all dead, and after all I’ve done.” 
 
    “Should I climb back up there?” the scout asked. “Take another look?” 
 
    The Gray Wolf clamped a huge hand around Himilco’s arm. He marched Himilco to a fountain and leaned him against the basin. 
 
    Himilco looked up with a hopeless stare. “They blocked my route. It’s as if powers are arranged against me, determined to keep me in this hellhole.” 
 
    The Gray Wolf yanked a knife from his wrist sheath. 
 
    Himilco’s eyes widened. His chin quivered. “Not you too,” he whispered. 
 
    Impassively, the giant Gepid unhooked a small bag from his belt. With his teeth, he tore off the string. Ever so carefully, the huge barbarian poured a grainy black powder onto the blade of his knife. He dropped the empty bag and, with his now-empty massive hand, grasped the top of Himilco’s head. The priest whimpered. In response, the Gray Wolf’s face became stony. He gripped Himilco’s head and brought the blade lengthways under Himilco’s nose. 
 
    “Breathe deeply,” the Gray Wolf said. “Snort it. All of it. Or I’ll ram my knife into your belly and leave you here to bleed to death.” 
 
    Himilco inhaled sharply. Black powder of the lotus disappeared from the blade. Himilco’s head jerked, but the Gray Wolf’s grip held tight. Himilco began to twitch. His eyelids fluttered. He moved his mouth back and forth. He might have collapsed. The Gray Wolf had already sheathed the dagger and now held Himilco up, the one hand still clamping the short man’s head and the other now gripping one arm. 
 
    Strength soon returned to Himilco’s legs. He tried to nod. 
 
    The Gray Wolf released him. 
 
    “I didn’t know you had any,” Himilco whispered. 
 
    “Before you ran out, I took a bag from your room,” the Gray Wolf said. “I took it for such a time as this.” 
 
    Himilco swallowed in a dry throat and laughed. 
 
    “Are we defeated?” the Gray Wolf asked. 
 
    Himilco looked at him with shining eyes. “No. I have a plan.” 
 
    Himilco ran a hand over his bald pate. He stepped toward the waiting scouts. Then he stopped and looked up at the Gray Wolf. He nodded slightly. 
 
    The Gray Wolf’s impassive face showed nothing, although there was a fierce light in his barbaric blue eyes and an all but imperceptible return of the nod. 
 
    “We must return to the Temple Mount,” Himilco said, “to the Great Temple as quickly as possible.” 
 
    The Gray Wolf blew into his cupped hands, making the sound of the northern loon. From all around, Gepids appeared, drawing knives and long-swords. The Gray Wolf shouted orders. They began to form into a boar’s wedge formation, aimed at the heart of Karchedon, the Temple Mount. 
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    Elissa was amazed as she stood upon the battlements of the war harbor. 
 
    Giant galleys jammed the docks and the open waters of the square-built quay. More of the Tyrant’s galleys waited at the entrance. Soldiers climbed down from the packed ships and into waiting launches. They were ferried toward the docks. Some soldiers in their heavy armor leaped across open water to land with what surely must have been a crashing jar. They raced to their embattled brethren. 
 
    “You’re a genius,” the white-bearded magistrate said. 
 
    Elissa shook her head. 
 
    “You have your father’s cunning,” he added. 
 
    She heard the admiration in his voice. It was an elementary plan that should have worked maybe one time in five. She’d never expected this. She frowned. She was dead tired. Her mind was fuzzy. She wanted to sleep for a month. Yet something nagged at her. She peered past the fighting, past the wall that separated the quays from the city proper and up at the Temple Mount in the middle of Karchedon. It startled her to see an eerie, eldritch glow at the top of the two-hundred-foot acropolis. 
 
    “Look,” she said, pointing there. 
 
    “What?” the magistrate asked. 
 
    “The strange glow,” she said. 
 
    His armor creaked as he glanced at her. “Maybe it is time you chose a ship,” he said. 
 
    “You don’t see it?” she asked. 
 
    “I see our captured acropolis,” he said. “What else should I see?” 
 
    She actually rubbed her eyes. It was still there. Did she see a glow because she was tired? 
 
    No, the troubadour said in her mind. You’re seeing with the eyes of a Rhune. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “What is what?” the magistrate asked. 
 
    Choose a ship, the troubadour said in her mind. It’s time to flee Karchedon for good. 
 
    “Madam Magonid,” the magistrate said. “I’m going to insist you choose a ship. This wall won’t be safe much longer.” 
 
    Elissa nodded absently. Below them in the quays, the Tyrant’s soldiers waged bitter war against the howling sons of the desert. It had been her idea, a clever one. It was why the magistrate had ordered his men to lower the sea-chain. 
 
    Some of the foreigners docked in the quays had proven stubborn and refused to cooperate. Most of those were dead now, slaughtered aboard their merchant ships. The magistrate had not ordered that. The Tyrant’s soldiers had done the deed. 
 
    The plan had been simple. Its execution had been a matter of exquisite timing. Soldiers, merchants and Karchedonian citizens who had fled into the quays had dragged as many merchant ships as possible. They had towed and rowed them through the narrow channel into the war harbor. At the same time, soldiers had marched out of the walled compound into the city proper in search of Nasamons to butcher. The desert sons had been easy to find. 
 
    Rams horns had soon wailed, summoning more Nasamons. They had boiled out like bees from a threatened hive. Successive charges had forced the massed Karchedonians back behind the quay’s walls. With their blood whetted, the desert sons had charged the wall that separated the city proper from the quays. Some had hurled hooks onto the battlements and shimmied up the knotted ropes. Others had used wooden furniture and rammed the pieces against hastily shut gates. 
 
    Then, as a Rhune might say, the gods of luck had granted them a stunning roll of the dice of fate. The first quinqueremes had already nosed past the lowered chain into the strangely empty quay. Delium captains had seen the last merchant ships escaping into the war harbor. Karchedonians had madly cranked the wheel that had closed the heavy gates to the channel between harbors. 
 
    Then the stubborn foreign merchants had finally recognized their error. They had scrambled to ready their ships for sail. 
 
    Maybe that was what had goaded the Tyrant’s captains. They’d surged into the quay. No doubt, each captain had wished to be the first to board a ship in order to claim it as his war prize. That quickness allowed many arrogant galleys to sail into Karchedon’s trading heart. 
 
    Meanwhile, the last city soldiery had hurried through narrow doors into the war harbor’s battlements. Behind them howled the blood-maddened Nasamons. Some daring desert son had opened a gate from the city into the quays. Horsemen had surged through. Likely, most of them had retold each other a thousand times during the siege the legends of Karchedon’s wealth in trade. Now, at last, they had broken into the quays. Warriors had furiously galloped to the storehouses and other buildings, each wanting to be the first warrior to pluck them clean. 
 
    Elissa had witnessed the first clash. Greedy Delium soldiers had already begun to ransack storehouses from the direction of the quay. Then howling Nasamons had erupted from hidden lanes. Maybe the Nasamons had believed the Tyrant’s soldiers were Karchedonians. They’d attacked with wild cries and daring tactics. They’d hurled javelins at soldiers who had left their shields behind to carry more plunder. The Nasamons had lit off their nimble steeds. With frenzied courage, the mantle-clad warriors had drawn their knives and plunged them into exposed Delium throats. 
 
    The abomination born of that misunderstanding had created the bedlam Elissa now witnessed. Javelins rattled against bronze shields. Spears hammered helmets, punched through elephant-hide shields and cracked bones. Nasamons swarmed the soldiers. With teeth gleaming and eyes bulging, they gripped shield edges and yanked them down. Others grappled hand-to-hand with the taller, stronger men of Delium. Lariats snaked over flowing horsetail helmets to land around necks. Stallions galloped, and shouting champions dragged clanking, clattering soldiers through the storehouse lanes. 
 
    Then, a wall of soldiers appeared. Into the narrow lanes they charged with spears lowered. They drove cloth-clad Nasamons before them. The desert fallen met a swift death. When a soldier walked over a Nasamon, the soldier used the spike on the other end of his spear and jabbed it into flesh. 
 
    Other Nasamons quickly clambered up the storehouses and rained javelins down on the phalanx. 
 
    “They’re gripped with madness,” Elissa said. 
 
    “It’s called fighting,” the magistrate said. “And it is a form of madness, I suppose. Without it, all men would run in terror from battle. Now go. You’ve done enough for today. My ship is over there. I want you aboard it.” 
 
    Elissa nodded wearily. She turned from the mayhem she’d helped create. The soldiers couldn’t win this fight. They were too few, and they kept entering the battle piecemeal. Still, with the amount of blood shed between the two, it should create hatred one side for the other. 
 
    It wasn’t over yet, she knew. The Tyrant needed to commit all his dreaded galleys into funneling more soldiers, and maybe his hireling archers, into the quay. 
 
    Elissa carefully climbed down a ladder. The war harbor was jammed with merchant ships and the few still-useable triremes. Soldiers, merchants and citizens flailed with picks at the northern wall. One group of merchants had found a ram. They wheeled it into position. 
 
    It was a desperate idea. And it would take time, maybe too much time. The idea was to create a new opening into the war harbor, one that led directly out into the Great Sea. If the battle lasted long enough in the quays, if the Tyrant committed his quinqueremes to ferrying soldiers there, or if he sailed away in disgust, the people here had a chance of sailing to safety. That slender chance was enough to make those down there work like feverish demons, swinging picks and hauling broken bricks and stone. 
 
    Elissa glanced once more at the Temple Mount. The weird glow was still there. She wasn’t seeing it just because she was exhausted. Something sinister was taking place up there. She half-believed it was what caused the Nasamons and the Tyrant’s soldiers to fight with such crazed fury. There was a madness loose in Karchedon that had not been here before. 
 
    Elissa shuddered, and she almost toppled over. Then she focused her weary mind on getting down to the magistrate’s galley. 
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    “Prophetess,” a strangely bright-eyed Himilco said. 
 
    “I’ve been looking for you,” Thirmida said. She wore her peacock robe and clutched a small wooden box. An attendant was combing her long hair. 
 
    Javan burst into the carpeted chamber. He gripped a knife with fierce resolve. Three other nomads followed. They were the three that had guarded Himilco last night. Each of them seemed grimly determined as well. 
 
    “Stand aside, Prophetess,” Javan said through clenched teeth. 
 
    Thirmida blinked slowly as if her mind was sluggish. “You hold a knife, cousin.” 
 
    Javan pointed it at Himilco. “He’s a traitor. Now he’s about to die.” 
 
    Thirmida seemed to struggle with the concept. Finally, she stamped her foot. “Put that away. And don’t ever say that again. He serves Bel Ruk. That precedes all other considerations.” 
 
    Himilco nodded knowingly. 
 
    “Outlanders laid hands on me,” Javan snarled. “His servants held us, allowing this snake to enter your chamber. The war-chieftain has ordered this traitor—” 
 
    Thirmida raised the small box in anger. 
 
    Something in the motion arrested Javan’s speech. He lowered his knife, although he refused to sheathe it. “The war-chieftain has ordered us to slay this conniving Karchedonian on sight.” 
 
    Thirmida lowered the box as she frowned. She seemed to search for words, finally saying, “I thought you were loyal to me.” 
 
    “I am loyal,” Javan said. “But Thirmida—” 
 
    “How dare you? Don’t you know who I am now?” 
 
    It took Javan a moment, as he looked upon his cousin with surprise. “Prophetess,” he said. “The Karchedonian ran away in disguise. He slew Nasamons—” 
 
    “That’s a lie,” Himilco said. His eyes were as bright as ever and he had a half-smile on his wan face. He’d begun to wonder what was in Thirmida’s box. 
 
    “Dabar swears—” Javan said. 
 
    “Dabar stole from me,” Himilco said, interrupting. “He stole from me because he has a demon in his heart. He must return my item or face Bel Ruk’s anger.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to the priest,” Javan told Thirmida. “He’s a snake, a liar and a murderer. He must die. He slew—” 
 
    “Silence,” Thirmida said. 
 
    “Please, Prophetess,” Javan said. “Don’t let him spew his lies. He’s played us for fools. The war-chieftain says—” 
 
    “You listen to me,” Thirmida said, and there was a new note of confidence in her voice. “The war-leader serves Bel Ruk just as I do. This is supposed to be a glorious moment. Yet, look at us. We’re bickering among ourselves. Don’t you see what’s happening? The others have let their jealousy run amok. We Nasamons have always distrusted outlanders. With Bel Ruk’s help, I have learned to see more deeply. Who told us last night that we needed to help the old Prophetess? The suffete did.” 
 
    “It was a sly trick,” Javan said. “It must have been. Mab died hideously. I’d wager my share of plunder it was that one’s doing,” he said, pointing at Himilco with his knife. 
 
    Thirmida clutched the box with whitened fingertips, and there was menace in her voice. “Does Bel Ruk speak to you?” 
 
    Javan stared at her before he slowly shook his head. 
 
    “This is a holy moment. I need serenity in order to gather my thoughts so I can send the old Prophetess to Bel Ruk. Now you barge in here waving a dagger at my suffete. How dare you, Javan? Sheathe it this instant or I shall curse you by Bel Ruk.” 
 
    “Cousin,” Javan whispered. “I’m doing this for you.” 
 
    Thirmida raised the small box above her head. 
 
    Himilco noted the ornate carvings on the sides. They were similar to the bas-relief images on the columns holding up the portico. Where had Thirmida gotten that box? Why was it so important to her? 
 
    “Forgive me, Prophetess!” Javan cried. He sank to his knees. With a shaking hand, he sheathed the dagger. 
 
    Thirmida studied him. There seemed to be something ominous in her eyes. Finally, she lowered the box. 
 
    “Rise, Javan.” She spoke with greater authority, with majesty. 
 
    That surprised Himilco. He became more curious than ever concerning whatever was in the strange box. 
 
    Javan stood, although he averted his gaze. 
 
    “Go outside,” Thirmida said. “Take the others with you. Make certain no one else enters until I summon you.” 
 
    Javan opened his mouth. Maybe he wanted to tell her that a band of Gepids waited outside, among them a giant of a barbarian. Instead, Javan closed his mouth and meekly turned away. His eyes slid from Himilco as if the suffete was no longer there. 
 
    When the door shut, Thirmida turned to Himilco. “You’d better have a good explanation for this. People told me you’d fled. I knew it couldn’t be true. Yet, you were gone. No one knew where. Dabar has spread wild tales of your Gepids slaughtering Zama clan warriors.” 
 
    “Dabar is a liar,” Himilco said. 
 
    “You’re wrong. Dabar has a reputation for honesty. It’s why he is chief among the messengers.” 
 
    “There must be a demon in him then,” Himilco said. “It might have entered him after he stole from me.” 
 
    Thirmida pursed her lips. “Where have you been?” 
 
    Himilco bowed his head, although his half-smile remained. The black lotus billowed through his bloodstream, leaving him serene. Nothing could touch him. He was invincible, and those around him were gnats. It amused him to watch their antics. The problems of his old self were fleas that his ultimate wisdom would crush with pathetic ease. 
 
    “I’m waiting,” she said. 
 
    “I suppose you might object, Prophetess, but I wanted to make certain that your people were ready for the grand marriage.” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “I walked among them. I took their pulse.” 
 
    “You should have asked me first,” she said. 
 
    “Yes. I apologize. I was certain you would object because of your inherent goodness. You understand how jealous others can become. Javan’s actions just now prove it. I forgive him, of course. He acted out of love for you. I beg you to refrain from punishing him.” 
 
    “Javan is my concern,” she said. 
 
    Himilco noticed how she stroked the box as one would a cat. Some innate sense of self-preservation kept him from asking her about it. 
 
    “We will talk about your disappearance later. Now is the moment. Bel Ruk calls for his bride.” 
 
    “Prophetess,” Himilco said. “There is one other matter you should consider.” 
 
    “Make it quick,” she said. 
 
    “The people are not yet ready for you to take the old Prophetess’s scepter.” 
 
    “I have already spoken concerning that.” 
 
    “If you would just—” 
 
    “I have spoken,” she said. “The matter is officially settled.” 
 
    Despite the black lotus-laced confidence, Himilco knew a small gnawing doubt. There was something going on here that wasn’t quite right. It had something to do with the box. If Thirmida took up the scepter and shriveled into a withered corpse in front of everyone… 
 
    I am a sorcerer-priest of Karchedon. I will have to act at the altar. If she dies…I will likely be next. And that’s something I’m unwilling to accept just yet. 
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    Thirmida led the procession out of the gargantuan temple of Bel Ruk. Most of the watchers commented on the splendid peacock robe that trailed behind her on the stones. Few noticed how she clutched a small wooden box to her bosom. Behind her followed the attendants in white. Himilco Nara was next. He wore a scarlet robe, and a tall hat that shadowed his face. Few witnessed his bright eyes or the superior smile that might have goaded more than one Nasamon to rush up and stab him. 
 
    The Gray Wolf in polished armor, a spiked shield and a flashing spiked helm marched next. His Gepids followed in step, resplendent barbarians. They were giants among the watching desert sons. Their exotic garb, great height and outlandishly colored hair seemed strangely appropriate. They were prisoners to Bel Ruk, a sign of the singular power of the god. They were neither Zama clan nor of the Black Knives, or Dog Brothers. None who watched need feel jealous that another tribe or clan had gained the right to guard the new Prophetess. In the rear, looking small and insignificant, strode Javan and his warriors. 
 
    Despite the raging battle at the quays, the war-chieftain and several important sheiks lined the road to the Great Altar. Clan champions guarded their chiefs. Dabar watched too, seething with hatred against Himilco. He whispered to the war-chieftain, urged him to cut the suffete down now. 
 
    The war-chieftain hesitated. Perhaps he wished for nothing to interfere with the coming marriage. Let the old Prophetess go to the Lord of Dragons, and, perhaps, good riddance to her. Let the new Prophetess protect a known traitor. Perhaps the war-chieftain felt that would weaken Thirmida’s position. He was a shrewd general, cunning enough to rise above other powerful sheiks. He’d risen while serving a diabolical woman with dreadful powers and uncanny oratorical abilities. Perhaps he felt there would be time enough to challenge Thirmida’s choice of suffete. In any case, he ignored Dabar’s plea. 
 
    With great solemnity, the procession advanced on the step-pyramid. Starting with Thirmida, they climbed the steep stairs. The Gepids and the bulk of the watching Nasamons took up station at the first landing. Javan, with his warriors and noted Nasamons halted at the second. Clan champions, important leaders, the majority of the attendants and the messengers remained at the third landing. 
 
    Only Thirmida, her chosen attendant, Himilco Nara, the war-chieftain and the handful of sheiks stood on the pinnacle of the pyramid. The old Prophetess lay on the obsidian altar. She wore the ancient skull-mask and the spotted hyena robe and gripped the dwarf dragon-topped scepter. Her chest rose and fell minutely. 
 
    Karchedon smoldered far below. The distant sounds of battle drifted from the quays. The war-chieftain glanced uneasily in that direction. From here, the mass of war galleys waiting outside the seawall entrance seemed ominous. So did the sea. Swells lifted the huge vessels, threatening to dash them against Karchedon’s wall. Might the Tyrant seek safety in Karchedon? The Tyrant would have to if the sea grew any wilder. The war-chieftain believed it was a mistake to have come here instead of rushing there. 
 
    The war-chieftain was dead wrong, however. For now began the pivotal moment in the Nasamon conquest of Karchedon. 
 
    *** 
 
    The new Prophetess stood before the black altar and its sleeping bride. The war-chieftain and the sheiks stood to her left, Himilco and the chosen attendant to her right. Thirmida remained motionless as wind stirred her peacock feathers. 
 
    In the sky, dark clouds loomed as a feeling of impending rain grew. The wind had continued to increase and the temperature had dropped. 
 
    Thirmida’s chosen attendant shuffled one of her slippered feet on the granite. One of the sheiks cleared his throat. 
 
    It had no effect, as Thirmida continued to wait. 
 
    Himilco decided to take matters into his own hands. With drugged serenity, he gently reached for the sacrificial knife carried by the first attendant. The dark blade rested on a pillow. He’d seen that knife somewhere. He could feel its killing power. Was that the Rhune’s knife? He seemed to recall someone saying Ert had brought the knife from the Tyrant’s camp. 
 
    As Himilco tugged at the pillow, the attendant looked upon him in wonder. 
 
    Himilco smiled, and that seemed to calm the woman. She released her grip. 
 
    Himilco told himself it was better this way. It would seal his importance if he handed the Prophetess the knife. He would also have a greater part in killing the hag on the altar. His smile grew. How she had threatened him only half a day ago. She had been so arrogant then. Now look at her. Lying there, about to have her heart ripped out. Who had won now, eh? 
 
    This had to be one of the most delicious moments of his life. Himilco savored it as he held the sacrificial knife. He replayed his humiliation in her tent. The circle of skulls—wouldn’t it be glorious to hollow out her skull and nail it above a door in the temple? That was a splendid idea. Every time he became moody, he need merely look at the skull, chuckle to himself and realize that he, Himilco Nara, was the cleverest man in Karchedon. These desert dogs would dance to his tune. If he played this right, it wouldn’t be long before he ruled these smelly ruffians. 
 
