
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

BOOK ONE 



 Torran & Samael, 

  

 I am Mountainshadow. Alone among dragons I have taken interest in mortal races. And now I have taken interest in you two. 

  

 Bother yourselves not with wonder at a letter from a dragon. My ways are my affair and no concern of yours. Perhaps if you agree to see your father, he will tell you of me. As it is, I have written to tell you of him. 

  

 Yes, your father. You have not seen nor heard from him for some thirty years now. How you mortals squander your few precious years on this earth. Your lives are slow mornings against my centuries; yet you let fear and pain swallow your hope and joy . . . 

 Enough. My studies are my business. 

  

 Having had occasion to spend time in your father's thoughts, I can say that he longs to meet with you again. Yet he is afraid of you. Afraid? Yes. I know you two fear him; or rather, I suspect as much. Most likely you fear each other though none of you wishes it to be so. That is why I offered to act as -intermediary, and now write you on his behalf He agreed. 

  

 He is old; his flesh soft and dry, his bones brittle. Fear of life can make your kind commit acts of terror, and fear of death sometimes produces acts of contrition. It is such that your father wishes to conduct with you. 

  

 As for the two of you, why would you care to hear from the man who terrorized you and left you? I cannot say, but I have seen such desires in mortals before. 

  

 Do you wonder at my mention of spending some time in your father's thoughts? I am not the first creature to have shared his mind. Once, in J'role's youth, a Horror lived inside him. You are surprised? You did not know this? No, nor did anyone else. So now I offer the story of his first adventure. If you read it, you will better understand the man who is an- empty space in your hearts. 

  

 'In-deed, the tale is more complete than even he could have remembered. Having lived in his thoughts I know of many memories and sensations that have dimmed in his own consciousness. It was an odd experience. I have never... I... Enough. Expect no more of me. Send me no reply. I am done. 

  

 He 'believes he loves the two of you, and from what I know of the mortal heart, that is so. 

 If this tale touches ' you, tell ' him. 

  

 I am, Mountainshadow  

  

  

  

 . 

  

 Your father, as a boy, had horrible memories; they lay buried in his mind, too terrible to confront by daylight, yet too powerful to be ignored. So the memories emerged while he slept, winding their way through his dreams. The dreams tried desperately to remind him of things past, things he had to know if he was to live his life, but the mortal mind's defenses against horrible truths are strong, and J'role did not heed the memories. 

  

 So he slept, and in his sleep he cried out for help and sweated and rocked back and forth like a small babe. And when he awoke, he remembered nothing. 

  

 This was the way of things in your father's youth. 



J'role, seventeen years old, long-limbed and silent stood in the shade of a tree. The ritual scars along his cheek bones formed thin lines, like stitching in leather. His face revealed nothing, his body still as the tree beside him. Around him his fellow villagers busied themselves with their daily tasks: farming, pounding bronze into plows and shields, milking goats and cows. J'role owned nothing, and had nothing to do. He had long since given up trying to work for anyone else in the village. His fellow villagers would have nothing to do with him. Cursed and mute, the son of a mother who went mad during the Scourge, he might taint them. No one took chances back then, so soon after the invasion. 



The creature in his head said, "Let's go talk to someone." 



"No," J'role thought, his face betraying nothing. No one suspected that a Horror lived within his thoughts, and no one could know if J'role wanted to stay alive. 



"Come, just a few words. You've been silent for so long. How many years now?" 



"Nine," J'role thought. "Nine years! No one should remain so silent." 



"I must." His face was grim with miserable purpose. 



"Still upset about your mother?" "Quiet!" "Oh, you are." 



J'role turned his thoughts from the creature, gazing out toward the craggy mountains that ringed the valley of his village. Whenever he looked at them, he thought about the dragons his father had spoke of over the years. Could any living thing be as big as a mountain? He did not think so, but then, J'role thought very little that his father told him to be true 



Down the dirt lane was Ishan, the bronzesmith, casting a spell on the plow he was crafting. A sprinkle of blue glittered down from his fingers, and into the metal, then he raised his hammer and continued pounding the plow. "Magic," J'role thought. "What about it?" asked the creature. "If I could learn it, I'd get rid of you." "Unlikely." 