    Himilco began turning toward Thirmida. He noticed two sheiks glancing at the clouds and at one another. The war-chieftain seemed to have lost interest in the proceeding as he studied the distant quays. 
 
    Himilco didn’t care as he took a step toward Thirmida. She still stared at the old Prophetess. 
 
    Himilco paused, cherishing the moment. A strong gust of wind blew against him then. He shivered at the cold, and he flinched as an even colder droplet hit his cheek. Maybe it was time to get on with the killing. 
 
    Clearing his throat seemed too prosaic, so Himilco proffered the pillow holding the knife. It was then he noticed that Thirmida stared at the old hag with a strange fixity. She didn’t seem to notice that her hair blew around her face. With a stir of unease, Himilco studied her eyes. She did not blink. She almost seemed hypnotized. 
 
    Cautiously, he stepped even nearer. “Prophetess,” he whispered. 
 
    She gave no indication of having heard him. 
 
    He shoved the pillow and knife closer than seemed proper, so that it was practically in her face. 
 
    “Thirmida?” he asked. 
 
    As Thirmida clutched the strange wooden box to her bosom, she kept staring at the old Prophetess. 
 
    Maybe she’d lost her courage for the deed. Did it suddenly seem wrong to her? 
 
    “You’re the new Prophetess,” Himilco whispered encouragingly. “This is a great act you’re about to perform. Bel Ruk loves the old Prophetess. He yearns for her to become his wife. You’re doing her a wonderful favor.” 
 
    Thirmida began to tremble. 
 
    “No,” Himilco said, using a gentle voice. “You mustn’t fear, my girl. This is a good deed.” 
 
    The trembling only became worse. 
 
    “Thirmida,” he said. He reached out as if to touch her. 
 
    Lighting slashed across the sky. Immediate thunder vibrated against Himilco’s bones, causing him to stagger back. The others cried out in fear. 
 
    Thirmida moved at last. With trembling fingers, she unlatched the box, opening it. She took out a smooth metal ball the size of a child’s head. Straining—was it heavy?—she let the box fall and used both hands, raising the object above her head. 
 
    Himilco squinted. There was something vaguely familiar about the ball, although he had never seen it before. It was smooth, metallic— 
 
    The suffete’s mouth sagged open. Strange vibrations swirled across the ball’s metal surface. He’d seen such swirling before. It had been on the fifty-ton obsidian cube in the inner sanctum in the Great Temple of Bel Ruk. What did the metal ball have in common with the cube? 
 
    Suddenly, the ball glowed with an eerie radiance. The radiance encompassed Thirmida, creating a nimbus of power glow around her. That caused her hair to stir as if with static electricity. The glow became more intense. 
 
    Himilco could hear a hum that came from the ball. At that moment, a beam shot outward from the glowing ball and projected into the air just above them. A shimmering outline of a head appeared. It had red eyes that watched them, scanning the gathered throng. 
 
    “I am Bel Ruk,” the head intoned with words like gongs. 
 
    Everyone cried out in terror, even those on the first, second and third landings. On the first landing, the Gray Wolf and his Gepids fell prone before the glowing image. On the second and third landings, Nasamons lay stricken. Here at the pinnacle, the chosen attendant, the war-chieftain and the sheiks thrashed as if someone had lit them on fire. Only the drugged Himilco and the glowing Thirmida remained on their feet. 
 
    “Hear my words,” Bel Ruk said. “I am postponing my marriage with the Prophetess. Instead, she will continue to goad you to action. I now elevate her to the station of Judge of the Nasamons.” 
 
    The red eyes looked upon the Prophetess in her skull mask. Still lying supine, she levitated from the altar. Then, she rotated until she floated above it as if standing. It was strange, Himilco noted vaguely, but the wind did not stir her spotted hyena robe. 
 
    Bel Ruk’s eyes deepened to a crimson color. 
 
    The Prophetess lifted the dragon-skull scepter. 
 
    “She sleeps,” the awful voice said. “If she should awaken, she will wreak fierce vengeance as the judge of Bel Ruk. It will be a dreadful day, my children, when she opens her eyes. Therefore, serve me diligently so you may postpone that day.” 
 
    Himilco wanted to clap his hands over his ears. It wasn’t the booming voice, it was the shrieking hum from the metal ball. Thirmida’s hands had begun to shake as the ball vibrated faster than ever. 
 
    “You will build me a pyramid of skulls,” Bel Ruk said. “Each sacrifice must die on a specially constructed altar of dressed stones. My executioner will remove the heart of each sacrifice and burn it as an offering to me. The skull pyramid will be a monument to my glory. You will slaughter a third of the Karchedonians. The rest will serve as my slaves. They will build you implements of war. With them, you will ride out in conquest, bringing me more sacrifices. 
 
    “Listen well,” Bel Ruk boomed. “There is only one Prophetess. She watches from her perch above the altar as your Judge. I name the holder of the Sphere of Nyssa as ‘the Oracle.’ She will speak my words to you. As a sign of her elevation, she shall wield this.” 
 
    Thirmida’s right hand released the glowing ball. It made her left hand shake harder. She clenched her right hand, opened it and clenched again. A glowing outline appeared in her hand first. Then, she held onto a staff with a golden dragonhead with twin rubies for eyes. 
 
    The dragonhead lowered until it was inches from Himilco. Himilco watched, frozen in horror, quaking inside. 
 
    “This man is the slave suffete of Karchedon,” Bel Ruk said. “He will only be below the Oracle in authority. He shall become chief of my executioners, those who rip out the hearts of the sacrificed ones.” 
 
    Bel Ruk gazed over Karchedon. Fantastic bolts of lightning jagged from the clouds, exploding into the giant galleys before the harbor entrance. Sonic booms deafened them as the sky began to pour heavy drops of rain. 
 
    As the rain sizzled against the glow, Thirmida lowered the metal ball. Abruptly, the beam quit. The ear-piercing hum ceased. Instantly, Bel Ruk’s head disappeared. That caused the glowing to stop, yet his presence lingered. 
 
    Thirmida collapsed onto her knees. She shivered as the raindrops began to reach her. Despite that, she held onto the dragonheaded staff and the metal ball. With great slowness, she deposited the ball into the wooden box, closing the lid. At that point, the terrible presence of Bel Ruk departed. 
 
    The old Prophetess still floated above the altar. The rain could not touch her. That surely meant a god-spell protected her from harm. 
 
    Himilco saw it all and was afraid. He was very afraid. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    PART III 
 
    SULLO THE SAGE 
 
      
 
    Nine months later… 
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    Elissa waited in the dark at the top of a high wall of firestone. 
 
    She wore black garments and a black cape and carried a short black blade at her side. Nine months of relentless searching, of false starts, false leads, sudden ambushes and tantalizing hints of a terrible secret that involved Karchedon and her dear departed father, had brought her to this place at this pregnant and deadly time. 
 
    She’d had too many near misses and too many grim brushes with death in various seaports…they had taught her altogether too many things over these past months. She was much wiser than she had been. The Rhune troubadour would have been proud, she was sure of it. She had learned secret things that seemed preposterous. She had also heard tales of the terrible jihad that had burst out of Karchedon nine months ago. 
 
    The hope was that in some way she could find Sullo. She’d been searching for him for quite some time. She hoped that Sullo could give her information that would help her destroy those who had destroyed Zarius Magonid, and who deliberately destroyed the Karchedon she had known. Most of all, she wanted to pay back the traitor Himilco Nara with a length of cold steel in his steaming black heart. 
 
    From atop the perch on the firestone wall, she had been listening to the street sounds. Elissa now heard soft footfalls in the darkness, hunters moving as quietly as they could across the cobblestones of the street. 
 
    With great patience and hardly any noticeable motion, she turned her head a fraction of an inch at a time. Once positioned correctly, she strained to pierce the gloom with her Rhune-sharpened senses. 
 
    No moon shined this deadly night. The stars hardly gave any illumination. In this part of Kroton, there was little to be seen of torchlight and even less of candle flame. 
 
    Pirate-haunted Kroton on the eastern end of the Great Sea had little similarity to glorious Karchedon. The men here sailed small craft from the harbors, wretched pirates with long knives trying to eke out a pathetic existence. The city was more of a cliff with ledges for precariously built houses. A few questionable wizards lived here. A few down-at-the-mouth merchants occasionally put in at Kroton. 
 
    The city was a slum spewed up from the sea, a home for the homeless and those too crabbed-hearted to realize what a cesspool it really was. Perhaps its greatest quality these days was that it was far away from Karchedon, far away from the killing horde riding along the southern shore of the Great Sea. 
 
    Nine months ago, Elissa had fled by galley from doomed Karchedon. Nine months ago, the magistrate of the Sea Gate had brought her to a courier who had carried a letter sealed by the stamp of Sullo of Cyrene. That letter had been for Zarius Magonid. That letter had led her on this nine-month search for answers that had— 
 
    “The bitch,” a man muttered from the street. “She’s been here. This is hers.” 
 
    Elissa did not stir even though she recognized the voice. It belonged to one of Ert’s “vultures.” The man referred to her, of course. The hunters had found her again. She had left the sniffers a little something on the street, hoping they would give themselves away. They had not let her down this time. How good of them. 
 
    “She doesn’t matter now,” another Nasamon said. 
 
    Elissa’s eyes narrowed. She did not want to hear that. She knew why the hunter had said it, though. The indications…yes, they must realize—like her—that Sullo was still in brigand-cursed Kroton. 
 
    Without consciously realizing she’d made the decision, Elissa slid off the wall, plunging thirty feet to the cobblestoned street below. She landed softly on her cat-soft boots, but not softly enough it seemed. 
 
    “Behind you,” a hunter snarled. “She’s here.” 
 
    Garments rustled. A man clicked a lever, opening the slot to a blackened lantern. Light spilled from it, light that illuminated Elissa and also showed the darkened outlines of four men behind the shining apparatus. 
 
    As one, five blades leaped from their scabbards. Four of the blades were curved swords, scimitars; the last was a short black dagger of Cyrenean steel, one clutched in Elissa’s fist. 
 
    Elissa lunged, sparks showering from the scimitar attempting to block her as her knife slid along the razor-sharp edge. The knifepoint entered the Nasamon’s neck. Elissa flicked her wrist, causing the blade to rip through his flesh. 
 
    The lantern fell from his fingers, glass shattering and oil spilling onto the cobblestones. The flickering wick touched the oil, and it burst into smoky light. 
 
    Elissa had already looked away even as she dove, tucked her right shoulder and rolled three times. As she stood and turned, the remaining nomads shouted in amazement, looking around as if she had disappeared. 
 
    They were in the light now. They stood illuminated— 
 
    “There,” one shouted, pointing his scimitar at her. 
 
    Elissa’s other hand blurred. A black object spun in the darkness, and a strange metal star sprouted from his forehead. He staggered backward, dropping his scimitar so it clashed against the cobblestones. 
 
    Elissa laughed. 
 
    The last two nomads tightened their brown grips on their scimitar pommels. They charged while yipping a Nasamon war cry. 
 
    Elissa maneuvered to the left of them just enough so the two warriors jostled each other as they turned to match her. 
 
    At that point, a great gout of fire appeared from farther behind on the street. The fire grew as it billowed toward the two nomads and toward her. 
 
    Elissa recognized the wizard’s garments before she realized a spell-caster stood with other Nasamons farther back. Short, wide-shouldered Ert was included among the filthy company. 
 
    The ball of blazing fire struck the two hunters, and their garments and flesh ignited into flames. Immediately, the two howled with agony as heat billowed from them. 
 
    A wizard, a fire-casting wizard no less—Elissa turned and ran. 
 
    “Again!” Ert shouted at the wizard. “Use another fireball.” 
 
    The wizard cursed as he assumed a new stance, his hands weaving another spell. 
 
    Elissa gathered the strength of her spring-like thighs and leapt. She sheathed her dagger as she sailed upward, and both hands caught the lip of the wall. It wasn’t the thirty-foot firewall she’d plunged from, but a lower wall more easily reached. 
 
    She swung her body like an ape, vaulting up and over— 
 
    Something dark and hard swished past her head. It had to be another missile spell, she was sure of it. Fortunately, she had already begun to drop. It was time to get out of here. It was time to find Sullo before Ert and his pet wizard did. If she didn’t find Sullo this time, the last nine months of her life would have been sorely wasted. Even worse, she might never discover what Sullo had meant by telling her father by letter that, I’ve finally discovered the secret of Karchedon. 
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    What did Elissa know concerning the elusive Sullo? 
 
    She knew that Sullo was a scholar. She’d learned over the nine months that Himilco Nara and the Oracle wanted Sullo in Karchedon. She’d also learned that Sullo knew that evil people hunted him. 
 
    The scholar had fled his native city of Cyrene. He’d traveled via ship away from the southern and western end of the Great Sea, always moving east and north. 
 
    Sullo couldn’t flee any more eastern than Kroton. Well, and remain in the Great Sea region, that is. 
 
    Elissa had recalled her father talking about Sullo a time or two. She hadn’t recalled anything about why. From her nine months of searching, she’d discovered that he was a historian. He studied the past, and he’d gone on expeditions into the Great Salt Desert to the south of Karchedon. 
 
    Did Sullo know that Ert was in Kroton? Did Sullo know that Ert had enlisted the aid of a wizard?  Surely, the scholar knew that the Nasamon Horde had reached and sacked Cyrene. Many of the former citizens of Cyrene were now, undoubtedly, part of the great skull pyramid growing in Karchedon. 
 
    None of that mattered tonight, however. 
 
    As Elissa ran through a dark alley, she had a feeling that Sullo wasn’t going to survive the night. Either she got to him before Ert and the wizard…or she might never learn the scholar’s great and dreadful secret. 
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    The wind blew hard up here at the top of Kroton. There were palaces and temples perched on the height of the mountain city. Unsurprisingly, there were no homes on the mountainside opposite the sea, as it was even more sheer and cliff-like than the city ledges. 
 
    As Elissa jogged past the palaces, she noticed their crumbling status. Kroton was an old city, a cursed city with a legend of inhuman habitation many eons ago. Elissa believed that she could feel the taint. It was an oily thing that touched the soul. 
 
    Why would Sullo have fled here? Did Kroton hold old secrets? 
 
    Elissa shook her head. She didn’t know, and in the end, it didn’t matter. 
 
    Fortunately, she’d always possessed great stamina. It was part of her Rhune heritage. The run up the ledges had winded her, however, and the brief fight against the hunters had strained her resources. 
 
    She glanced behind her. How far back were Ert and his vultures? Did the wizard slow them down or give them magical aid? 
 
    Elissa bared her teeth and faced forward again. She did not need to check her carefully drawn map in order to see how much farther she had to go. She’d memorized the map— 
 
    Elissa flung herself off the street behind a nearby wall. 
 
    Metal clanked and light shined brightly from around a corner. Was the city guard approaching? That seemed preposterous, that there was a city guard in Kroton. Ah, maybe temple priests had paid for a watch up here. 
 
    Elissa crouched low and brought up her cape. She used it to help conceal her position in the darkness. 
 
    Seconds later, guards in plate and mail and bearing spears tramped past. Several of them bore lanterns. They did not speak among themselves. That seemed strange… 
 
    Elissa did not attempt to get a better look at them. She watched them, but out of the corner of her eyes. If she looked too closely, some of them might feel the scrutiny. She did strain to listen, though. 
 
    The heavily armored guards continued their rounds, their boots crashing against the pavement. At no time did any of them say a word. 
 
    As the sounds and the lantern light faded, Elissa rose, letting the cape swing behind her. 
 
    That had been odd. Kroton was odd. She could feel the strangeness beat more strongly than before. Was there sorcery involved? Did this have anything to do with the inhuman inhabitants from ages past? 
 
    Elissa worried her lower lip. What was she doing so far from Karchedon? Maybe she should have stayed with the others, accepted her fate, instead of indulging in this fruitless quest. 
 
    She shook her head. Sullo, she must talk to Sullo before Ert reached the scholar. The letter— 
 
    With a lurch, she began moving again. 
 
    According to her latest information, gained from a heavily drinking rascal in a dockside tavern, Sullo stayed in an ancient tower that belonged to a fellow historian. The man of Kroton had ill-gained wealth. She had not learned how the man of Kroton had gained the wealth, just that it was tainted. Other than that, she simply knew that Sullo stayed with him. 
 
    A feeling of desperation began to build. Something was off tonight. The guards should have spoken to each other. She should have risked a glance at them. Now that she thought about it, they had moved strangely, almost in a hypnotic manner. Had Ert’s wizard anything to do with that? 
 
    Elissa put on a burst of speed, turned a palace corner and spied a dark tower ahead. She did not slow down, but increased speed. 
 
    The tower was…five stories high. A wall surrounded it. She knew that guardians patrolled the garden surrounding the tower. 
 
    Elissa gathered speed until she sprinted flat-out. The wall neared. She glanced back once more—she did not see a thing—and faced forward as she vaulted with all her strength. 
 
    Like a great jungle cat, she sailed over the spear-points jutting up from the wall. She landed in a three-point stance upon gravel. A few stones stirred under her supple boots. 
 
    Elissa held herself perfectly still as she listened for guardians. Yes, she heard a low growl. It sounded like a massive hound. 
 
    That settled her nerves. She knew how to deal with hounds. She also knew that if she moved quietly enough, she might not have to deal with them. 
 
    She moved across the gravel. There were bushes here and there, and spiked plinths. She neared one and noticed weird hieroglyphics along the edges. A strong odor warned her. She stopped. 
 
    A huge hound with a blocky head peered through a bush several feet away. The beast sniffed the air. A moment later, it bulled through the bush, lifted a hind leg, urinated and trotted back around the bush. 
 
    The beast hadn’t sniffed her scent. Even though it had been so close, Elissa had thought it wouldn’t, as she had masked her odor. 
 
    She now headed in the other direction. 
 
    Soon, she reached the base of the dark tower. At the bottom, it was composed of massive blocks of stone. She looked higher. A short distance up, the wall stones lessened in size. 
 
    Well…no time like the present. She reached up, gripped the knotty stone and began to scale the tower, heading for the light at the top. 
 
    Unbeknownst to her, several beasts in sphinx-like posture watched with burning dark eyes from nearby bushes. They watched for some time, finally cocking their heads as if hearing a soft noise. 
 
    At that point, the beasts rose, loping toward the outer garden wall. 
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    While clinging to the tower up near the wooden roof, Elissa peered through a window into a round room. Several oil lamps hung from the wooden-beamed ceiling. They illuminated shelf upon shelf of scrolls and leather-bound parchment-paged books. 
 
    At the foot of one such shelf was a large ornate table, Eastern teakwood, she thought. Books and scrolls lay scattered in profusion upon it. At the edge of the table hunched a tall, stooped man in a blue robe. He had a ring of silver hair around a big bald spot. The man scratch-wrote on a scroll, every so often dipping an ostrich quill into an ink well. 
 
    As Elissa observed him, the man set down the quill, straightened, adjusted his robes and turned around. He had a seamed leathery face, an old face worn by the years. He looked directly at the window, at her, it seemed. 
 
    “Elissa Magonid, I presume,” he said. He had a cracked old voice that betrayed his age. He did not seem frightened. 
 
    “Sullo of Cyrene?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “Do come in. I would hate for you to fall and spoil everything at this point.” 
 
    She realized this could be a trap. How had he known she was here? 
 
    “I mean you no ill will,” he said, “I assure you.” 
 
    The troubadour in her mind sneered at the assurances. They meant nothing to her. The fact he was so calm about her presence outside on his tower— 
 
    Elissa swung in, landing on her feet. 
 
    Sullo—if it indeed was him—nodded in approval. 
 
    “Zarius’s young girl has grown up,” he said. “I saw you once when you were first born.” He peered at her more closely. “Yes. You resemble your mother.” 
 
    A tug pulled at Elissa’s heart. Her mother— 
 
    Savaging barking sounds drifted up from the gravel garden. Snarling and yipping, and human cries of pain sounded, as well. 
 
    “No,” Sullo said in sudden despair. “They can’t have reached here so soon.” 
 
    Elissa peered down through the window. Blazing light flared into existence. A ball of fire blazed into several huge hounds. The fire consumed the beasts. Men hurled darts at the remaining charging hounds. 
 
    “Ert is here,” Elissa said. 
 
    Sullo’s seamed old face had grown pale. Fear shined in his rheumy eyes. 
 
    “I had hoped to explain everything,” he said. “Now, it is too late. I cannot let them capture me. I dare not tell them what I’ve learned.” 
 
    “Tell me,” Elissa said. She’d closed the shutters to muffle the sounds of battle. 
 
    Sullo studied her for a moment. Hope shined in his eyes. Then he squinted and shook his head. “No. They will surely capture you. I cannot tell you now, Zarius’s daughter. I had hoped—” 
 
    “What is Karchedon’s terrible secret? Quick, you old fool, tell me while you can.” 
 
    For another moment, something other than fear shined in Sullo’s eyes. He even smiled. 
 