"I'd try." 



"Well, one way or the other, someone must first teach you magic, and there's little chance of that, is there?" 



J'role glanced up and down the dirt lane that led in and out of the village. At either end the long brown road tapered off and out of sight, vanishing into the twisted hills. The sky above shone brilliant blue – a blue so bright it hurt. 



On the road to the south J'role spotted something –  someone – approaching. 



He moved, turning to get a better view, so slightly and so carefully that few would have noticed the movement even if looking directly at him. 



It was not a villager approaching. No one had left the village fort weeks. A traveler? An adventurer? Someone to beg coins from? J'role hoped so. Having used up the good will of Brandson the tavern keeper, the only way he would get food for his father and himself would be to buy it. 



With the startling grace of a cat, J'role-shed his stillness and started toward the edge of the village. It was not a run, exactly, being both lighter and fiercer. A dragon's flaming breath rushing through the air. A slight expression appeared on his face, nothing anyone could name precisely as-happiness, but something nonetheless. And inside, safe from the world, J'role was happy. He loved nothing so much as motion, to feel his muscles working throughout his body. As he strained to overcome the earth's pull he felt joy. 



Somehow, despite everything, he could move. 



Few eyes fell upon J'role as he darted through the huts and trees of the village proper, in part because J'role's motion called so little attention to itself. But even those who did catch his body flashing past paid little heed. It was only J'role. The mute, cursed boy. 

Running again. 



As long as it's away from me. J'role imagined them thinking. 



He reached a tree at the edge of the village, ducked behind it, then peered out from behind. He drew in a breath. What was it that approached? 



Not a man certainly. Too large and stocky for a man, with long arms and shoulders too wide. A troll? His father had told him about trolls. But J'role imagined them to be even bigger than the stranger walking down the road. 



-What was it? 



Ever since his people had left the stone corridors of the kaer seven years ago, he'd seen the tall, thin elves with their olive or pale skin and tight-lipped smiles. He'd also seen some lizard-folk, the thick-skinned humanoids with powerful tails and bountiful good nature. 



But whatever approached now, J'role had never seen before. 



An ork, he realized finally. The-teeth, the grayish hue of the flesh. An ork. His father had told him stories about orks. Stories his father had heard from his father, who had heard them from J'role's great-grandfather before that. Stories passed down for four hundred years as the world hid from the onslaught of Horrors roaming the world. 



As the ork got closer, J'role saw that the hair on- his head was thick and stiff, and that he wore a patch of black cloth over his right eye, tied in place with a strip of leather. The ork's other eye was large and yellow, his ears pointed. Jutting up from his mouth and over his upper lip were two large teeth. He wore thick boots, Andre his clothing was made of rough leather. From the ork's shoulders hung a tattered blue cloak – the blue of the sky just after sunset when the stars first appear. Hanging from a thick belt around his waist was a sword without a scabbard; sunlight gleamed on the metal, running up and down the naked blade. The metal looked smoother than any J'role had ever seen, better even than Ishan's work. And Ishan was good. 



Seeing the blade, seeing the sight of an ork, J'role began to wonder if maybe there were dragons the size of mountains. 



When the ork was some twenty feet away, J'role stepped out from his shelter, right out onto the road. He walked up to the stranger as if he'd been expecting him, stopping to bow low at a distance of some six feet. Was this the way to greet an ork? He could only try and find out. 



The ork laughed out loud, a sound rough and rich as rocks crashing down a mountainside. 

“I’ve had many abrupt greetings upon entering a new place, but none so welcoming! It seems my tired feet have brought me to the right place after all." Add he laughed again. 