    “I hear your father in your voice and see him in your manner,” he said. The fear began to grow again. “I’d thought the guard could stop this Ert. But he has engaged a powerful wizard indeed. Neither my friend nor his beasts will be able to stop them. Soon, Ert and his wizard will be up here. You must be gone by then, Zarius’s daughter. I will kill myself, of course.” 
 
    “Come with me,” Elissa said. 
 
    “No. I am too old. And I am heartily sick of running.” 
 
    Elissa glanced at the shuttered window. The last of the beasts must have died. She no longer heard them. She opened the window. Nasamons rushed toward the tower, presumably heading toward a door. How long would it take for Ert and his vultures to run up the tower stairs? 
 
    “What is Karchedon’s secret?” Elissa said as she turned back to him. 
 
    Sullo no longer looked at her. He threw papers from his desk and finally cried out. He picked up a pulsating gem. He weighed it in his hands as he turned to her. 
 
    “I was going to crush this. I must set fire to these papers at once. Maybe the gem will help you. You must promise me that you will escape Kroton.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I promise.” 
 
    “A real promise,” he said. 
 
    “You’re wasting time.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You’re the one wasting time.” 
 
    “Yes, by the Land of Shadow and my hatred for Himilco Nara, I will escape this night and leave the city.” 
 
    “Himilco is not the real villain, you know?” 
 
    “Hurry!” Elissa cried. “What is the secret?” 
 
    “Catch,” he said, pitching the gem. 
 
    She caught it, slipping it into a hidden pocket. 
 
    Sullo straightened as he said, “There are other worlds, Elissa Magonid. Demons can mean many things. One of the uses can mean traveler.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “There is something hidden in Karchedon. I believe it lived under the Temple Mount in secret tunnels. I think your father knew that at the end. I think the creature may have driven the Nasamon Prophetess somehow.” 
 
    “A demon hid in Karchedon?” Elissa asked. 
 
    “Or something worse than a demon,” Sullo said. 
 
    “How did—” 
 
    A boom sounded from lower down. That sound brought stark fear to Sullo’s face. 
 
    “Go!” the old man cried. “I must start the fire before it is too late. I will not help the thing hidden in Karchedon. It must not learn what I know.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Go!” he shouted in a commanding voice. “Go now, or you will never get away. I have given you the great hint. Now, you must use it, Elissa Magonid.” 
 
    She stood in indecision, watching the old man grab a container. He hurled the contents at a shelf of books. It was oil. Sullo ran to another leather bucket of oil, flinging that on another shelf of books and scrolls. 
 
    Elissa understood then. She wanted to tell him something stirring. It galled her to have searched for him for nine long months and to end the conversation so abruptly. 
 
    She leaped to the window. 
 
    “Wait,” she said. “How does the gem help me?” 
 
    Sullo looked up as sweat dripped from his stark features. “What?” he asked. 
 
    “How does the gem—?” 
 
    “When you’re alone, hold it tightly,” he said. “That will be enough.” 
 
    He spun around, flung more oil and raced to get fire. 
 
    Elissa waited a second and then began to lower herself down the wall. It was more difficult going down than up. 
 
    Halfway to the bottom, she heard a cry. She looked up in time to see Sullo launch himself from the window. The scholar from Cyrene plummeted in the darkness. He flailed, and he hit with an awful thud. 
 
    While motionless on the wall, she saw Ert peer out of the window down at the body. The dour Nasamon studied the corpse for a time. Finally, shrugging, Ert drew back inside. 
 
    Elissa swallowed, in a dry mouth, a dry throat. A fire burned up there. She could hear the flames building strength. 
 
    Nine months of fruitless searching had brought her to Sullo. He had given her a gem and told her a demon—no, something worse—lived deep inside the Temple Mount of Karchedon. 
 
    What would the gem do when she clutched it? Even as a sense of futility and anger at the death of her father’s last friend filled her, so did a great curiosity. If Elissa survived this night, she intended to find out everything. 
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    Elissa escaped from the burning tower. She evaded Ert, his wizard and the temple watch that walked with mechanical precision. She took a ship from Kroton and landed on the southern shore of the Great Sea. Only when all alone at a lonely location did Elissa take out the gem and clutch it as hard as she could. 
 
    At first, nothing happened. Then, her mind seemed to drift and drift and drift…until she felt as if she had become someone else in a different time and place… 
 
    *** 
 
    There was nothing in the vast desolation except for heat and sand, wind and fine swirling particles. No lizard or ant moved on the blistering surface. No vulture soared in the furnace-like updrafts. 
 
    Then, near the bottom of a low dune, the sand stirred oddly. There was the sound of a man grunting, although nothing was visible. 
 
    By the sounds, the man strained, and finally, fingertips thrust out of the sand. They were white fingertips, smooth and alien to the bleak environment. The fingers shoved higher out of the sand, revealing costly rings: gold, she saw, and silver, and a large ruby. A second hand appeared, clutching a staff with a golden-tipped dragonhead. 
 
    The staff was set down, and the hands clawed at the sand, flinging fistfuls into the air. The motions became desperate, frantic, until the man’s head emerged. He gasped and drank in a heaving lungful of air. Then he began coughing and spitting out sand. 
 
    With a sudden roar, he dug and wriggled violently until he had worked himself free. Sand sloughed off him, revealing a lean priest. His torn silk robe exposed white skin and strange tattoos of unholy power. He had brown hair and green eyes. He rose to his knees, picked up the staff and then surged to his feet, which were clad in gem-encrusted sandals. With a start, he looked around in horror. 
 
    He worked his mouth, but no sounds issued. His mind was blank with incomprehension. 
 
    “Sand,” he finally whispered. Everywhere he looked was sand. He craned his neck. The sun blazed. 
 
    There were no trees, no buildings and no city wall. The wind was blowing, and sand hissed across endless dunes. No children shouted, no cattle lowed and no dogs barked. 
 
    “Impossible,” he said, and there were tears in his eyes. “The spell shouldn’t have destroyed everything.” 
 
    The priest made a slow rotation, looking all around. Endless blowing sand was all he could see. 
 
    The enemy—the demons and the dragons—they were also gone. That was good. The besieging enemies were the reason he’d suggested unleashing the ultimate weapon, the magical device of unbinding. In the southern provinces, the demons and dragons had appeared five months ago like a conjuration. The explanation had been simple but profoundly unsettling. The beings came from another realm of existence. It was still difficult to wrap his mind around the reality of that. Except for the ultimate weapon, the demons and dragons had been too powerful for those of Dar Sai. 
 
    “What have I done?” the priest asked aloud. 
 
    Using a silken sleeve, he wiped his sweaty brow. Could he alone have survived the terrible catastrophe? 
 
    He stared at his feet, and he concentrated, refusing to wail in agony. Once more, he looked at the sand. The weapon had destroyed everything. The stark evidence was before him. 
 
    How far had the destruction reached? 
 
    “Of course,” he said. He must be in the eye of the magical destruction. 
 
    He took a deep breath of the hot air. Shoving the dragonheaded staff into his sash, he brushed more sand off his robe. Then, he began to walk. 
 
    *** 
 
    Many hours later, the exhausted priest continued to trudge across the sand. Nothing lived but for him. Nothing moved. The extent of the destruction daunted him. 
 
    At least we killed all the demons and dragons. The invaders had believed they could conquer Dar Sai. In the end, despite their inhuman science and terrible creatures, the enemy had proven inferior. 
 
    “I saved Dar Sai,” the priest said. “I—” 
 
    He looked up as a shadow passed over him. Fear coursed through his heart at the sight. A dragon wheeled above. One of the enemy creatures— 
 
    The dragon roared. 
 
    The priest cried out, and he raised his staff. Despite his swollen tongue, he began to chant. As he did, the dragon dove with its talons outstretched. 
 
    If the dragon finds its way home and later returns with— 
 
    The priest never finished the thought or the spell. Hours of walking, of slipping and sliding across the blistering sand, had dulled his senses and reflexes. 
 
    The dragon struck with grim precision. It hit the priest like a hawk striking a rabbit, plucking him off the sand and crushing his spine. 
 
    The ultimate weapon had failed to kill every enemy, and that changed everything. 
 
    *** 
 
    By slow degrees, Elissa regained consciousness. Her hand felt hot. She opened her fingers. 
 
    The gem was no longer bright but had become dark and cold. As she stared at the gem, it broke apart until it became a clump of sand. 
 
    Elissa turned her hand, letting the sand fall to the ground. 
 
    She had many questions. How had Sullo come to own such a gem? Who had fashioned it? How could the priest’s memories have survived if the dragon slew him as it had? 
 
    Elissa shook her head. 
 
    What was the purpose of the magical vision? Was she supposed to search for this ultimate weapon? She didn’t believe that. Instead, was the vision warning her about the dragon? 
 
    Had a dragon lived under the Temple Mount of Karchedon? Was that it? Did a dragon drive the jihad? Did the dragon control Bel Ruk, or was Bel Ruk a fake god… 
 
    “Bel Ruk is the Lord of Dragons,” Elissa whispered. 
 
    Her heart beat harder. This meant something important. Yet…how could she use this information? 
 
    Maybe it was time to get back toward Karchedon. Maybe she should search the Great Salt Desert. Yet…if this dragon came from another realm of existence…was it trying to find a way home again? And if it did find a way home, would it come back with more demons and dragons? 
 
    Elissa wished Sullo had lived long enough to tell her more. This was all very confusing. For nine months, finding Sullo had been her existence. Now what? 
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    In the updraft of the hot desert air, Elissa banked her skay. The ground was far below, where a tiny caravan crawled toward Mogador of the Five Hills. Two years ago, she’d used a similar skay to escape off the Temple Mount in Karchedon. The purchase of this skay had taken much gold and a special letter to a merchant of Lokhar. 
 
    Elissa had changed since Karchedon. She was a woman instead of a teenaged girl. Although her muscles were just as lean, now they were hard like wire, able to deliver the kind of strength that allowed Rhunes to perform their fantastic feats. Elissa had needed the wiry strength to survive Bel Ruk’s hunters. 
 
    In back-alleys, on dark streets, in any coastal city, the hunters had sought her. They had also sought the other Karchedonians who had escaped with her. Elissa and the others had prices on their heads. By decree of the Oracle, they were doomed to die on Bel Ruk’s altar, with their hearts ripped out and their skulls set on the growing pyramid. 
 
    The relentless teams of back-alley killers had helped change more than Elissa’s muscles. She had wary eyes and a lean face that seldom smiled. She’d also practiced every lethal skill taught her by the troubadour until she’d often turned on her pursers. Instead of a deer, the killers had found a panther. Even better, Elissa’s claws had proven longer and sharper each time. 
 
    She had only one secret longing. She wanted to twist a garrote around Himilco Nara’s throat. She wanted to listen to his heels drum on the ground as the traitor choked out his miserable life. 
 
    Elissa banked the skay. Despite her secret wish, she dreaded discovering evidence that the traitorous priest had come to Mogador. It would mean almost certain death for all of them. The news from Settra of the Hundred Gates had finally dried up. But not before a terrifying hint had warned them of Bel Ruk’s growing interest in Mogador. 
 
    Elissa flew high on the updrafts. She flew to where vultures became tiny dots to those on the ground. The ground was cracked soil, rocks and drifting sand. The Great Sand Belt known as the Zhaarken Desert fought its own war against Dar Sai. Year by year, the desert inched its desolation a little farther north. Elissa had spoken to a sage. He said the nomad peoples overgrazed the sparse terrain during drought seasons. That slew bushes, palm trees, grasses and weeds. The hot winds did the rest. Other folk told her the Great Sand Belt was a crafty demon. It plotted with a desert’s patience to devour the unwary and to increase its domain. 
 
    The terrain below was not the true desert. Mogador was north of the far-stretching Zhaarken Desert. The town was a depot for caravan traders who traveled to the southlands through the blistering sands. Many of the surviving Karchedonians had ended up in Mogador. Those who hadn’t were dead or on the other side of the Great Sea. 
 
    From her belt, Elissa unclipped a canteen and sipped hot water. She swished the water in her mouth before gulping it down. A harness secured her torso to the skay and her feet rested in a sling so she lay prone underneath the triangular wing. She clipped the canteen to her belt and reached for her other hip. She unclipped a brass tube there. With a twist, she unwound its sling. This, she slipped over her head in case she lost her grip. Only then did she unscrew the special cap. 
 
    Elissa had stripped every slain hunter she could of all his valuables. The stolen coins had helped purchase the skay and her spyglass. It came from Tanjore, a southern land noted for its clever devices. 
 
    Elissa gripped the glass. By manipulating it, she could elongate the tubes or shorten them. That rearranged the distances of the polished lenses in the sectioned tubes, which allowed her to see clearly at varying distances. It was very ingenious. 
 
    The caravan threaded through the wastes far below, heading toward Mogador. It likely came from Settra. According to the latest news, Settra still resisted the Nasamon Horde. That was surprising, because the city of a hundred gates was closer to Karchedon than other conquered cities. Elissa supposed it was because most of those places were on the southern coast of the Great Sea, situated in grasslands. Settra was in a mountainous land, the best wells protected by its walls. The mountains made poor cavalry country, which was obviously the strongest arm of the Nasamon Horde. 
 
    Elissa put the small end of the spyglass to her right eye and shut her left. The caravan leapt into view. Camel riders, desert nomads belonging to the Lesser Zants, wore protective headgear and billowing white robes. The wagon drivers were different. They were much too large and broad-shouldered to be Zants or Nasamons. There was one particularly massive wagon. It had eight giant wheels and a twenty-mule team. 
 
    What is it hauling, elephants? 
 
    She studied a wagon driver, looked at another and found her reward with the third. As the driver sat on a buckboard, he took off a broad-brimmed hat and wiped his forehead. His hair was flaming red. In her experience, only Gepids had hair of such an outlandish color. 
 
    From everything Elissa had learned these last two years, if Gepids appeared, Himilco wasn’t far behind. The traitor had been to three sieges, using his sorcerous arts each time. 
 
    Did the presence of these Gepids imply that Himilco was coming to Mogador? 
 
    Her heart beat faster and faster until Elissa gave her head an almost imperceptible shake. She was a scout. A scout assembled information. She did not attempt to decipher the meaning immediately. Therefore, she continued to study the wagons. By their lurch and the strain of the mules, the wagons seemed to be extra-heavy. What kind of cargoes did they possess? 
 
    After several minutes, she realized there was no way she could figure that out from up here. It was time to study the horsemen. 
 
    They were clearly Nasamons, which was interesting indeed. Since gutting Karchedon, the Nasamons had spread outward in an endless tide of conquest. The battles had devoured more horses than they had of Bel Ruk’s warriors. Now, it was true that some Nasamon tribes hadn’t joined in the conquest. But those were few and far between. Did it make sense that a rich caravan master had hired some of those? Or was it more likely that Gepids would have Nasamon overseers? 
 
    The answer was obvious. 
 
    Elissa carefully put the spyglass back into its carrying case. During her flight, she’d shifted her body with unconscious precision. Now crosscurrents were blowing her off course. She gripped the steering strut and swung her body in order to straighten out. Instead, she lost height. Quickly she circled and found another updraft, regaining altitude. Soon, she found a steady air current to ride. She released the strut and took out the glass again. 
 
    Her reward appeared several minutes later. A giant of a man jumped out of a wagon. He wore a spiked helmet and Karchedonian temple armor. He had a long gray braid behind a massive back. That was the Gray Wolf of the Gepids, Himilco Nara’s chief bodyguard. 
 
    Elissa shortened her glass and put it away for good. Grabbing the steering strut, she banked the skay. It was time to return to Mogador and warn the others. Disaster rode in the wagons. Himilco Nara was coming to the desert depot. 
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    On the sunbaked trail where wagons creaked, mules brayed and camels made their strange cries, the Gray Wolf climbed into a covered wagon. During the last two years, he’d gained a few more lines on his seamed face. Otherwise, he hadn’t changed. 
 
    The same could not be said for Himilco Nara. He sat cross-legged with a drugged half-smile. His once sly eyes were cloudy with black lotus. He wore a turban, linen robes and slippers. With his puffy face, he seemed more like a toad than a Karchedonian sorcerer-priest. 
 
    The past two years had piled many horrors upon him. Bel Ruk had appeared on two other occasions, shining out of the metal ball in the Oracle’s hands. Few could face the spectacle for long. Yet Himilco had heard every pronouncement. Bel Ruk’s wife—the old Prophetess—continued to float over the step-pyramid. Someday, as the claim went, she would wake up and climb down to judge Bel Ruk’s followers. Himilco knew that day would mean his gruesome death. On four different occasions, he’d sent secret assassins to slay the Prophetess. Protective magic had warded off every attempt, heightening Himilco’s fears. 
 
    He blinked like a toad as he sat on a cushion. He held a large emerald in his lap. Coffins stacked one on top of another filled the wagon. There was a narrow lane for him to sit and the Gray Wolf to walk. Barbarians, Gepids, lay in the coffins. No barbarian breathed because each had an obscenely large beetle squatting on his forehead. Each beetle had stabbed its stinger into its host’s forehead, keeping the stinger embedded throughout the journey. 
 
    If the beetles weren’t bad enough, a dragon rode in the largest wagon. That wagon was huge, with eight gigantic wheels of special design. The dragon could speak as well, and it had spoken its own name, “Ophion.” Ophion claimed the warriors would awaken once the beetles removed their stingers. The Gepids would be as ferocious as ever, it proclaimed. 
 
    Himilco had received Ophion’s information with his same half-smile and the same dulled eyes. The dragon had emerged out of the deep tunnels in the Temple Mount. Himilco’s introduction to the dragon had been the first time he had heard of the tunnels and that such a monster lived under Karchedon. After the introduction, he had climbed the step-pyramid and studied the Prophetess’ scepter, with its ancient dwarf dragon skull. Ophion’s head was much larger, perhaps a different species altogether. 
 
    A horse neighed outside Himilco’s wagon. A moment later, the flap drew back and Dabar of the Zama clan entered. He had added a tattoo to his round head and the greasy lock of hair he grew from the back of his head was longer than before. He wore a leather tunic and kept his small elephant-hide shield strapped to his left arm. Dabar had risen in rank. He was beloved of Bel Ruk and trusted by Ophion. Pinned to the tunic was the blue glass star ornament he had ripped off Himilco’s belt two years ago. 
 
    Dabar eyed the Gray Wolf. The Gepid towered over the Nasamon, his features impassive. The Nasamon’s eyes glittered with malice. Then, he regarded Himilco on his cushion. 
 
    “Did she see him?” Dabar asked, as he jerked a thumb at the Gray Wolf. 
 
    Himilco appeared not to hear the question. 
 
    “Suffete,” Dabar said. 
 
    Himilco gave another of his toad-like blinks. 
 
    “Do you have a hidden supply of lotus?” Dabar asked. 
 
    After leaving Settra of the Hundred Gates, the dragon in the giant wagon had demanded Himilco’s black lotus supply. Himilco had meekly handed it to Dabar. He understood the reason for the demand: Ophion wanted another leash on him. Ophion distrusted him because the dragon needed a sorcerer to keep the middle wagon properly inhabitable. Every day, Himilco renewed the spell that made the inside of the wagon jungle-humid. Himilco was certain the dragon could cast the spells, but the creature wanted him to use his magic. The dragon distrusted everything and everyone except for Dabar. 
 
    “Did the Rhune see him?” Dabar asked. 
 
    The wagon lurched and swayed, causing many of the coffins to creak. Himilco stared into the emerald. Gold encircled it. Impressed in the gold were powerful mystic symbols. The Oracle owned the dragonhead staff, and none had ever found the Gauntlet of Ice, at least as far as Himilco knew. What Himilco did possess was the wonderful Emerald of Vision. On his instructions a year ago, the Gray Wolf and his warriors had looted the abode of a sorcerer of Lixus to obtain it. 
 
    Himilco stared into the emerald’s depths. In it sailed a flying craft. Attached to the craft was the daughter of Zarius Magonid, a half-Rhune of the royal line. 
 
    “She saw him,” Himilco intoned. The Emerald of Vision had a three-league radius of sight. He had easily found the little spy watching them. 
 
    “You’re certain of this?” Dabar asked. “She can recognize an individual from the great height?” 
 
    The device she had used had intrigued Himilco. He wouldn’t bother explaining it to this desert scum. 
 
    “Tell your master she saw the Gray Wolf,” Himilco said firmly. 
 
    Dabar scowled. “Your days are numbered, priest. Yours are numbered as well,” he told the Gray Wolf. “You should have skewered me when you had the chance in Karchedon. I never forget my enemies.” 
 
    “That was years ago,” Himilco said, realizing he had spoken a moment ago with too much malice. It was wiser to lull one’s enemies. “I have already forgotten our little misunderstanding.” 
 
    Dabar gave a sharp bark of laughter. “That is the black lotus speaking. Believe me when I say, I forget…nothing. Time will deliver you into my hands. This I predict with ease.” Leering, the Nasamon drew a small packet from the pouch at his side. “This must last you three days.” 
 
    Himilco held out a hand. Dabar dropped the packet. Himilco’s fingers tightened around the precious lotus. “Why does Ophion want them to know I’m coming?” 
 
    “Go ask him if you’re so curious,” Dabar said. 
 
    Without the black lotus in his system, Himilco would have shuddered. Speaking face-to-face with Ophion horrified him. Inside Ophion’s wagon, it was much too alien. He hated every encounter with the winged monster, the dark dragon. 
 
    Dabar watched him too closely. The filthy Nasamon reported to Ophion. He was the dragon’s eyes and ears. 
 
    Knowing what the Nasamon wanted and therefore what Ophion desired, Himilco opened the packet. He poured grains of powder onto a mirror. 
 
    With a frown, the Gray Wolf brushed past Dabar and jumped outside. 
 
    Steadying himself, Himilco snorted the drug. His eyelids fluttered and drool spilled out of the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “You are a weak man, priest,” Dabar said. “It puzzles me why our god uses a drugged creature like you. Soon, your uses will vanish in a lotus-haze. I will be waiting then and you shall be mine.” So saying, Dabar strode to the exit and jumped past the heavy curtain. A moment later, hooves drummed on the sand. 
 
    Himilco’s frozen smile grew. He had been a sorcerer before he was a priest. Any sorcerer worth his spells was also a magician. It was the easiest thing in the world to practice a little sleight-of-hand. He’d snorted nothing but illusions. Dabar thought him stupefied, and soon, so would Ophion. The dragon wished him black-powdered until he needed a tame sorcerer to practice spells. 
 
    Himilco rubbed his hands. Lately, he had been using less black lotus than anyone realized, only enough to affect his eyes under scrutiny. It was his secret, and it was one he planned to use to the full. He wanted to know what was so important about Mogador that the dragon would journey here. He was certain it involved hidden magic. Ophion must have ulterior motives. Everyone did. More than anything, Himilco wanted sorcerous power in order to end his subservience to Bel Ruk. 
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    Elissa spiraled downward from the clouds. To the south lay her destination: Mogador. She wouldn’t land there, choosing a spot outside the city instead. Then she would ride in on a donkey. Few in the town knew about her skay, and she wanted to keep it that way. 
 
    Mogador rested between five low hills that bloomed with carefully watered palm trees and juniper grass. Between the hills, an old mud-brick wall protected the town. The guards could be found in the shade, complacently slumbering or idling away the hours playing dice. Behind the wall rose flat mud-brick homes, larger storehouses and corrals for camels, mules and a few precious horses. The caravan depot descended in terraces toward a spring-fed lagoon in the center of town. Near the lagoon were vegetable plots for the richest citizens. Long ago, an enterprising merchant had seeded the lagoon with carp. Those now fed the priests whose strange, onion-domed temple stood beside the lagoon’s single dock. 
 
    The priests were a mysterious and closed society of old men and young acolytes. They were dusky-skinned and fervent, wearing black cassocks and hoods. They seldom ventured outside the temple and received few from Mogador inside their walls. Pilgrims from Tanjore trickled across the Great Sand Belt to present the priests with gifts. Some of those gifts were specialized tools: tiny picks, pliers and minuscule chisels. It was said a giant wheel moved inside the temple. Steam powered the wheel and caused rods to move back and forth. 
 
    The priests served Ankey, an old Carazian god whom they believed permitted Mogador’s existence. Ankey, it was said, had given the Carazians the knowledge to build the pyramids and canals that watered the garden plots along the Nerv River. In Elissa’s opinion, Ankey seemed like a strange desert god. He was a patron of blacksmiths, bricklayers and artisans of intricate devices. There were odd legends concerning Ankey, stories about the god forging metal men and witch-fire axes. 
 
    To the south of the five low hills lay the Great Sand Belt. In this region bordering the Zhaarken, nomadic Zant eked out an existence. Sometimes, they acted as caravan guards. At other times, the Zant created the very need for guards because of their swift camel raids. 
 
    Wealth determined status in Mogador and determined whether one lived on the lower terraces near the water or the upper ones where the poor and the beggars dwelled. A community of Karchedonian refugees thrived on the second terrace. They’d erected a wall around their small community and thereby created resentment. The hard-eyed soldiers who guarded the wall kept the resentment to a grumble or at most to a fist-pounding tirade in a dimly-lit tavern. 
 
    Most of Mogador’s citizens were a mongrel mixture of Zant, Nasamon and the hard-luck addition of Karchedonian and other coastal merchants. The citizens of Mogador were wise in the ways of the desert, crafty traders nearly as money-cunning as the greatest Karchedonians, and prone to taking bribes. 
 
    Elissa grounded her skay two miles outside of town, alighting on a bleak hill. She disassembled the glider and hid the parts in a hole. Then she donned a billowing robe, untethered a donkey and traveled to the town’s western gate. She appeared as a down-at-the-heels mercenary, using a dented scabbard to hold a rattling sword. A dirty veil concealed her face, and her boots were rattier than many of the beggars’. 
 
    She reached the Karchedonian compound without trouble. Soon enough she stood in the magistrate’s house, in his bedroom that seemed more like a shrine. A hundred candles flickered. Among them stood idols of Issek of Nehwon, a god of healing that resembled a gaunt barbarian. In the quiet of the candle-lit bedroom and amid a faint odor of decay, Elissa relayed her information. 
 
    The former magistrate of Karchedon, the white-bearded noble who had befriended her on the quay, lay in bed. The past two years had devoured his health, first turning him into a stooped old man and then a dried husk of what he had once been. Heavy blankets imprisoned him, retaining what little warmth his body generated. His wrinkled head lay almost hidden in a fluffy Lokharian pillow. 
 
    On the other side of the bed sat his son, a middle-aged man with a sour expression. The son was included in the council for two reasons. He was the magistrate’s heir, and he had befriended a priest of Ankey who had aided them in the past. An old soldier the same age as the magistrate sat beside the son. The soldier was wearing a robe and also lacked his former strength. But in the Karchedonian community, he commanded respect. Two years ago, the soldier had fought past the remnants of the Tyrant’s quinqueremes. Everyone who had been aboard the scratch-fleet owed his or her existence to the soldier’s tactical brilliance. 
 
    As Elissa finished her tale, the magistrate managed a sickly grin. Instead of giving him the illusion of life, it showed his nearness to death. 
 
    “You failed to spot the traitor,” the son said. 
 
    Elissa said nothing to that. She knew the son hated her and desperately feared Bel Ruk’s hunters. If given a chance, she was certain he would bargain with Himilco. 
 
    “How many soldiers did you see?” the magistrate whispered. 
 
    “I counted thirty Nasamons.” 
 
    “One horse per rider?” the son asked. 
 
    “Three horses per rider,” Elissa said. “They’re nomads.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” the son asked with a scowl. 
 
    “When one horse grows tired,” the old soldier said, “the nomad switches to another. With such customs, they can cover ground fast.” 
 
    “I suspect duplicity,” the son said. “Meaning, there could have been more Nasamons in hiding. The extra mounts are for them.” 
 
    “I doubt any hid in the wagons,” Elissa said. 
 
    “I would ride in the wagons,” the son said. 
 
    “You’re not a Nasamon,” Elissa said. “Only the infirm and the very old ride in wagons. A warrior rides a horse.” 
 
    “They are clever tacticians. They might have hidden to fool you.” 
 
    “Not even Nasamons have eagle sight,” Elissa said. “No one saw me.” 
 
    “You saw them.” 
 
    “I had a spyglass and knew where to look.” 
 
    “Why couldn’t they have similar glasses?” 
 
    “Peace,” the magistrate whispered. “We can rest assured they failed to spot our Rhune. We’ve seen the heights she can reach, where she seems just like a soaring dot of a vulture.” 
 
    The son hesitated. 
 
    “You do have a point, though,” Elissa told the son. “I saw the Gray Wolf. That means there are likely more Gepids. The northern barbarians are notoriously fair-skinned and sunburn easily. It is conceivable some hid in the wagons.” 
 
    “Can you guess as to their number?” the magistrate asked. 
 
    Elissa tried to estimate. It would have been a long journey from Settra. With so many horses to water and feed along the way, there couldn’t be that many Gepids crammed among the needed supplies. 
 
    “Twenty more Gepids,” she said, “maybe twenty-five more.” 
 
    “Counting the Nasamons’ thirty, that’s fifty-five fighters altogether,” the magistrate whispered. 
 
    “Hardened killers all,” the son said, “barbaric butchers backed by Bel Ruk’s top sorcerer. That’s more than the merchants of Mogador will want to face. We have to flee.” 
 
    “No,” the magistrate whispered. “We have surprise on our side. Surprise is a precious military commodity.” His eyes flickered to the old soldier. “We must ambush the caravan.” 
 
    “There are one hundred of us left who can still push a spear,” the old soldier said. “If we added the Mogador guards on the wall—” 
 
    “They’ll never help us,” the magistrate said. “Our story has leaked out. At this point, many of the merchants would sell us out to Bel Ruk’s hunters. No. We have to do this alone. That means we must ambush the caravan alone.” 
 
    Elissa nodded in agreement. 
 
    “The Rhune said they have Gepids,” the son complained. “One northern barbarian is worth three civilized fighters.” 
 
    “We’ll ambush them in the upper town,” the old soldier said. “We’ll hit them at the stables as they relax. That will nullify the Nasamons’ asset as horsemen.” 
 
    “That’s madness,” the son said. “Fighting a battle in town will ruin our welcome here.” 
 
    “The loot,” the old soldier said. “We’ll split the loot with the merchants of Mogador. That will purchase their pleasure with our actions.” 
 
    “That will gain us Bel Ruk’s wrath,” the son countered. “They’ll send more next time, and they’ll capture us. We shall die tortured to death in—” 
 
    “Don’t you understand the opportunity?” the magistrate asked, straining to raise his head off the pillow. “Himilco Nara is the traitor who stole your birthright. He gave our city to those—” The strain proved too much. The magistrate head sank into the pillow as he began to cough and wheeze. 
 
    “Your words are killing my father,” the son accused Elissa. 
 
    “No,” Elissa said. “Your cowardice is doing it.” 
 
    As his father wheezed, the son shot to his feet. The massed candlelight emphasized his anger. “You can’t insult me in my own house.” 
 
    “It would be impolite to do that,” Elissa agreed. “But it is still your father’s house, not yours.” 
 
    The son glanced at the old soldier and then glared at her. “When he’s gone…” 
 
    “Enough,” the magistrate whispered. He managed to snake a skeletal hand out from under the blanket and wipe his lips. “I’m still here.” 
 
    The others watched him. 
 
    He visibly gathered strength. Perhaps the god of healing blessed him with some final shred of health. “We must bribe the guards at the gate to gain their help in a fight,” the magistrate said. “My son is right. We cannot start a war in town. That will create too much resentment. We have to do the fighting outside.” 
 
    “You’re saying that we should attack outside the city?” the old soldier asked. 
 
    “With the wall behind you, it will help nullify the Nasamon horses,” the magistrate said. 
 
    The old soldier peered into space, no doubt envisioning the situation. “They’ll have the wagons.” 
 
    “Those will be strung out,” the magistrate said, “and coming down the hill. A swift charge should catch them napping.” 
 
    “Yes,” the old soldier said. “It could work. And as you say, they’ll be coming down a hill while facing a wall. Not much of a wall, but it is still something. That will squeeze the range of the horsemen.” 
 
    “Will your priest help us?” the magistrate asked his son. 
 
    The priest of Ankey was something of a sorcerer. At least, he had deployed a strange tube before that had discharged a malignant force with a thunderous clap of sound. It had slain a man, tearing a ragged hole in his chest. If the priest could use the sorcerous tube on Himilco… 
 
    “It might take gold,” the son said slowly. “I doubt he’s eager to face the traitorous sorcerer. If Himilco is actually there,” the son told Elissa. 
 
    “Can you think of a better ambush site?” the magistrate asked the old soldier. 
 
    “Not with their cavalry,” the soldier said. “Bribe the guards and have our men charge out of the gate. It could work.” 
 
    “It has to work,” the magistrate said, his red eyes staring. 
 
    “It will surprise them,” the soldier said. “That much is certain. Surprise can seldom be underestimated in a fight.” He turned to Elissa. “How long before they’re here?” 
 
    “Some time toward dusk,” she said. 
 
    “Hmm,” the old soldier said, as he tapped his chin. “That’s even better. Men panic faster as twilight settles. Yes. A gate ambush. I’m for it.” 
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    Elissa crouched behind a palm tree at the top of the hill. To the east, on the plains, a half-tamed ostrich made its strange, hissing croak. To the west, the bloated sun sank into the horizon. It got dark fast at the edge of the desert. Once the sun departed, it also cooled quickly. But it wasn’t dark yet. Long shadows stretched eastward from rocks, palm trees and the stalled caravan out on the flats before the five hills. 
 
    What are they doing? 
 
    Elissa wore dark garments, with sheathed knives, razors and various poisons hidden on her person. What she lacked was the spyglass. Now she wished she had brought it. She hadn’t felt the need earlier. In the midst of battle, she didn’t want the delicate instrument smashed or crumpled. 
 
    Not that she would pick up a spear. Rhunes seldom fought in massed ranks. It was the thought of catching Himilco unawares that had brought her out here. To slip a garrote around his neck, to twist it until he died, ah, the thought heightened her desire. She was the most forward scout for the Karchedonians. 
 
    Elissa kept behind her palm tree in relation to the killers out there. What were they doing? The drivers had massed six wagons in front, six in the middle and six behind. It seemed like a military formation. They had unloaded the front wagons, but with those in the way, she couldn’t tell what they had done to the middle and back wagons. She saw no evidence of cargo. The massed wagons hid everything. 
 
    A wagon moved and then they all started up again. It was too far to hear whips snap, but the drivers lashed hard enough. Maybe twenty Nasamons galloped ahead. The nomads carried javelins and elephant-hide shields. 
 
    Elissa made ready to ease away from the palm tree and sprint down the hill. She would head for the wall in the oasis between the five hills. Before she left, however, the Nasamons wheeled away, split into two groups and galloped back for the caravan. They kicked up a lot of dust, more than seemed natural. One of the riders blew a ram’s horn. The horsemen wheeled again and galloped ahead. The ostrich, who had been watching them, now sprinted for a safer clime. 
 
    It’s almost as if they’re trying to stir up dust. 
 
    Elissa froze. Dust rose, too much dust. Could a sorcerer be summoning a dust devil amidst the galloping horsemen so it would seem natural? 
 
    A cold feeling bit her. They’re trying to hide something. If that was true, logic dictated that they knew about the ambush and were taking countermeasures. Yet, how could they know? Elissa had watched the town all afternoon. No one had left Mogador to gallop for the approaching caravan to sell out the exiles. Could someone have used messenger pigeons? It seemed doubtful. What about sorcery? 
 
    The dust thickened until it was hard to spot the wagons or the horsemen. 
 
    An inner warning caused Elissa to spin on her heel and sprint downhill toward the low mud wall. The wall was six feet high, enough to halt Zant raiders on their camels. It was not meant to stop a siege. 
 
    The main wooden gate swung open. Exiled Karchedonians began to march out three abreast. 
 
    “Go back!” Elissa shouted. 
 
    If anything, the exiles marched faster. They must believe she yelled for them to hurry. 
 
    Since the initial decision to fight, the plan had undergone refinements. Before they attacked the caravan, the old soldier wanted his men formed in a phalanx. The idea was to wait just below the hill and charge the caravan as it climbed the opposite side of the hill. Because it took time to marshal one hundred men into a phalanx, the magistrate had agreed that the soldier’s was the better tactical plan. Elissa’s running downhill was the signal to begin forming the phalanx. 
 
    By the time she was halfway to the mud wall, Elissa heard drumming hooves behind her. She looked back. There was nothing but the soft breeze blowing palm-fronds on the top of the hill. She kept running. Then yipping cries alerted her as Nasamons galloped over the hill and poured down after her. 
 
    She didn’t know how, but Himilco had tricked them. Elissa sprinted faster than any exiled Karchedonian could have done. Behind her, the nimble horses galloped like gazelles. 
 
    This was the wrong place for her kind of fighting. Even so, a throwing dagger appeared in Elissa’s fist. If the riders made even one error, she would make them pay. She no longer sprinted for the gate where the Karchedonians formed ranks, but for the wall in front of her. The trail down the hill twisted like a snake before it reached the main gate. It was almost as if the Nasamons were chasing her to keep her from delivering her news to the Karchedonians. 
 
    A louder cry caused Elissa to look back. A javelin arched through the air. It was a long wooden thing, a distance javelin, propelled by the speeding horse and the expert thrower. Elissa swerved. The javelin thudded into the sandy soil where she had just been. 
 
    Now a shower of javelins flew through the air. Only one had the distance. Elissa evaded it. The mud wall loomed before her. With a catlike leap, she vaulted atop the six-foot wall, caught a mud turret and spun down behind it. The Nasamons already veered right and left, hurling their javelins while making their U-turns. 
 
    On the wall, Elissa panted. She wished one of them would come close enough so she could hurl a dagger into a neck. Instead, the horsemen galloped back up the hill. 
 
    Elissa jumped off the wall into town and sprinted for the main gate to warn the others about her premonition. 
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    Himilco took a gnarled staff of gopher-wood out of his storage chest. In the bottom lay several packets of black lotus. He hesitated as he stared at the packets. The edge of desire nibbled at him. It wasn’t yet need for the drug… 
 
    With a pang of regret, Himilco shut the chest. Things could go wrong. That was a truism of battle. Even clumsy Karchedonians, many of them old men, could upset Ophion’s plan. The Rhune was another complication. He doubted the trap had worked against her. 
 
    Himilco hefted the staff. He felt the power pulsating in it and congratulated himself on the staff’s creation for a day like today. 
 
    The Gray Wolf stuck his head in the wagon. “We’re almost ready,” he said. 
 
    “We’ve reached the hill?” 
 
    Instead of answering, the Gray Wolf gazed at him, which annoyed Himilco. The chieftain had developed the habit of keeping silent whenever Himilco said a thing a second or third time or asked a question to which he’d already received the answer. 
 
    Himilco kicked off his slippers and put on boots. He swept past the curtain and looked out. Behind them, one hundred and fifty barbarians waited. They wore temple mail and spiked helms, and carried spiked shields. None used long-swords; all carried archaic scimitars. Himilco studied the Gepids in the front rank. Some seemed dull-witted. A few rubbed their foreheads where the beetles had kept their stingers embedded. Others passed a jug, guzzling from it. Ophion said the liquor would fire their veins. 
 
    “It is time,” the Gray Wolf said. 
 
    Himilco jumped down. The two of them walked around the wagons and started up the hill. 
 
    Through the ground, Himilco felt the tramp of feet behind them. He was supposed to be dulled by the black lotus. So, he turned to the Gray Wolf and asked, “We’re to go alone?” 
 
    “Look behind you.” 
 
    Himilco glanced over his shoulder. The front-rank Gepids had livelier features than before, if more animalistic. Then a few contorted their faces and shuddered. Foam bubbled from some mouths. Others chewed the edges of their shields. The noise from that was an ugly, clacking sound: teeth on wood. Too many grunted. One howled as if demented. 
 
    “They are your men,” Himilco said. 
 
    The Gray Wolf glanced at him. 
 
    “It is wrong for a dragon to misuse your men with alien elixirs,” Himilco said. “That must anger you.” 
 
    At that moment, Dabar rode up on his horse. He pointed a javelin uphill. “It is time to use your spell, Suffete.” 
 
    Himilco composed himself as he began to chant and watch the top of the hill. The tips of gaudy feathers appeared first. Himilco knew that some of the exiles bore their old armor and helmets. Soon, the helmets appeared and then the armored men. The exiles marched two dozen wide and possibly four deep. They bore great bronze shields and leveled spears. They marched like professional soldiers. Ah, a few of the town fools had joined them. Robed bandits with shields and swords guarded the flanks. And look at this! A priest in a black robe rode a chariot, the only vehicle on the battlefield. The driver looked like the magistrate’s son. 
 
    On top of the hill, the small phalanx ground to a ragged halt. Likely, it was because of surprise at seeing so many Gepids. Himilco expected some of the exiles to turn and run. None did. Maybe it was the old commander at the front of the phalanx. He wore golden armor and defiantly raised his spear. At the signal, those in front banged the edges of their shields against their neighbors’ shields. Spears bristled as desperate men readied themselves to charge. 
 
    Before that occurred, Himilco finished chanting his spell. Balefire whooshed from his staff in a fiery ball of sulfur that blasted the lone chariot cart. The horses screamed and bolted. Both the son and the priest fell onto the sand as human torches. Himilco sent another blast. It trailed fire and smoke, the ball of fire splashing against two Karchedonian shields. The balefire showered against armor, cloaks, helmets and faces. Karchedonians fell screaming to the ground, trying to claw the balefire off their burning faces. 
 
    “Charge!” shouted the old soldier. “Kill the Gepids! Kill the traitorous priest!” 
 
    The tiny amount of black lotus in his veins affected Himilco’s judgment. Normally, he would have run away and left the battle to the soldiers. Now, he coolly stood at the bottom of the hill and blew away clumps of men as if he were a catapult raining fireballs. Then, the Gray Wolf hauled Himilco aside and sheltered him as Gepids charged uphill. The warriors ran with great bounding leaps as if they were stags chasing does. 
 
    The one hundred-man phalanx had shattered under the balefire. Burning soldiers lay on the ground. Others ran away. Some Karchedonians attacked raggedly in ones and twos. The old soldier lay dead on the ground, his golden armor smoldering. Perhaps, united behind their large shields and with bristling spears in the civilized manner, the Karchedonians could have faced the crazed Gepids. Man-on-man, they had little chance as the Gepids hit like an avalanche, sweeping the Karchedonians into oblivion. 
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    Mogador burned as the stars twinkled with indifference. Berserk killers butchered the town’s bewildered citizens. 
 
    Like a panther, Elissa watched from the roof of a mud-brick storehouse. She had warned the old soldier that this was a trap. He had shrugged and told her to keep the information to herself. He was tired of running and believed the rest of the exiles felt likewise. Maybe. They were all dead now. Elissa had witnessed the first balefire-attack that had obliterated the priest of Ankey and the magistrate’s son. After that, she had raced to the magistrate’s house to tell him the bitter news. She had been too late. The magistrate had died in his sleep. 
 
    Elissa almost fled to the rock two miles out of town. It was time to fly elsewhere. That’s what the Elissa of two years ago would have done. It wasn’t that rage gripped and provoked her to stay and die fighting. That would have negated her Rhune training. No, she decided to find out what was so important about Mogador that Himilco needed to come. Then, she would kill him if the chance arose. There would be nothing suicidal about it, although she was ready to take risks. She was only half-Rhune, after all. Tonight she planned to use that half and make the murderers realize that one of the blood warred against Bel Ruk and his fanatics. 
 
    Below, in a flame-drenched lane, a barbarian bounded after a merchant. The merchant’s robes flapped wildly. He sobbed in terror, with his arms held out and his ringed fingers spread wide as if imploring the night to save him. The barbarian had lost his spiked helmet and his humanity. His leaps were like that of some conjured beast, and his speed belied anything human. With a demented howl, the barbarian crashed upon the merchant’s back. He bore the man to the dusty lane like a beast downing its prey, and bit the man’s neck. The merchant thrashed and screamed. The barbarian snarled, and kneeling, drove his scimitar deep into the merchant’s back and into the hard-packed dirt underneath. 
 
    The sight brought bitter memories to Elissa of a time two years ago in her father’s palace. Enchantments had driven the Gepids then, but nothing like what she witnessed now. Himilco’s sorcery had grown. 
 
    With a snarl of glee, the barbarian withdrew his bloodied scimitar from the merchant. Then the warrior licked blood from the blade. 
 
    Down the same lane, a woman screamed at the sight. She held a child’s hand. The Gepid laughed like a demon, rose and stepped in the woman’s direction. 
 
    From the roof, Elissa hurled a dagger. It sank into barbaric flesh where neck met collarbone. Like a nightmare, the barbarian snarled and his head whipped around. He spotted her. Leaving the dagger in his flesh, he ran and leaped with crazed power. The fingers of his free hand clutched the edge of her two-story roof. 
 
    While staring into the snarling face, Elissa knelt and hacked with a dagger, severing fingers. The barbarian lost his grip and crashed onto the lane below. Elissa watched in horrified fascination. The warrior licked his maimed hand, looked up at her and released his scimitar. He leaped again. In mid-leap, he stiffened. He thus never grappled the edge of the roof for a second chance. He crashed upon the lane again, and in slow motion, he began to contort. 
 
    The poison coating Elissa’s thrown dagger finally began to affect him. What had taken the quick-acting poison so long to work? 
 
    The Gepid snarled weakly as he glared at her. Even while dying, all he desired was to kill. 
 
    Elissa retreated toward the center of the roof. The woman and child were gone. More demonized barbarians bounded onto the street, searching for things to kill. Donkeys, camels, merchants, beggars; the Gepids slaughtered everything. 
 
    Elissa refused to let it sicken her. She observed. She pondered, and she used the roofs and the darkness of the night to keep ahead of the butchery. What kind of enchantment or metamorphosis allowed a man to resist graybloom for so long? The barbarian hadn’t even pulled the dagger out of his neck. 
 
    Why are they killing everyone in Mogador? 
 
    Elissa slunk through the burning town like a wraith. The demonized Gepids hadn’t reached the lowest terraces yet. From various rooftops, she watched them in action. She didn’t try to intervene again. They were ground-bound killers, seldom looking up as she watched. She feared them, but her training held. 
 
    Maybe fear was like cluthe. Too much in one dose killed, but take a tiny daily amount and one became immune to all but the heaviest doses. She had taken many doses of fear throughout the years. 
 
    “Himilco Nara,” she whispered, freezing at the sight. 
 
    The traitor sat on the buckboard of a gargantuan wagon. It truly could have hauled elephants, as she’d wondered before when she’d seen it through the spyglass while flying her skay. It was like a small sailing ship. The wagon had wooden walls and a stout roof. Ten pairs of mules pulled it. The wagon had eight giant wheels each the height of a tall man. What did the wagon hold? It must be vitally important. 
 
    The Gray Wolf was driving the wagon, and a detachment of Nasamons rode in front and behind. A chieftain with a braided ponytail and a tattooed head led them. They moved through the burning street, heading down. 
 
    What could they want? What did Mogador hold that was worth sending Himilco? 
 
    Elissa crawled near the edge of a roof, trailing them, watching. If the opportunity arose, she could use a blow-dart on Himilco. She preferred, however, to garrote the priest and feel him squirm as he died. 
 
    Howls filled the night. The Gepids closed toward the center of town. It was time to move to the lower terraces, toward the lagoon. She glanced over her shoulder. Smoke billowed into the darkness as the upper terraces burned. This was just like two years ago, and that made her bitter. 
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    Himilco swayed on the buckboard as the dragon’s massive wagon trundled toward the onion-shaped Temple of Ankey. 
 
    Mogador burned and provided spectacularly morbid illumination. Giant shadows writhed on the nearing temple wall. The wall was yellow marble, not the ubiquitous mud-brick. Titanic flames reflected their dancing light off the lagoon’s waters. Screams punctuated the night. The stink of roasting flesh added to the horror of the barbarian howls. 
 
    “Don’t they ever get tired?” Himilco asked the Gray Wolf. 
 
    As they descended through the dying town, the giant beside him had become quieter and stonier. 
 
    “Those who drank Ophion’s brew hardly seem human anymore,” Himilco said. 
 
    The chieftain breathed heavily through his nose. 
 
    “I’ve read about berserkergang,” Himilco said. “It leaves the warrior limp afterward, weak, spent, hardly able to move. It makes one wonder.” 
 
    The Gray Wolf turned toward him. 
 
    “If normal berserkergang leaves a warrior limp,” Himilco said, “what will the aftereffect of turning into a demon be like?” 
 
    Something flickered deep in the Gray Wolf’s eyes. 
 
    “Will it kill them, do you think?” asked Himilco. 
 
    “No,” emanated a sibilant whisper through the wooden wall of the wagon. “My enchantments and the alchemy of the beetles’ stingers will revive them after a suitable rest in the coffins.” 
 
    “Berserk vampires,” Himilco told the Gray Wolf. 
 
    “Fully human,” whispered Ophion. “Now desist your line of inquiry, Himilco Nara, or you will ride in here with me. I cannot watch you as I prepare for battle.” 
 
    As the threat wilted his courage, Himilco managed to loft a sardonic eyebrow in the Gray Wolf’s direction. 
 
    The giant’s hands tightened around the reins. The barbarian chieftain stared fixedly at the nearing temple. 
 
    After that, Himilco remained silent. He hadn’t realized Ophion listened to him. Knowing the dragon did was worthwhile information, even at the cost of having alerted Ophion to his needling. What did the monster mean about readying himself for battle? What battle? The fight was over. 
 
    Himilco glanced at the emerald in his hands. In it, he spied the Rhune sired from Zarius’s loins. It was difficult to tell, but he believed she was following them. That took more courage than he had realized she possessed. He might have told the dragon about her. He would have told Ophion if he thought Elissa could poison him. But he had taken precautions against that. He was a sorcerer. She was just a half-trained half-Rhune assassin. He’d also decided it might come in handy to know she was here when Ophion did not. 
 
    Himilco gave a startled cry as a blue nimbus suddenly appeared like a shimmering dome. It covered the temple and the temple grounds like a protective shield. 
 
    The Gray Wolf drew rein. The mules came to a halt as they eyed the shimmering dome. The giant wagon swayed and then settled to a stop. Dabar and his Nasamons milled in confusion behind them. 
 
    The back door of Ophion’s gargantuan wagon opened like a castle gate, causing Himilco to jerk around in surprise. With a flap of leathery wings, the dragon launched itself airborne. 
 
    Nasamons cried out in fear. Many pointed at the monster. Through slitted eyes, the Gray Wolf watched the impressive beast. As he sat hunched on the buckboard, Himilco licked his lips and gripped his staff tighter. This was amazing. The wing-beats were loud and ominous. How could a thing that large fly? 
 
    An eerie hum emanated from the temple, and the blue nimbus thickened in color and now hid the onion-shaped dome and grounds. Ophion screeched like some prehistoric monster, and his powerful wings clapped together in a thunderous noise. He glowed with a red color like firelight through a ruby as his wings beat faster. A blood-red nimbus now surrounded him. Another screech deepened the color. Then Ophion swooped upon the temple. 
 
    “What happens when the two colors meet?” Himilco whispered. 
 
    The answer was swift in coming. Ophion swooped upon the temple, and his glowing red sphere of color touched the blue glow. Blue and red sparks showered into the night as static sounds grew in volume. Ophion screeched once more as he hung in the air. The blue color stopped him from advancing. That was incredible. The sparks intensified, as did the temple’s hum and the loud zapping sounds. 
 
    With a wounded-sounding screech, Ophion flapped his wings and gained height. His red nimbus was duller-colored than before, while the blue around the temple seemed undimmed. Ophion soared, clapping his wings, screeching and slowly deepening the color of his nimbus once again. 
 
    “What otherworldly sorcery does he practice?” Himilco whispered. 
 
    The dragon swooped upon the temple once more. As the colors touched, sparks showered and the awful noises increased. Himilco found the hairs on his arms standing straight up. 
 
    “The air is charged as during a lightning storm,” the Gray Wolf said, sounding awed. 
 
    Ophion screeched as the loudest sounds and sparks occurred. The temple’s hum increased, and then it turned into a high-pitched whine. At that moment, it stopped, and the blue light vanished. Ophion’s red color flickered and faded as the dragon soared away from the temple and back to the wagon. 
 
    Himilco cried out as the dragon swooped low. The wings clapped like thunder and Ophion landed on the wagon. Boards groaned in complaint as the wagon swayed back and forth. The mules brayed in terror and might have bolted. 
 
    The Gray Wolf pulled the reins, keeping the beasts in check. 
 
    The dragon’s eyes were a dull pink color, and froth blew from his maw. Slowly, ponderously, Ophion crawled for the back of the wagon, entering it. Like a closing castle gate, the door banged shut. 
 
    Himilco sat stunned at the spectacle. This was incredible. 
 
    Then Dabar reined his horse beside them. Several of his Nasamons galloped for the temple. 
 
    That awoke Himilco from his stupor. His greed ignited. There was magic in the temple. The sorcerous battle just now proved it. He began to climb down. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Dabar cock his head. It seemed as if the Nasamon was listening to an inner voice. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Dabar asked. 
 
    “I would like to take a look inside,” Himilco said. 
 
    Dabar waited and then nodded. “Take nothing until Ophion arrives.” 
 
    “He’s coming in, do you think?” Himilco asked. 
 
    “Keep your acquisitive fingers to yourself,” Dabar said. “Our lord shall appear after he rests for a moment.” 
 
    Himilco kept the astonishment off his face. Dabar would never say something that way. Did Ophion possess Dabar as Bel Ruk possessed the Oracle? 
 
    “I hear and obey,” Himilco said. 
 
    “Be sure that you do,” Dabar said. Then, he kicked his heels against his horse’s flanks and galloped for the temple with the rest of his warriors. 
 
    Himilco shook his head, trying to clear it. Then, with the gopher-wood staff in one hand and the Emerald of Vision in the other, Himilco moved toward the temple in what he hoped appeared to be a half-stupefied manner. He must play this closely if he hoped to steal some ancient and valued artifact of power. 
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    Elissa slipped over the mud wall that encircled the Temple of Ankey. 
 
    The beast—a dragon! Who would have believed such a monster existed? And the dragon used spells. Perhaps equally amazing, the priests of Ankey had fought back with sorcery. She would never have imagined such a thing, never have dreamed she’d be witness to it. 
 
    The incredible Temple of Ankey must be the reason why Himilco and his dragon had come to Mogador. Bel Ruk must have conjured the dragon, for the god was the Lord of Dragons. 
 
    Elissa had seen Himilco stagger through the temple’s front entrance. He seemed drunk. There were rumors about his using black lotus, but she didn’t think him such a fool as to addict himself to it. It must be a ploy. 
 
    Having come onto the grounds the back way, Elissa knelt beside a tombstone. Several of Ankey’s priests ran out of the back of the temple and to the lagoon. They deposited something in a rowboat. One climbed aboard, while the other shoved the boat into the lagoon. 
 
    At that moment, Nasamons with lanterns stepped out of the same back door. One of them lifted the lantern high. “You!” he shouted. 
 
    The priest in the boat ducked behind the gunwales. The other priest hiked up his robes and dashed for the gardens. 
 
    “Halt!” a Nasamon shouted. 
 
    The priest kept running. 
 
    Elissa expected the Nasamons to javelin him. Instead, two of them sprinted after the priest. 
 
    Elissa crawled on her belly as the Nasamons captured and bound the old priest. She reached the temple, slunk around a corner and ran a hand over the marble wall. It was time to gain height and see if she could drop on Himilco like a spider. 
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    This dashing about the temple struck Himilco as sacrilegious. The priests of Ankey were like giant rats, squirming into odd places, seeking bolt holes. A Nasamon would shout. A priest might squeal in panic. There would be hurried steps, perhaps the scrape of something heavy. Then pounding footsteps and rattling lanterns told of Dabar and his warriors searching for an elusive man-rat. 
 
    Already, screams outside told of intense interrogations. They were pitiful cries. Priests protecting godly secrets should stoically endure pain. To howl like a common ruffian struck Himilco as shameless. Did the priests believe in Ankey or not? 
 
    Dabar and his warriors had lit candles and torches, and hooked lanterns everywhere. Himilco paused to examine a mural of a strangely armored soldier. From head to foot, the soldier had encased himself in plate-armor. Himilco touched the picture of the odd, circular sword in the armored man’s hand. The artist had failed to show the man’s gauntleted fingers. Himilco’s mouth sagged. This wasn’t a mural of a man. In every other detail, the artist had proven himself brilliant. This was a depiction of one of the fabulous automatons, the fabled machine-man Talos. Zarius’s papers had hinted about such a thing. 
 
    Himilco turned from the mural. He peered up at the great dome. Candlelight, torches and lanterns only illuminated so high. Darkness reigned up there. Himilco took out his emerald, studying it. The Rhune scaled the outer side of the dome. She must be after him. 
 
    A rusty squeal froze Himilco. He listened, and his eyes darted back and forth. The squeal came again, to his left. 
 
    Without moving, Himilco tried to pierce the murk. Failing, he peered into his emerald again. In moments, he spotted the source of the noise. An elderly priest in red robes crouched on a set of sunken stairs. The priest peered out of a trapdoor in the floor. Slowly, the old priest lifted the trapdoor higher, this time soundlessly. 
 
    Himilco’s head snapped up. Without the emerald, he now spied the barest outline of the trapdoor. It was at the edge of the candlelight about forty feet away. 
 
    Himilco listened carefully. The screams of the priests outside had become animal-like. The sounds of Dabar’s searchers inside the temple were only distant footfalls. Normally, Himilco would keep guards nearby, especially with the prowling Rhune. Tonight, he risked being alone in order to pocket a thing of great value. Hopefully, Ophion was weak after the battle. Therefore, now was the moment to discover and tuck away powerful sorcery from the temple. 
 
    The old bearded priest in his red robes dared set the trapdoor against the floor. With slow deliberation, the priest eased up the final stairs. Soon, the old fool shut the trapdoor. 
 
    Where does he think he’s going? 
 
    Himilco might have let the priest go in order to watch him through the emerald and find out. Likely, however, despite any fatigue, Ophion would soon enter the temple. Himilco wanted to know what lay down those stairs. It was dark down there, so he couldn’t use the emerald to find out. He would have to go himself with a torch. 
 
    Therefore, he tiptoed toward the old priest. As the man straightened, letting out a sigh, Himilco jabbed his staff against the man’s back. The old priest shrieked, turned and slid a knife from his belt. Surprised, Himilco swung hard. His staff made a hollow-sounding thud against the priest’s forehead. The old man’s eyes fluttered and he crumpled at Himilco’s feet. The knife thudded as it hit the floor—it made a heavier sound than a dagger should. 
 
    Himilco reached for the dagger and hesitated. Who knew what powers resided here? He knelt. The knife seemed normal enough, although there was something odd about the blade. 
 
    Gingerly, he picked it up and noticed a button embedded in the hilt. With his thumb, he depressed the button. The knife vibrated softly and made a faint hum. The temple had hummed earlier. With a startled shout, Himilco dropped the knife. The blade plunged toward the floor, hit and the hum intensified. To Himilco’s horror, the blade sank into the hardwood floor up to its hilt. Now the hum became even louder. 
 
    Greed came to Himilco’s rescue. Despite his surprise and fear of the unknown, he believed the knife might cut through the floor and vanish forever. He grabbed the pommel before that could happen. He drew the knife out of the floor as if drawing it out of an oiled sheath. It still vibrated, but the hum had lessened. On impulse, he depressed the button. 
 
    The hum and vibration stopped. He pressed the button again. It started up again. He turned it off and it became a normal-looking knife. Himilco set the knife on the floor. On his hands and knees, he inspected the cut in the hardwood. This was incredible. 
 
    Himilco climbed to his feet. The knife was a marvel. He had to own it. Yet…Ophion had warned him. 
 
    The dragon will take my knife. 
 
    With a thudding heart, Himilco studied the unconscious priest. With shaking hands, he unbuckled the priest’s belt. He shoved the prized knife into the strange scabbard. Then he wound the straps around the scabbard and tucked it in his robe, in a hidden pocket kept for just such eventualities. 
 
    Himilco rose and stared thoughtfully at the priest. Ophion would torture the fool. The priest would break sooner rather than later. From the soft groans the old priest had made earlier, he was already in pain. Likely, life was hard for him. 
 
    “I’ll give you mercy,” Himilco whispered. 
 
    He raised his gopher-wood staff. He clutched it with both hands. Then he beat the old man’s head until he heard bones crack and saw fluids pool onto the floor. If the old priest were able, he would have surely thanked him for this relatively quick death. It was better than what Ophion would have done to him. 
 
    Now, it was time to find a torch. 
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    From high on the temple, Elissa heard screams. Himilco’s men tortured priests below. They obviously searched for knowledge concerning the temple and its sorcery. 
 
    Elissa secured a silken line to a spike driven into a marble beam. There were small windows high up here in the dome. Pigeons used them. Elissa eased past a nesting hen. It cooed softly, blind in the dark. 
 
    Elissa could see after a fashion with her better Rhune night-vision. She judged the distance to an open trapdoor and a dead priest lying beside it. She’d climbed up here just in time to see Himilco disappear down the hidden stairs. A terrible thrill of expectation boiled in her. The intensity of it surprised her. She so wanted to hear Himilco’s heels drum on the cold hard stones as she garroted him to death. 
 
    The silken line uncoiled into the darkness. Almost as quickly, she slid down the line. The end hovered seven feet off the floor. Elissa landed in a three-point crouch and swiftly covered the distance to the dead priest. 
 
    With a dagger in her grasp, she listened by the trapdoor. She heard footfalls that told her Himilco wore wooden heels. Elissa started down the narrow stairs after him, making no sound at all in her cat-soft boots. The steps wound around like a corkscrew into the earth as musty odors rose, and she felt the subterranean chamber’s damp chill. Soon, she spied the flicker of Himilco’s torch. 
 
    There were wooden wine caskets here. There were hanging sides of mutton and thick wheels of cheese. Deeper in the vault, where the arches began, were strange idols of armored soldiers. They held circular saws, and swords lacking blades. Rust coated the armor. Farther below, Himilco climbed into what looked like an exhibition display. He moved toward a stand that held a glass cube. 
 
    Elissa’s teeth flashed in a feral grin. She remembered two years ago. She remembered the kitchen maid, how grotesque the woman had looked sprawled in her own gore. Elissa vividly recalled Gepids swinging the severed heads of her half-brothers. Himilco the traitor had given the orders that had set everything in motion. 
 
    Elissa sheathed her dagger and took out the garrote. This was the Rhune essence of life. Retribution long sought and finally achieved in the best possible manner. She slipped into the display with Himilco. All around her stood rusty plate-armored suits. She could smell the traitor. Himilco hadn’t bathed in weeks. She parted her lips to whisper his name. She would loop the garrote around his neck just as she did. Before that occurred, however, the priest spun around. His dark eyes shined eerily. He pointed a staff at her. She lunged at him. 
 
    “Freeze, my darling,” he said. 
 
    Elissa froze, with every muscle, every motion perfectly caught in the act of trying to reach him. She toppled toward Himilco. Incredibly, he dropped his staff and caught her. He grunted at her weight. Then, he dragged her frozen feet across the display and propped her against a wall. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here,” he whispered. 
 
    Elissa heard him. Her body breathed, yet no matter how hard she strained, no matter how hard she tried to pry open her lips to speak, she was frozen in the same immobility as the idols around her. She should have thrown the dagger. Better yet, she should have used her blowpipe. Now the traitor had her and could begin his wicked little games. She had been a fool. Even worse, she had failed. She deserved to die. 
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    Himilco inspected the frozen girl. No, she’s a woman now. She might even be pretty if she fleshed out a little. He patted a frozen arm, the one gripping a short wire rope. He believed Rhunes called it a garrote. 
 
    “Was that for me?” he whispered. He chuckled. “Really, Elissa—oh, yes, I remember your name. Does that surprise you?” 
 
    While in her frozen line of vision, he grinned. “It does surprise you. You’re speechless. My, my, I’m touched.” 
 
    He glanced at the glass cube on the stand. He pointed at it. “Do you see that? No. I suppose you can’t. Don’t worry about not being able to answer. I’m remarkably understanding. Some call it intuitive. I knew you were coming, and I had a spell all ready. I just needed to phrase the last words. Hmm. I wonder if I froze you too much.” 
 
    He pressed a thumb against her arm. It was hard like ice, although it was still as warm as flesh. 
 
    “How remarkable,” Himilco said. “Fear seems to have added potency to my spell. I wonder if that’s a new discovery.” He leaned nearer. “I hope you’ll excuse my giddiness. It’s not every night I outwit a dragon and beard a Rhune at her own stalking game. I’m impressed with your talents. Although,” he said, wagging a finger in her face, “I’m still unhappy with you over the Gauntlet of Ice. I could have used that.” 
 
    A noise above caused Himilco to whirl in fright and aim his staff at the stairs. He waited and then checked his emerald. He glanced at Elissa propped against the wall. He cleared his throat. 
 
    “Did you examine the mural on the wall upstairs? It’s most instructive. It shows Talos, or one like him.” He laughed. “Can you imagine? These desert priests have an entire cellar full of rusted automatons.” 
 
    Himilco rubbed his chin as he stared at the cube. With a start, he grinned at Elissa. “Sorry, I fade out at times. It’s the black lotus. You have no idea how much pressure it is to live in Bel Ruk’s court. It breaks everyone. It might have broken me, but I found serenity in lotus. Soon, I’ll have to rid myself of it. It won’t be easy, but I’m the greatest sorcerer alive. I bested Zarius Magonid, who used to be the greatest. I’m about to destroy Bel Ruk’s servant Ophion.” 
 
    Himilco nodded. “They think I’m besotted with black lotus. They think I’m tame. They underestimate me—just as you underestimated me. Did you really think you could tiptoe behind me and choke me to death?” 
 
    “Tut, tut,” Himilco said, patting her frozen cheek. “I could almost be angry with you. I’m tired of people thinking they’re cleverer than I am. It helps being able to unburden myself. I could almost thank you, and I sense your sympathetic mood.” Himilco cocked his head. “Do you know that you’re a marvelous listener? I wonder if that’s because you’re Rhune, well, half-Rhune anyway. Or is it because you’re awed to be standing in the presence of the greatest sorcerer alive?” 
 
    Himilco peered at the cube. He shook his head and frowned at Elissa. “I’m afraid we’ll have to end our chat. Despite your murderous intent, I really have little desire to kill you. Don’t get your hopes up, though. I will kill you, just as I killed that fool of a priest upstairs. It’s a matter of priorities. My skin comes before everything else. Still, because you’ve served me so well just now, I’ll make your passing swift and painless.” 
 
    There was a new noise. Himilco whirled around. It sounded like…he grew pale. It sounded like a giant beast walking across a hardwood floor. He glanced around wildly. Then, he ran to an old rolled tarp and dragged it to the frozen assassin. Quickly, he levered Elissa onto her side. He rolled the tarp over her, only leaving her head exposed. He squatted beside her. 
 
    “The dragon comes and I’m sure Dabar is with him. You lie still and don’t say a word. I just realized that you know where the Gauntlet of Ice lies. Sometimes the black lotus makes me hazy. I still want the gauntlet. While we wait for them to leave, consider how much or how little you want to feel pain. I’ll thaw you out, so to speak, just enough so you can whisper in my ear. I can make it so you feel pain more than you would ever believe possible. If you’re wise, you’ll tell me right away. I wish I could tell you that torturing you will bother me. But I’ve ripped out so many hearts that a little flayed flesh means nothing.” 
 
    Himilco flipped the corner of the tarp loosely over her head and rearranged the display to disguise the assassin’s presence. Then he stood before the cube, contemplating it. He believed that’s what Ophion would be expecting him to do. 
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    Elissa wanted to scream with rage. How could she have let this drug-besotted murderer web her so easily? She was supposed to have been the spider. 
 
    Elissa couldn’t breathe, blink an eyelid or even swallow her own saliva. Yet she had seen Himilco when he’d stepped in front of her and she’d heard every rambling word. He had known she was coming. He had readied a spell. Now everything was dark. Worse, the stairs creaked ominously. 
 
    How could the dragon squeeze through the opening? 
 
    A grim, overpowering presence filled the cellar. The dragon was here. 
 
    “Himilco Nara,” the dragon said in its deep voice. 
 
    “The cube,” Himilco said. He sounded different. He sounded stupider, drugged. 
 
    He’s playacting, Elissa realized. 
 
    “You have disobeyed my instructions,” the dragon said. 
 
    “My fingers have touched nothing,” Himilco said. 
 
    “You picked up a baan.” 
 
    Knuckles rapped against hollow-sounding metal, likely against one of the rusty armor-suits. “So that’s what these are called,” Himilco said. 
 
    “Your deceptions are futile,” the dragon said. 
 
    “What is a baan?” 
 
    “Now we enter a new relationship, Himilco. Behold this.” 
 
    “If that’s a Sivishean crossbow,” Himilco said, “it lacks a bow and a bolt.” 
 
    Elissa heard a hiss and then the crumple of a falling body. 
 
    “He is unhurt,” the dragon said. “Search him. Hand me the baan. It will look like a knife. Then take him to his wagon. Return with several drivers and carry…that one.” Claws rattled against hollow metal, an armor-suit. “Take this one too. Afterward, fire the temple.” 
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    The freeze spell began to wear off as flames roared above and as chunks of masonry thudded against the temple floor, the cellar’s ceiling. Elissa tried to move faster. Her fingers twitched. She concentrated and managed to move an elbow. Slowly, she dragged the edge of the tarp off her head. 
 
    A chunk of masonry smashed through the ceiling and clanked against a rusted automaton. Marble pieces ricocheted. With an arrow’s speed, one piece hissed past Elissa’s face. Intensified roars of fire came through the hole up above. Heat billowed downward. 
 
    Elissa swallowed in a numbed throat. She had to escape now or die. She crawled as smaller marble pieces rattled against the ceiling. The foul freeze spell had rusted her joints. She tried to crawl faster. Then, she fell off the display and onto the dirt floor. She couldn’t stand yet, but she crawled to the wine caskets. By the time she reached them, her joints had loosened enough for her to sway onto her feet. An axe lay nearby. She lifted it, needing both arms, and hammered the cask until wine sprayed. She tasted it. She went to another cask and did the same. She smashed them until the juice of the grapes sprayed out, and not flammable wine. She doused herself with purple grape juice, soaking her garments, her hair. Then she headed for the stairs, finally able to move freely. 
 
    She opened the trapdoor into a flame-roaring hell and billowing waves of heat. There was nothing elegant about it. She ran past licking fire and jumped through a wall of flames. Marble rained. A stone-sized chunk rebounded off the floor like a spent catapult ball and hit her leg, dashing her to the floor. Her shin throbbed like crazy, and it bled, but the bone was whole. She leaped to her feet as her garments smoldered. The heat was suffocating. Her throat was raw, maybe blistered. She dodged another ricocheted marble chunk and burst out of the temple. 
 
    If the dragon had left guards, they could have easily slain her. Fortunately, she was alone. 
 
    Smoke hid the morning sun. The upper terraces of Mogador looked like the charred remains of a giant campfire. Elissa staggered to the lagoon and fell in. The cooling liquid was heavenly. She lazed there, idly watching the water around her turning purple as it leached the juice from her clothes, hair and skin. 
 
    Soon, she waded ashore and watched the temple burn. Later, she spied a smashed rowboat on the other side of the lagoon. A thought struck. Last night, the priests had tried to hide ancient artifacts. What had happened to the priest of Ankey in the boat? What might he have done if he thought invaders would capture him? 
 
    Elissa stripped off her garments and waded into the lagoon. The water was cool against her thighs. She studied the water. It was spring-fed clear, the juice having already dissipated. 
 
    As she stood there, Elissa exhaled and inhaled several times. Soon, she felt lightheaded. She held her breath and dove underwater. As she kicked down, she opened her eyes. Everything was blurry. She kicked and used her hands. Then she grabbed her nose, squeezed and blew air against it. That made her ears pop so they no longer hurt. 
 
    There, by those rocks—slowly flapping red cloth waved. The air burned in her lungs now. She relaxed as best she could and continued flutter kicking. 
 
    The need for air was strong. She should turn around. She swallowed, and released a tiny bit of air. That eased the urgency a little, enough. 
 
    Just a little more, she told herself. 
 
    She touched the cloth, kicked again, and lifted something heavy in the cloth. She turned and used her feet to push against the bottom of the lagoon. She shot upward for the surface, frantic for air now. 
 
    Her head broke the surface and she gasped. It felt glorious just to breath. Slowly, she swam to shore, dragging the bundle and herself to her clothes. 
 
    After drying off and donning her garments, she examined her catch. It was a short-handled spear. The handle was metal, the length of her forearm. The spearhead was just as long, and it was black with strange and sinister runes etched into it. It didn’t seem like a throwing weapon, more like a close-fighting spear as some warriors used short swords. 
 
    Elissa thought about testing the blade’s sharpness with her thumb. But those runes made it seem like a bad idea. Carefully, she rewrapped the red cloth around the spear and put it in a small pack. 
 
    She slunk through the charred town afterward, keeping to the shadows. Wheel tracks through soot and ash showed where the invaders had driven their wagons to the lagoon and out again. In time, Elissa hid behind the mud-brick wall and spied the enemy wagons. 
 
    A handful of Nasamons deposited unconscious or dead Gepids into coffins. They carefully put something onto each corpse, then closed the lid and hauled the coffin into a wagon, one after another after another. If the barbarians were dead, why load them? Why not burn them? The Gepids were mercenaries, and she knew Himilco wasn’t sentimental. Maybe it had something to do with their transformation into demonic warriors. That was a horrifying thought—that they could rise again. Since Bel Ruk’s awakening, these kinds of evils had multiplied. 
 
    Her father might have known how to soothe Bel Ruk. She had no idea, and wondered how far the bloody conquest would spread before it burned out or Bel Ruk walked across Dar Sai with annihilating power. 
 
    Before long, the wagons headed south, moving in the direction of the Great Sand Belt. What could Himilco or the dragon want out there? 
 
    Elissa considered her options. The traitor had patted her cheek. He had gloated, and frozen her as if she were a child. His Gepids had slaughtered the exiles, and now a dragon—no doubt a creature of Bel Ruk—had finished the destruction. 
 
    The earlier battle between the dragon and the temple priests of Ankey showed…something significant. What, though? What did it have to do with Bel Ruk and with Himilco? 
 
    What should I do? Where should I go? Everyone I know is dead. 
 
    Elissa’s thoughts hardened as late morning shifted to hot afternoon. This setback changed nothing. She owed Himilco Nara a blood debt, and she would pay it in full. Or die in the trying. 
 
    After the wagons departed, she gathered mules from various places. In the town wreckage, she found water-skins, dried dates and crusty bread. She loaded her finds onto the mules and trekked to the barren hill two miles out of town where she pulled out her sectioned skay. Then she unloaded everything. She would rest the night and begin tomorrow. It was better if they got a good head start. She would trail a day behind and use her skay to scout. She would kill Himilco Nara, and if she could, she would solve the mystery of the dragon and its hatred of the priests of Ankey. 
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    Himilco thrashed in his wagon. Two merciless Gepids held him down as mucus dripped from his nose. His eyes watered and he sweated a foul stench. 
 
    “Give me lotus,” Himilco wept. His throat was raw. He shivered uncontrollably even though the sun baked the wagon. 
 
    Once, the Gepids had cowered at his commands. Now, they stared at him stonily. Himilco let himself go limp as he attempted cunning and waited for them to relax their grip. One did. Himilco lashed out and kicked the man in the chin. As the Gepid rolled back, Himilco tried to free himself. The unhurt Gepid slapped his face, stunning him by the action. Then, the kicked Gepid revived and latched powerful hands onto his ankles. 
 
    “No,” Himilco moaned. “Give me black lotus.” 
 
    Neither barbarian spoke. 
 
    This went on for many nightmarish hours, for what seemed like days. Himilco fouled himself. He screamed until his raw throat only allowed him to whisper, and even that felt like razor blades. He drank gallons of water and sweated it back out. 
 
    Finally, one day during mid-morning, Himilco huddled miserably in a corner. He sweated, but from the heat, not his withdrawal. He was alone. He wore crumpled linen garments and he was barefoot. He rubbed his bloodshot eyes. The wagon was motionless. He frowned. It hadn’t moved…for an entire day, he realized. 
 
    Despite his stiff joints, Himilco climbed to his feet. He peered outside and winced at the sunlight. Like a mole, he withdrew into the comfort of the wagon and rubbed his aching eyes. By degrees, he accustomed himself to the brightness until he could look outside. The wagons surrounded a small pond of a desert oasis. 
 
    What are we doing out here? 
 
    Himilco counted seven palm trees and numerous bushes. The mules, horses and Nasamons waited in the shade. There was no sign of the camels or their riders. 
 
    They were obviously in the Great Sand Belt and therefore far from Karchedon. What did Ophion want out here? It made no sense. Did the dragon work counter to the wishes of Bel Ruk? 
 
    What had happened to the Rhune? At Ophion’s orders, the Nasamons had fired the Temple of Ankey. But she was Rhune, a master assassin, and had likely escaped death in some incredible manner. An elementary rule was to watch your enemies die. Never leave them to die a slow death because that gave them a chance to escape. By the time he had recovered from Ophion’s magic, they had left burnt Mogador behind them. Until Himilco confirmed her death, he would assume Elissa lived and therefore tracked him. She would desire revenge now more than ever. 
 
    Himilco shuffled into the depths of the wagon. He drank warm water and blanched at the sight of bread. On impulse, he unlocked his chest. In it lay the staff and emerald, but no lotus. He might have taken the emerald to search for Elissa. Not yet. His mind was too tender for that now. 
 
    It had been years since he had been fully clean of lotus. The reality of the situation startled him. The Prophetess had used him. Bel Ruk had used him. Ophion no doubt thought he was cunning. The dragon had stolen the baan and taken his lotus. Himilco stirred, and his lined face became mulish. The game wasn’t over, not by a long shot. He would begin again with a new plan. He always did. 
 
    He would start by repairing his fences with the Gepids. After a short rest, he went outside and apologized to the warrior he had kicked in the face. 
 
    “You helped me,” Himilco told the barbarian. They stood by the pond in the narrow shade of a palm tree. Beyond the oasis was shifting sand. “The black lotus was a curse, and by your effort, the curse has been lifted from me.” 
 
    The Gepid muttered his acceptance of the apology. 
 
    Himilco gave him a wry grin. “I have a bad reputation. Therefore, allow me to show my gratitude in a more meaningful manner.” Himilco pressed a double-weight Cyrenean owl in the barbarian’s palm. 
 
    The Gepid brightened and nodded. 
 
    “I didn’t deserve your help,” Himilco said. “I’ve been arrogant and ungrateful. But I’m going to remember those who helped me.” 
 
    Himilco considered a similar ploy with Dabar. The trouble was the Nasamon would want Himilco to slash his own throat to prove his sincerity. Therefore, there was no point trying to make amends. 
 
    Several hours later, the Gray Wolf entered the wagon. He dragged a stool near and sat down. 
 
    “Do you know why we traveled here?” Himilco asked. 
 
    The impassive barbarian chief stared at him. “I ordered your black lotus destroyed, not the dragon. As long as you can cast the needed spells, I doubt he cares what happens to you.” 
 
    Himilco blinked in surprise. This was news. 
 
    The Gray Wolf showed him the double-weight gold owl Himilco had given the warrior. 
 
    “You, too, have my thanks,” Himilco said. “I am grateful for all that you have done for me.” 
 
    The Gray Wolf studied him. Finally, he said, “We have survived troubles before. Surely, we shall survive this desert.” 
 
    “You have my hand on that,” Himilco said. He held out a pudgy hand, and the Gray Wolf dwarfed it in his grip. They shook solemnly and traded knowing glances. 
 
    Can Ophion hear our words through his dragon magic? Himilco wondered. 
 
    It was a shocking thought. So was the idea that the Gray Wolf realized as much and had acted accordingly. The chieftain was more cunning than he looked, or perhaps circumstances had sharpened the warrior’s craftiness. Soon, the Gray Wolf departed the wagon. 
 
    Himilco took out his staff and tapped the end against one of the coffins. A Gepid was within, with a beetle on his forehead, a stinger in his flesh. 
 
    What did he know about Ophion? Precious little. 
 
    Himilco read as befitted a priest and a sorcerer. He did not read as much as Zarius Magonid had. The old suffete’s library…it once filled several rooms in a palace on the Temple Mount. Himilco had pored over the catalog list. The majority of the scrolls and folios had concerned the history of various lands. A few were treatises on arcane subjects. Himilco had skimmed one that concerned Bel Ruk and another on a strange realm called Avernus. 
 
    According to the scroll, the realm of Avernus had a different sun and moon. It was a world apart from theirs. The author of the scroll had suggested that certain alien creatures had once journeyed from Avernus to Dar Sai. 
 
    Could Ophion have been such a traveler? If so, what connection did Ophion have with Bel Ruk, the Lord of Dragons? Perhaps as interesting, why had Bel Ruk allowed Ophion to make this journey? 
 
    I am blind. I need more knowledge before I act. 
 
    He had the Emerald of Vision. It was the perfect tool for acquiring knowledge. Unfortunately, he was too weak to attempt its use now. Maybe in another day, he would be ready for some exploratory magic. 
 
    The thought left Himilco breathless. Who was he to pit his spells against a dragon, a creature that had lived—for centuries perhaps—under the Temple Mount? At the dragon’s orders, they had traveled deep into the Great Sand Belt. Perhaps as ominous, Ophion had acted against him, stealing his Ankey artifact. 
 
    I have no choice, Himilco told himself.  I must strike against Ophion before the dragon strikes me down. 
 
    The Gray Wolf must have already come to the same conclusion. That must have been the reason the chieftain had instructed his men to sweat the black lotus out of him. 
 
    “Yes,” Himilco said, as he rubbed a thumb against his staff’s wood. “Yes.” It was time to plot with his greatest cunning. 
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    Elissa realized she had to make a decision. At vulture height, she soared above the oasis, studying the enemy through her spyglass. She found the dragon’s wagon—that was easy to spot. She knew where Himilco stayed. The Nasamons slept in tents, and the Zant nomads had left with their camels. As she floated in the burning updrafts, she memorized the oasis’s layout down to each wheel track in the sand. 
 
    Using Rhune logic, she had three choices. One, she could take her mules and leave. Live for another day to strike her enemies later. Under the circumstances, it was the reasonable choice, but also her least favorite. Two, she could slip into Himilco’s wagon and poison him. The trouble with that option was the lesson of Mogador. The traitor had known she was coming and had frozen her. How he had known baffled her. Perhaps it was a defensive proximity spell. If he froze her again, he would surely forgo the speeches and kill her. With throwing knives and poison, she could probably kill him before or while he froze her. The plus was Himilco’s death. The minus was her likely demise by the others. The third choice entailed the greatest risks and potentially the greatest rewards. It could also be the most foolish option. 
 
    She soared above the oasis and thought about Karchedon. She thought about the Nasamons and their Bel Ruk-driven conquest. She thought about the growing mountain of skulls in Karchedon. Did the grisly act have a point, or was it mere megalomania? 
 
    Elissa banked the skay to return to her mules. She would water them a last time before letting them go. She would give them a chance for life. Tonight she would attempt the third choice and gamble her life for a Rhune feat of glory. 
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    Himilco grew thoughtful as he watched the Rhune fly away on her skay. 
 
    He sat in his wagon, on a cushion, with the Emerald of Vision clutched in his hands. She was a bird of ill omen that watched, waited and surely hated him. Her presence hardened his resolve regarding his maxims. Always kill your foe. Never put them in an elaborate trap and walk away. Another maxim was to know your enemy. 
 
    He breathed deeply. There were too many mysteries concerning Ophion. The dragon used him as a tame sorcerer. That was good in one sense, for it meant he had lulled Ophion. Himilco preferred to strike from a position of trust. That was how he had toppled Zarius Magonid from power. What kept troubling him was Bel Ruk’s trust of Ophion. Why had the god allowed the dragon to make this journey? 
 
    After years of black lotus, his mind had dulled. That was an unforgivable mistake. Fear had led him down the blind alley. He prided himself on telling himself the truth. The truth was that he had survived in a tough world through the lotus, but he could no longer survive that way. The truth was that he had erred by helping the Prophetess. Then again, she had erred in trying to harm him. But that did not matter—she had received the consequences for her foolishness. This was about him. 
 
    Himilco concentrated. For the first time, he would dare to use his emerald against Ophion. It was time to collect every morsel of information he could. Then, when he struck, he would strike vitals and win the great prize. He must use the dagger of opportunity (some called it treachery) at exactly the right moment. 
 
    Himilco sucked in his breath as the emerald vibrated in his lap. Lines appeared in his forehead and his breathing deepened as he focused his will. An ache began to throb in his head. This was going to prove harder than he had imagined. His eyes narrowed until his thoughts seemed to push against weights in the emerald. 
 
    I will break through the murk guarding Ophion’s wagon. It became a litany. 
 
    Himilco groaned, as the ache in his mind became a spike of pain. His vision blurred, but he refused to quit as his will moved through defenses as dark as cuttlefish ink. He brought his hurt pride into play. They used me. 
 
    In the swirling, inky emerald, a tiny hole of light appeared. Himilco bent lower as he summoned his will, using it to grip the sides of the hole and push the edges wider. As if he bent before a keyhole, with his eye pressed against it, he saw the dragon coiled in his enclosed wagon. The dragon had a crest of bone on his skull and he surrounded an automaton. The claws on a front talon tested the construction in some subtle fashion. Was Ophion attempting to fix the automaton? 
 
    Suddenly, the dragon raised his sinuous head. Intelligence swirled in his eyes as he opened his fanged maw. Like a striking snake, Ophion lunged and used his talons to make magical passes in the air. 
 
    With a cry of pain, Himilco fell back, the emerald tumbling from his lap and rolling across the floor. He flickered in and out of consciousness. 
 
    As he lay there, Himilco slowly regained his wits. By Bel Ruk, his head felt as if someone had struck him between the eyes. His mouth tasted foul. He needed wine to wash out the taste. 
 
    The wagon’s flap jerked aside then. Painful sunlight poured in as Dabar climbed inside. The Nasamon moved strangely, almost sinuously, as if he couldn’t decide whether to slither on his belly or walk as a man. 
 
    Himilco found that ominous. He tried to sit up, tried to speak. Did Ophion’s will possess the Nasamon? 
 
    Dabar knelt beside him, fumbled at his belt and drew a dagger. The Nasamon placed the razor-edge against Himilco’s throat. 
 
    “What is this you try, sorcerer?” Dabar whispered. “You seek to gaze on me with your magical trinket.” 
 
    “Mercy, Great One. I-I became afraid that you would punish me for touching the knife of Ankey. I needed to know your intentions.” 
 
    “You lie,” Dabar whispered. “You are a schemer, a treacherous ally and a grasper, one who yearns to rise above his station. If not for your singular skill I would slice your throat this instant and be rid of your odious company.” 
 
    “What skill?” Himilco asked. 
 
    Dabar’s features twisted into a parody of a smile. “You will learn soon enough, sorcerer. You will aid me, and I will reward you with power.” 
 
    “How will I aid you?” 
 
    The smile vanished as the edge of the knife pressed against the skin of Himilco’s throat. “Do not seek to learn my secrets, human. I am Ophion, and I am weary of this world. The filth, the diseases, the ignorance and the strange laws concerning blood, gods and sorcery…” Dabar withdrew his knife and sheathed it. “Attempt another spell against me and I will subdue your will, making you like this one. It will make my return home more difficult—” Dabar shook his head. “I have said enough. Do you understand my orders?” 
 
    “Yes, Great One.” 
 
    “Do not let your imagination destroy you, Himilco. Play your part as I demand, and you will survive and grow stronger. Attempt to decipher my words and you will suffer more than you have ever thought possible.” 
 
    “I obey, Great One,” Himilco said. 
 
    “See that you do. I will not warn you again.” 
 
    As Dabar finished speaking, he closed his eyes and shuddered. A moment later, Dabar reeled against a coffin. He opened his eyes and glanced around in fear. Shock filled his face as he spied Himilco. He drew his knife, crouching, aiming the dagger at the Karchedonian. 
 
    “How did I get here?” Dabar asked. 
 
    “You were sleepwalking,” Himilco said. 
 
    Dabar ran a hand over his eyes and his fingers tightened around the dagger hilt. “What did you do to me?” 
 
    Himilco winced as he sat up. “Look at the mark on my throat. It is what you did to me that matters. Don’t you remember anything?” 
 
    Dabar licked his lips. He nodded curtly, but it was clear he remembered nothing. He sheathed the knife, appeared as if he wanted to say something else and then took his leave. 
 
    Himilco frowned as he searched for the emerald in the shadows on the floor. He had much to think about. 
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    That night, a dark shape swooped upon the desert. Moments later, Elissa Magonid ran lightly across the sand. When she stopped, the tip of the skay thumped down. Elissa unhooked herself from the harness and began to break down the skay. She shoveled, burying her precious craft. Lastly, she smoothed out her tracks and digging marks. The wind should erase the rest. 
 
    She composed herself, steadying her breathing. Under the blaze of stars, she began to paper walk, only leaving faint tracks. It was a delicate art, but she excelled at it. Soon, she neared the oasis, crouched and watched the camp. Two hours later, she rose from her crouch and moved to the pond. She drank, filled her canteens and slunk like a panther to the least-entered wagon. The Nasamons on guard moved sluggishly as it was the early morning hours and they had grown accustomed to being here undisturbed. 
 
    On tiptoe, Elissa entered her chosen wagon. The thrill of daring sang through her blood, which helped dampen her fear. This was crazed, but this is what made Rhunes so feared. She was attempting a legendary feat, one wildly bold and clever. 
 
    She eased onto the second-highest coffin. Then, she opened the highest one’s lid. The sight repulsed her. A huge beetle squatted on a Gepid’s forehead, with a stinger jabbed into the man’s skin. By minute signs, she realized that both the beetle and barbarian lived. Not for long. Using her thumb, she squashed the beetle so green juices oozed from it. A half-second later, she slid a stiletto into the warrior’s heart. His eyes flew open as he sagged, and sluggish blood trickled from his lips. 
 
    The next half-hour almost proved her undoing. A guard investigated a thump in the night. Elissa barely heard his footsteps in time. 
 
    The guard opened the wagon’s flap. Elissa froze…and almost cracked a capsule of cluthe as he peered into the darkness. The barbarian muttered, shrugged and departed. It had been too dark for him to see and he hadn’t carried a torch. She couldn’t count on luck again. She needed to be more careful. 
 
    After a suitable length of time, Elissa carted the dead Gepid on her back and into the desert. She buried him and paper-walked back to the oasis, obliterating all tracks. She worked fast in the wagon, sopped blood and sprinkled dust where particles had been disturbed. She lay in the vacated coffin, with canteens beside her. With two spike-claws, she drew the lid back into place until she heard a telltale snick. She breathed deeply and began to relax. She would enter a meditative state and trust her Rhune intuition to alert her at the needed time to escape. If this worked— 
 
    It will work. It will be your greatest feat. She hoped so. The alternatives were too grisly to contemplate. 
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    Two days later in the early morning, Himilco sat up from his mat. He heard braying mules and the jingle of harnesses. Two Gepids entered, loading water-skins into open space. 
 
    “What occurs?” Himilco asked the Gray Wolf, who followed behind the two. 
 
    “We’re moving out.” 
 
    “To go where?” asked Himilco. 
 
    “Deeper into the desert,” the Gray Wolf said. “Dabar told me we’re headed for a shrine to Bel Ruk. The Prophetess went to it once and spoke there with the god.” 
 
    Himilco recalled an old conversation with the Prophetess. She had asked about the great obsidian block in the Temple of Bel Ruk. He had blurted out that it was the god. It had been a trick question. She had told him the fifty-ton block of stone was a gateway, an anchoring stone. She said Bel Ruk traveled and had spoken to her at a desert shrine. 
 
    Several days ago, Ophion had said he grew weary of this world. Might the statement have had something to do with a gateway? 
 
    Himilco shook his head. It felt as if he had touched on the answer, but that he still knew too little. What was Ophion, and why did the dragon need to go to the desert shrine—after first looting the Temple of Ankey in Mogador? 
 
    Whatever the reason, Ophion needs me to do something sorcerous for him. 
 
    “What are you muttering about?” the Gray Wolf asked. 
 
    Himilco looked up, wondering if he had spoken his thoughts aloud. He smiled insincerely, keenly aware that the walls had ears. “I am Ophion’s faithful friend, and I will do everything in my power to help him in his quest.” 
 
    Understanding filled the Gray Wolf’s eyes and he nodded. “You are wise, Lord. As you do, I will do likewise.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Himilco said. “Then let us enjoy the ride so we may do as needed when the time comes.” 
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    Elissa’s eyes snapped open. The lack of vibration, the lack of creaking sounds or lurches told her the wagon had stopped. Soon, there were footfalls, a cough and the scrape of a boot: Gepids were in the wagon. She heard mutters and the scrape of coffin-wood. 
 
    “He said unload them all,” a man said. 
 
    Elissa breathed deeply as she tried to awaken her muscles. They were stiff. Her reactions would be slow. She popped a yellow capsule into her mouth before she eased a dagger from its sheath. 
 
    “You climb up this time,” a man said. 
 
    Elissa tried to figure out what was happening and what she should do. Likely, if the warriors took out the coffins, they would bunch them on the sand outside. That would work against her. She needed to use surprise now and escape. 
 
    Elissa slammed her knees up against the lid and pushed with her palms. The lid banged off sideways. In the wagon’s lantern-light, she stared into a Gepid’s terrified face. She sat up, crunched the capsule with her teeth and blew a yellow cloud at him. She was already moving as he dropped his end of the coffin. She leaped like a cat onto a second Gepid and blew cluthe into his face. She rolled to avoid the poison. Both warriors toppled dead, thumping onto the boards. A head poked through the curtain in time to receive the last yellow cloud. 
 
    Then Elissa landed on sand outside. Stars blazed overhead. A bloated moon rose out of the eastern horizon. The wagons were parked near a massive stone structure lying on its side, perhaps some ancient temple. 
 
    Dwarfed by the architecture, men with torches entered it. Elissa spat, moved leftward and spat again to remove the final particles of cluthe from her mouth. Hers was the last wagon in the line. Weary mules stood mutedly in their teams. The Gepids had laid the coffins in a row beside the middle wagon. 
 
    It was then that the gift came, a piece of luck. The wagons had stopped near the ruin. The vast and midnight expanse of the Great Sand Belt surrounded them. This was the middle of nowhere. The gift was Himilco hitching his breeches. He stood alone behind a boulder, unseen by anyone but her. 
 
    Instinct told Elissa he didn’t know she was here. He would not have watered the desert otherwise. She glided toward him. She had just used poison and therefore didn’t dare crack another capsule. She decided the garrote was wrong for this, as it was too slow. A knife thrust in the back would cause him to howl. Every Gepid and Nasamon would be on her. 
 
    A knife slash across his throat, done from behind, was much harder than most people realized. She had a more daring plan. Soundlessly, she moved toward him. Her nearly empty water-skins still lay in the coffin. The thumps of falling Gepids in her wagon hadn’t attracted attention yet because there were many thumps going on outside. 
 
    She moved to the traitor and shoved from behind as she’d seen one of the Nasamons do to him before. It made him stumble. She pushed again. Himilco stumbled less than before and turned with a scowl. The sight of her knife erased the scowl. 
 
    “Walk backward,” she whispered. She poked the knifepoint at his belly. He stumbled away from it. Grinning, she poked again. He must have realized her plan—to get him far enough from the caravan to kill him at her leisure. 
 
    He stopped, and he held up his hands. “Listen to me,” he whispered. 
 
    “You listen,” she said. 
 
    “I know you hate me,” Himilco said. 
 
    She laid the edge of the blade against his cheek. “Speak again, and I’ll cut you. There is poison on the blade.” It wasn’t true, but the traitor didn’t know that. 
 
    Fear showed in the whites of his eyes. He struggled to hold his tongue. Apparently, it was too much of an effort. 
 
    Himilco opened his mouth. Elissa slammed her knee against his groin, removed the knife and pressed a hand over his mouth as he tried to scream. He crumpled, might have thrashed, but she rolled him onto his belly. He cupped his groin as he shuddered. She pressed a knee on his back and laid the blade against his neck. 
 
    “You filthy traitor,” she whispered. She should cut him and be done with it. It was against the Rhune code to talk to the dead. 
 
    With a sudden and surprisingly strong twist, he moved his mouth out of her grasp. “Before you kill me,” he said in a rush. “I have to tell you. The winged one you saw in Mogador is a dragon. His name is Ophion.” 
 
    “Your words are meaningless,” she whispered. That wasn’t true. She was curious indeed. 
 
    “I have a magic emerald,” Himilco said. “I see who I want in it. I’ve seen you before.” 
 
    Ah, so that was how he’d known about her in Mogador. 
 
    “Where is the emerald?” she demanded. 
 
    “The dragon stole it from me.” 
 
    “A likely story,” Elissa said. 
 
    “The dragon distrusts me. I’m being punished.” 
 
    Elissa’s eyes narrowed. Himilco tried to trick her. 
 
    “Using the emerald,” he said, “I looked into his wagon.” 
 
    “You’re a liar, priest. You’ve always been a liar and an ingrate. My father helped you, and you killed him. You killed his wife and my brothers. Now I’m going to rid the world of you.” 
 
    “Ophion says he has grown weary of the world.” 
 
    Elissa paused. “What are you babbling about?” 
 
    “He desires me to cast a spell for him,” Himilco said. “I believe it has something to do with a realm called Avernus.” 
 
    Elissa had heard her father speak about the otherworldly realm before. What did Himilco know about it? 
 
    “I know you saw the murals in Ankey’s Temple,” Himilco said. 
 
    The desire to slice the traitor’s throat almost overpowered her curiosity about why the dragon had come out here. 
 
    “It was the black lotus that mocked you before,” Himilco said, twisting his head to glance back at her. “I deeply regret my boasting when you were in my power in the temple. Notice that I did not harm you.” 
 
    Kill him, the Rhune part of her said. 
 
    “Your father knew about Avernus,” he whispered. “Surely, you’ve heard him speak about it.” 
 
    “I have,” Elissa admitted. “Tell me what you know if you wish to keep on living.” 
 
    “First, let me up so we may speak as civilized people.” 
 
    Elissa realized he was talking to distract her, to stay alive long enough for something to happen. 
 
    Then Himilco wriggled and possibly moved his hands under his belly. He shouted an archaic word—a sorcerous word! A force emanated from him like a bubble. It lifted Elissa off his back and flung her backward. At that moment, a milky beam lit the night. The beam stabbed where Elissa had just crouched over Himilco. 
 
    Elissa jumped up like a cat as another milky beam crackled against the sand where she just been. Sand exploded, showering the ground as fused bits of glass. Elissa sprinted faster than a man could run. 
 
    She had time enough to glimpse a loathsome sight. The dragon used the claws of a talon to clutch a large crossbow but without the bow. The milky beam emitted from it. The beam sizzled and fused sand into glass. 
 
    Ophion screeched, holstered the weapon and began to weave his front legs as a spell-caster might his arms. 
 
    Elissa sprinted, dodged boulders and put distance between herself and the dragon. She watched the sky, having him seen him fly before. But the dragon didn’t launch himself airborne. Was he letting her escape? If so, why? Why didn’t the dragon fly after her? 
 
    Next time—she swore a Rhune oath. Next time, she wouldn’t listen to the sly sorcerer. Next time, she would plunge the dagger into his back and take the consequences. The traitor had escaped her yet again. How could she have been such a fool? 
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    Himilco trembled before Ophion’s wrath. The dragon towered over him, hissing, his forked tongue flickering from his snout. The dragon swayed from side to side, and his wings twitched as if he meant to lunge and swallow Himilco alive. 
 
    “You conversed with her,” the dragon accused. 
 
    Himilco bowed low. “She surprised me, Great One. She—” 
 
    “Two Gepids lie dead in the last wagon. She resided in a coffin, in one of my wagons. She is your confederate.” 
 
    Himilco shook his head. “She hunts to slay me, Great One. She is a full-blooded Rhune assassin.” 
 
    “Desist! I know she is Zarius Magonid’s daughter.” The tongue flickering stopped. “She has fled into the desert. So go, fetch your staff and drink a half flagon of your strongest wine to bolster your courage. You will join me on the final lap. After generations on this foul mud-ball, I will finally return home. Hurry, the congested air sickens me.” 
 
    In fear of Ophion and of Elissa’s possible return, Himilco hurried to his wagon. He unlocked his chest, took out the gnarled staff, sipped wine and swished it through his mouth so it would be on his breath, and bolted down bread and cold meat. He wiped his face with a damp cloth. The Rhune had ridden in a coffin. She was daring. She’d almost killed him. Next time, she would not hesitate. And the dragon— 
 
    Himilco loathed the creature. He had always hated snakes and crocodiles. They stared with reptilian coldness—although the dragon had spoken with passion just now. What monstrous emotions guided such a creature? 
 
    “Keep cringing before him,” Himilco warned himself. 
 
    He tucked away a knife and took a second sip of wine. Then, he put on sturdy boots, pinned on a cloak and scanned the landscape for sign of the Rhune. The cold moon and the stars bathed the desert in a silvery light. The Rhune could be anywhere. She belonged to the night. He hurried outside to the others. 
 
    Nasamons lifted corpse-like barbarians from the coffins and laid them on the cold sand. Others plucked the beetles from their foreheads and tinkled the vile insects into glass jars. Still others brought water, bread and meat for the awakening warriors. Not all the Gepids had survived the process, or perhaps their berserk actions in Mogador had been more than deathlike slumber could heal. 
 
    Himilco hurried past them to Ophion’s wagon. Two automatons climbed out of the open door. They clanked as they walked, and the round blades of their strange swords buzzed from time to time in a threatening manner. Himilco stumbled away from them as the blades ominously rotated in place. 
 
    “I will have need of their strength tonight,” Ophion said. 
 
    Himilco whirled around. 
 
    The dragon held the glass cube from Ankey’s Temple in one of his talons. The insides of the cube swirled with movement. 
 
    With a shock, Himilco realized where he had seen such motion before: in the black obsidian block in Bel Ruk’s inner sanctum. 
 
    “Do you recognize this?” Ophion asked. The dragon squatted on his hindquarters. He used his front talons to hold the cube and the weapon that was similar to a large Sivishean crossbow but without the bow. 
 
    “You shot me with it before, Great One.” 
 
    “It has different settings tonight,” the dragon said. 
 
    Himilco looked confused. 
 
    “I can use it to stun or to kill,” Ophion said. “If I use it tonight, it will kill.” 
 
    “Yes, Great One,” Himilco said, bowing his head. 
 
    “You must obey me exactly and promptly this night.” 
 
    “What must I do, Great One?” 
 
    The dragon eyed him. “You will help me open an ancient pathway.” 
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
    “I think you do, priest. You are clever and deceitful. I know your ways, Himilco. You will do what you must in order to live. Tonight, many will die, but you will survive—if you obey me in everything.” 
 
    “What shall be my reward, Great One?” 
 
    “Yesss,” Ophion said. “I have chosen well. Stay by my side, priest. I want you where I can kill you. We are about to enter another Temple of Ankey.” 
 
    “The Prophetess called this a Shrine of Bel Ruk.” 
 
    “Did she?” The dragon opened his fanged mouth. “The Prophetess was deceived in many ways.” 
 
    Himilco blinked several times. “You spoke to her at this shrine?” 
 
    “How could I do such a thing from deep under the Temple Mount?” Ophion said in a mocking manner. 
 
    “That would be impossible,” Himilco lied. He’d seen too many strange marvels to wonder about far-speaking. In some fashion, Ophion must have tricked the Prophetess. Could the origin of the Nasamon conquest lie with Ophion? 
 
    “Do not seek to learn too much,” the dragon warned him. “Now come. We have much to do this night.” 
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    In the darkness, Elissa crept back to the wagons and the monumental ruin. It was larger than the Temple of Bel Ruk in Karchedon. In the sands lay half-buried statues of dragons and other mythical creatures. The head of what seemed like the biggest stared into the wasteland, the sand coming up to the base of its stone eyeballs. 
 
    The ruin seemed to lie on its side, as if long-ago, an earthquake had shifted the ground under the base. 
 
    She witnessed the Nasamons guiding staggering Gepids into the depths of the ancient ruin. The Gray Wolf followed two walking automatons. Behind them strode Himilco and the dragon. 
 
    While growing up in Karchedon, her father used to tell her bizarre stories. He’d spoken once about an ancient war to the south of Karchedon. The war had sounded like a fairytale, much different from the history lessons he gave her. The Great Sand Belt had once been a pleasant land, with fields, cattle, cities and lakes. Then, priests had delved into forbidden arts. They had discovered the existence of another realm, another world apart from theirs. With sorceries and pre-human sciences, they had created gateways and entered the otherworldly realm. The creatures of the other world had pretended friendship at first, until one day they boiled out of the gateways as conquerors. A war of fantastic and destructive power had commenced, with sorceries and occult sciences used to blast the others. Finally, a day of incredible annihilation occurred, obliterating the priests, their temples, cities and even their land, turning it into the Great Sand Belt. 
 
    Was the dragon out there one of those ancient creatures? What relation did he bear to Bel Ruk? 
 
    Elissa studied the ruin. It appeared as if everyone had entered within. Suddenly, an eldritch light appeared from the structure’s depths. There was a hum from within. 
 
    “Mogador,” she whispered. She had heard a similar hum from the Temple of Ankey as the blue nimbus had shone around the building and grounds. 
 
    Elissa dug the short-handled spear from her pack. She hefted it and considered the grim runes on the black blade. The priests of Ankey had hidden this weapon in Mogador’s lagoon. Did the blade have enough power to slay a dragon? 
 
    She considered her options. She had come this far. It was time to finish this. With a bound, she raced for the ruins. 
 
    Soon, she reached the entrance. With great stealth, she entered the ancient temple. Their dusty footprints were easy to follow. They led through large corridors and chambers. She heard them then, even as the hum increased in volume. Her grip on the spear tightened as she slunk toward the sound. Using her skills, she eased near a corner and carefully peered around. The sight startled her. 
 
    There was a huge chamber with many fallen plinths and metal structures scattered on the stone floor. The two automatons lifted blocks of stone, maneuvering them into position. The Gray Wolf helped them. The chieftain held a strange knife—and he cut stone and metal with it! That was a marvel indeed. The knife cut stone as if it were milk curds. The Gray Wolf effortlessly made the slices as he helped the automatons clear wreckage. A central pillar glowed with a blue color, a type of glow she had first seen in Mogador. The dragon was near the pillar, with Himilco at his side. The sorcerer’s sweaty face was bathed in the weird blue light. 
 
    The Gepids and Nasamons stood farther away in a sunken area. The Gepids blinked stupidly, and the smaller Nasamons steadied them. 
 
    What did the dragon hope to achieve by all this? 
 
    The dragon spoke. The automatons stiffened, left what they were doing and clanked to the glowing pillar. 
 
    “Now you must cast your spell,” the dragon told Himilco. “Can you read the hieroglyphs on the pillar?” 
 
    Himilco looked up at the pillar. “I cannot decipher their meaning, Great One.” 
 
    “I did not think you would,” the dragon said. “Fortunately, I can. So you must listen carefully.” The dragon proceeded to study the pillar and whisper to the traitor. After a time, the dragon asked, “Can you remember that?” 
 
    “Yes, Great One.” 
 
    “Give me the knife,” the dragon told the Gray Wolf. 
 
    After the barbarian obeyed, one of the automatons gripped the chieftain’s wrists and swung them behind the warrior’s massive back, holding securely. The other automaton watched Himilco. Clearly, the dragon distrusted the sorcerer, which showed the creature had some wisdom. 
 
    “Begin the spell,” the dragon said. 
 
    “Great One, I will need—” 
 
    “Blood,” the dragon said. “Yes, I know.” The monster aimed his crossbow-like device at the Gepids and Nasamons in the pit. A milky beam emanated from it. The humans cried out in surprise and pain, for the beam cut their bodies in half in a spray of blood and burned flesh. 
 
    “Begin!” the dragon commanded. 
 
    The Gray Wolf howled with fury, and he tried to free himself. He could do nothing against the automation’s metal strength, however. 
 
    Himilco stared at the dead and dying men in the pit. It had been a quick and grisly slaughter. An oily smoke billowed and drifted near, carrying a nauseating stench. The traitor lifted his arms, holding his staff, and he began to chant. 
 
    The hum from the pillar intensified into a high-pitched whine. The pillar’s blue glow deepened. Then, the glow detached itself from the pillar and began to spread outward. 
 
    Elissa clamped her hands over her ears as the whine became unbearable. Would it quit as it had in the Temple of Ankey? 
 
    There was a strange ripping sound, and it appeared as if something parted within the blue nimbus. A red light shone through the rip, and a strange odor began to fill the chamber. 
 
    “Avernus!” the dragon shouted. “It is time to leave this world.” 
 
    The dragon aimed his device at Himilco. The sorcerer appeared to argue. The dragon waved his claw-held device and spoke again. Himilco’s shoulders slumped and he walked through the blue nimbus and into the red-colored realm. The automatons followed, his holder forcing the Gray Wolf through. Lastly, the dragon trotted through the rent in the air. 
 
    Elissa blinked in wonder. She was deep in the Great Sand Belt. Was there enough water in the wagons for her to survive a trip back to the oasis? She didn’t even know in what direction the oasis lay. 
 
    In this moment, she must decide what to do. 
 
    “I am a Rhune,” Elissa whispered, and she was in the middle of an assassination. Plucking up her courage, Elissa moved around the corner and sprinted toward the opening into the red-colored realm of Avernus. 
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    An explosion occurred behind Himilco. He whirled around in dismay. It came from the rocks where they had entered this hellish realm. Two black sentinel stones blew apart in a shower of granite. The blue glow was gone…as, apparently, was their link to Dar Sai. 
 
    “No,” Himilco moaned. 
 
    In the starless dark sky above, a single red pinwheel slowly rotated. It was like a sun or a moon, but it was eerily different from anything Himilco had ever known. Weak red rays emanated from it. To his left in the far distance was a vast lake of fire with giant licking flames. To the right and much closer was a great green tower with awful hieroglyphics glowing on its side. Ahead of them were dimly glowing gray hills. 
 
    “It is done,” Ophion said. 
 
    “How will I return to Dar Sai?” Himilco asked. 
 
    “You can suffer my fate,” Ophion said. 
 
    Himilco didn’t like the sound of that. He stared at the dragon blankly, feigning stark fear. No doubt, the dragon expected it from him. 
 
    “Can you imagine being alone and stranded in a world of savages?” Ophion asked. “I have survived a millennia trapped on your filthy world. In time, I found refuge in the tunnels I fashioned deep under the Temple Mount. There, I taught myself sorcery, and there I pieced together what had happened to our invasion of your realm.” 
 
    “Great One, I just want to return home.” 
 
    “Avernus is a junction between many worlds,” Ophion said, seemingly lost in his memories. “Some like Bel Ruk reside in this limbo-like place. He lives in the nearby tower,” Ophion said, pointing at the green spire. “He leeches off the worship and blood of the humans sacrificed to him. Ever since the construction of the obsidian block in Karchedon…” 
 
    With a clawed talon, Ophion unhooked a tablet from a belt around his vast reptilian body. The tablet shined a red light on his snout and eyes, as he seemed to read it. “This is not good. I had thought Bel Ruk gorged to insensibility. It appears the so-called god has become aware of us. We must hurry before he comes to investigate.” 
 
    Himilco stared fearfully at the nearby tower. Listening to Bel Ruk speak as he had possessed a human was a frightening experience. The idea of meeting Bel Ruk in person, as he truly was in his place of power…Himilco wanted no part of that. What he needed was more knowledge. For once, the dragon was in a talkative mood. He needed to exploit that. 
 
    “Why did the Prophetess say she needed the gateway in Karchedon?” Himilco asked meekly. 
 
    “What?” Ophion asked. The dragon was hunched on his hindquarters as he stared at his tablet. 
 
    “The Prophetess said she needed our gateway.” 
 
    “I needed her to feed Bel Ruk,” Ophion said, looking over. “Zarius was too cunning to listen to the god’s pleading for sacrifices. For any of this to work, I had to lull Bel Ruk by engorging him with blood. That would make him fat and sate him so he would be sluggish in this realm. The reason for that should be obvious to you now. Bel Ruk would forbid me passage back to my world.” 
 
    “If all this is so, why did Bel Ruk let you go to Mogador?” 
 
    “Surely, you must understand,” Ophion said. “Gods and men make foolish decisions as their arrogance grows. Bel Ruk has gained strength with the mass feeding of blood. I told him I would recover lost artifacts for him in Mogador that would increase the range of his will on Dar Sai. I gave him reason to believe me.” 
 
    “Can we return to Karchedon through Bel Ruk’s obsidian gateway?” 
 
    “Haven’t you been listening to me, priest? The gateway lies by Bel Ruk’s Tower. I am heading to a different gateway, one back to my own world. There, I shall marshal the legions of Eich. The priests of Ankey who fought and defeated us once no longer possess their former knowledge or power. We shall return to Dar Sai as conquerors.” 
 
    “You said you would reward me, Great One.” 
 
    Ophion grinned in his dragon manner, revealing his fangs. “I pay in the same coin you do, Himilco Nara: perfidious treachery. Now, it is time to march. We must hurry. There is still time.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Elissa stared at the crimson wheel in the otherwise dark, starless sky. The wheel rotated, and it filled this vile land with a dull red glow. 
 
    The land was rocky with a porous, lava-like stone. It was bleak and alien, the air so close it muffled sounds. To her, it felt as if she moved through a monstrously large cave or an underworld. With the distant lake of fire, maybe this was Hell. Yes, this was the land of demons. 
 
    Elissa gripped the short-handled spear as she tried to rein in her imagination. 
 
    Pretend this is the Land of Shadows, Rhune. Yes, pretend you’re home, and that this will be your greatest feat of assassination. 
 
    Maybe the troubadour had trained her for such a day as this. 
 
    Elissa rose up, using rocks and boulders, trying to flank the dragon. The beast Ophion gloated to Himilco Nara. 
 
    Feeling the weight of her magical weapon, Elissa debated whom to strike. Twice, she had let the traitorous priest escape with his life. It would be joyous to sink the black rune-spear into his spine. Yet, she had heard the dragon’s words. His deep voice carried clearly even here in the close air. 
 
    Could the monster marshal the legions of Eich, whatever those were? Elissa eased up from behind a boulder. The dragon sat hunched on its hindquarters, looking like a gigantic hound. Ophion had his back to her, although the folded wings were in the way of a clean stab from behind. 
 
    The metal men held Himilco and the Gray Wolf, keeping them in front of the dragon. 
 
    I must strike now. I must do it before I lose my courage. I am the assassin, the Rhune. 
 
    Elissa shifted, slowly easing around the boulder. The dragon was a little over one hundred feet away. That was an agonizingly long distance here. If the dragon turned at any time, it could launch itself airborne. Then it could use that weapon that shot the milky beams to destroy her. 
 
    The dragon spoke. The metal men began to march, pushing their two captives. The dragon rose and began to follow the others. 
 
    Elissa swallowed in a tight throat. She blinked slowly. Then, she darted from behind the porous boulder and dashed at the dragon. Her speed increased, and her stride lengthened. She gained ground, and then one of her cat-soft boots dislodged a stone so it shot and rattled over rocky ground. 
 
    The dragon swung its head back. The large eyes widened. In a moment, the wings unfolded. The dragon’s legs coiled underneath itself. 
 
    Something powerful welled in Elissa’s chest. Her mind worked quickly and furiously. She would never reach the dragon in time. She had one chance then, one hope—and she took it. 
 
    Elissa threw the short-handled spear. Clearly, whoever had forged it had intended it for hand-to-hand fighting. The spear wobbled in flight. The dragon leaped. Its wings snapped thunderously, and the spear struck its scaly side even as it rose. 
 
    The event should have conspired differently. The force of the throw, the wobble, the dragon’s upward motion—the spear should have struck, perhaps nicking the beast, but then falling away. That didn’t happen. The black spearhead had become molten-seeming during flight. It burned into the dragon’s side, and the creature’s blood gushed crimson. 
 
    The beat of the dragon’s wings became disjointed. Ophion’s neck stretched out to its fullest, and he bellowed in pain. The dragon crashed onto the rocky ground. It bounced up, and it thrashed wildly. Items flew off it. Then, its legs kicked and its wings contorted as the giant beast began to flop around in mortal agony. 
 
    Elissa’s mind was still in its heightened state. She raced for the strange knife, having seen its powers in the Gray Wolf’s hand. She had use for the knife, and she believed that speed was now of the essence. 
 
    *** 
 
    Himilco twisted his head to see how the dragon fared. Throughout the fight, the automatons kept marching away. They forced the Gray Wolf and Himilco to head toward the hills. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Himilco shouted. 
 
    The Gray Wolf managed to half turn. “The dragon is dying, I think. The Rhune kneels on the ground, watching him.” 
 
    “Help us!” Himilco shouted. The automaton forced him to continue marching. 
 
    Several minutes later, there came a metallic screech, and the Gray Wolf’s automaton staggered. 
 
    Himilco twisted in his automaton’s grip. Elissa Magonid was using the knife of Ankey—the baan—carving metal from an automaton. In a short span of time, she freed the Gray Wolf. Then, she did the same for Himilco, leaving metal automaton parts on granite stone. 
 
    She pressed the button, and the baan stopped humming. 
 
    They could hear the dragon. It was still dying, still flopping in agony. The vitality of the monster must be incredible. 
 
    “Do you remember the spell for opening a gateway?” Elissa shouted. 
 
    “The gateway is near Bel Ruk’s Tower,” Himilco said. “Do we dare attempt it?” 
 
    Elissa laughed. It was a mad sound. “Not if you wish to remain stranded in this terrible realm for the rest of our short lives.” 
 
    Himilco flexed his fingers. “You have an excellent point. Let us hurry.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -23- 
 
      
 
    Elissa ran toward the nearing green tower as she gripped the knife of Ankey. They had left the dying dragon far behind. 
 
    “We have been used,” Himilco said between pants. The Gray Wolf helped the sorcerer run, holding one of the traitor’s arms. 
 
    The desire to sink the magic knife into Himilco’s heart was strong. He’d opened Karchedon to the Prophetess. He’d sent enchanted killers after her father. This was his fault as much as anyone’s. Yet, that wouldn’t help her escape Avernus, nor would it free Karchedon from Bel Ruk’s tyranny. 
 
    “I have wronged you,” Himilco said. 
 
    Elissa nodded, not trusting herself to speak. 
 
    “What is that?” the Gray Wolf asked. He pointed with his free hand. 
 
    A dark cloud issued from the top of the green tower. Soon, the cloud began to take on a face’s shape as it hovered above the tower’s battlements. 
 
    “Bel Ruk,” Himilco whispered. 
 
    “Is that his true form?” Elissa asked. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Himilco said. 
 
    At that moment, a milky beam lanced from the dark sky. The beam struck like lightning against the ground near Elissa’s feet. Rocks exploded in a shower. Himilco and the Gray Wolf tumbled off their feet. Elissa rolled like a cat. Then, she stood back on her feet and pivoted. 
 
    Ophion flew in the sky. Blood dripped from his side. His mighty jaws hung open. He aimed his device a second time. 
 
    A thunderous voice boomed from the direction of the cloud. The voice shook Elissa’s bones. She turned around in fear. The black cloud had opened its mouth. 
 
    As Elissa watched, the dragon redirected its weapon. A milky beam sliced into the cloud. 
 
    The face of Bel Ruk recoiled, and the sound of pain was deafening, like booms of thunder. The beam struck again and then quit. 
 
    In the air, the wounded Ophion shook his device. Then, the dragon screeched. The creature dropped the device and madly flapped away. 
 
    The black cloud gave chase, drifting through the realm of Avernus. 
 
    “We must run,” Elissa said. “We must use the gateway while we can.” 
 
    They ran. Soon, Elissa and the Gray Wolf each took one of Himilco’s arms, helping the sweaty, panting priest race across the rocky ground. 
 
    In time, they stood before a circular group of black megaliths. In the center, another megalith lay on its side. Glowing hieroglyphics pulsated on the stone. 
 
    “Hurry,” Elissa whispered. 
 
    Himilco laid a hand on the stone as he wheezed for air. 
 
    A loud sound of triumph came like thunder from in the distance. 
 
    “Bel Ruk devours Ophion,” the Gray Wolf said. He had a large hand shaded over his eyes as he looked into the distance. 
 
    Himilco grew pale. 
 
    “Hurry,” Elissa told him. 
 
    “What does it matter?” Himilco asked. “If we make it back home, Bel Ruk will punish us later.” 
 
    “Let us worry about that in Karchedon,” Elissa said. 
 
    Himilco glanced at her sharply. He must have heard something in her voice. He shoved himself off the megalith, raised his arms and began to chant. 
 
    The Gray Wolf kept looking off into the distance. Once, Elissa looked too. The face of Bel Ruk drifted toward them. The god came on much too fast. 
 
    Elissa wanted to tell Himilco to chant faster, but she refrained. A blue light appeared above the middle megalith. The light grew much too slowly. At last, a small opening appeared in the light. 
 
    “It is the best I can do,” Himilco said. 
 
    Elissa didn’t wait. She dove through the hole and tumbled into the inner sanctum of the Temple of Bel Ruk in Karchedon. She landed near the fifty-ton obsidian block. 
 
    A moment later, Himilco squeezed through and then the Gray Wolf. A loud shout followed them, reverberating with anger. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Himilco wailed. 
 
    “Close the gateway,” Elissa said. 
 
    “I don’t know the needed spell.” 
 
    Elissa drew the knife of Ankey, the baan. She pressed the button and the blade vibrated with power. “I think I do,” she said. She stepped beside the sacred obsidian block and sliced with the blade, cutting off a piece as if cutting paper. 
 
    As a chunk of obsidian hit the floor, Himilco said, “That’s ingenious.” 
 
    Elissa ignored the priest as she hewed the giant block of stone—the gateway. Soon, the opening, the rent between worlds, closed with a snap. Elissa kept slicing the block as the Gray Wolf and Himilco shoved the hewn pieces far away from the central mass. 
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    Himilco rose from where he had rolled a heavy chunk of obsidian. The Rhune kept cutting the dwindling block. She was dedicated to the task. That was a pity. She had saved his life and probably saved Dar Sai from fearful degradation at the hand of Ophion and his people. She’d destroyed Bel Ruk’s means of hurting Karchedon and his own personal fate. 
 
    I must hurry to the Great Altar outside and make sure the Prophetess never awakens. 
 
    First, however reluctantly, he needed to kill the Rhune. He owed her much, but his life was more precious to him than so-called honor. He took a steadying breath as she finished the task. Taking a sorcerous stance, he prepared a hammer-fist spell. He would make this quick and painless. It was the safest thing to do. 
 
    He opened his mouth to utter the needed words. Strong forearms clamped around his head from behind. That surprised him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Himilco shouted. 
 
    Behind him, the Gray Wolf moved his arms in a fast motion and with savage strength. 
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    Elissa whirled around as she heard neck-bones snap. The Gray Wolf of the Gepids broke Himilco Nara’s neck. The massive barbarian stepped away from the priest as he let go. The traitor crumpled onto the floor in a seemingly boneless heap. 
 
    The Gray Wolf looked up. “He was about to kill you. For once, I could not allow it.” 
 
    Elissa blinked several times. “I was trying to make sure Bel Ruk could never reach us.” 
 
    “Himilco always struck before the other person was ready.” 
 
    That was something the troubadour might have said. Elissa nodded. “It is my final lesson,” she said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I thank you,” the Gray Wolf said. 
 
    Noticing she still held the humming baan, Elissa clicked it off and tucked it away. “What will you do now?” 
 
    The barbarian’s brow furrowed. “Return to the north, I suppose.” 
 
    “Stay here with me,” Elissa said. “I could use a warrior like you, one I can trust.” 
 
    “What do you plan?” 
 
    “The Nasamons still rule Karchedon,” Elissa said. “I plan to cast them out of the city.” 
 
    “How?” asked the warrior. 
 
    “I don’t have a plan yet, but I will soon. Will you help me?” 
 
    The Gray Wolf glanced at Himilco’s corpse. He nodded slowly. “Yes. I will help. But I have no idea how we shall escape from this temple.” 
 
    “I do,” Elissa said, moving toward one of the walls. “There is a secret exit around here somewhere. You must help me find it.” 
 
    The massive barbarian paused only for a moment. Then, he hurried toward a wall, helping the Rhune search for the secret exit. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    To the Reader: I hope you’ve enjoyed Rhune Shadow. If you would like to see the story continue, I encourage you to write a review. Let me know how you feel and let others know what to expect. 
 
      
 
    -- Vaughn Heppner 
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