Looking up , J'role saw the ork smiling down at him. The stranger's open, happy face caught him off guard, and for a moment he wanted to embrace him. In fact, he almost spoke. He caught himself just as the muscles of this throat tightened. 



The creature in J'role's head sighed. "Say hello to the ork," it said, coiling about J'role's thoughts like a dragon's tail around its treasure. "You want to, don't you? You like him. 

Something about this freak . . ." 



"Be quiet" J'role thought harshly, a look of anger – or perhaps desperation – passing over his face. But he'd learned not to show anger around people. It raised too many suspicions. 



If the ork saw the look, he did not let on. Regaining control J'role quickly put on a smile –

a smile just so – with an even mix of supplication and eagerness to please. He'd used the same smile on previous travelers who'd passed through the village, and over the years he'd polished and rubbed it well, like a magic ring: shiny, bright, potent. 



Ah," said the Garlthik, his good natured smile melting into something sly. "You want something.” He spoke the dwarven tongue as did everyone in J'role's village. It had become the language of trade in the time before the Scourge, and then the standard language throughout the land. But the ork's vowels were short and sharp, and sounded strange to J'role's ears. 



A crowd had gathered by now, and J'role knew he had to act quickly if he wanted to milk the ork. He touched his fingers to his throat, then held his hands wide. 



"Mute? That's a shame. A lad your age should be shouting at the stars. You 'want money, I suppose." 



J 'role nodded, hopefu1 and pathetic, but stiff smiling. Always smiling at anyone he approached. 



The ork reached his thick fingers into a' leather sack attached to his belt. "I'm tired, I need a place to stay." He leaned close to J'role, drawing him into a cozy conspiracy "A safe place." He drew a coin that glinted of silver out of the, bag "Do you k now of such a place?" 



J'role nodded  



“Will they let me stay there?” 



He nodded again. The ork handed him the silver, and when the ork’s 1arge, rough fingertips touched J'role's palm, the boy became lightheaded. It was as if he'd finally found magic. He could not name it exactly, but there was something so  alien about the touch. Different. He found it amazing to be meeting such a strange man straight out of one of his father stories! 



“It’s a shame you can't tell me your name," said the ork, “But I am Gar1thik One-Eye. 

Come," he said, clasping J’role’s shoulder with one heavy hand, "take me to my place of rest." 



"His name is J'role," Charneale said from the gathered crowd. 



"Oh, no,” thought J'role, while the creature in his head said, “Don't you want to harm  this man? Couldn’t we talk to  him?" 



Charneale, the village magician, stepped forward, flanked by his three apprentices, two girls and a boy, all J'role's age. "His parents named him J’role," Charneale added. His face was thin and gray and wrinkled. 'I am Charneale magician of Thyson. These are my pupils." All four wore colorful robes sewn with elaborate patterns to keep the Horrors away when they cast their magic. 



J’role hated Charneale, though the beautiful robes drew his eyes and made him long to wear something so wonderful. Charneale’s robe had a lightning blue background. Against the blue were red swans, yellow stars gray and white mountains. On special nights, when the great magics were cast, the swans flapped their wings and flew along the surface of the robe. 



"I am Garlthik One-Eye," said the ork, and -he thrust out his hand to Charneale, but the magician ignored the gesture. J'role, observant and still, saw anger flash across Garlthik's face, but it passed quickly – so quickly that no one else noticed it. 



Speaking as if J'role were not there, Charneale said, "The boy has been an idiot since his seventh birthday." 



Garlthik peered down at J'role with his one good eye. “He seems sharp enough to me. He just can't talk. Or won't." 



J'role swallowed. Did Garlthik see? Could orks see a Horror in a person's head? 



Charneale said, "His family is cursed. His mother was possessed by a Horror, his father is a drunkard, and the boy is an idiot." 



"What happened to the mother?" Garlthik asked softly, strangely intent. " Did you get the creature out?" 



Charneale raised his chin, piqued. "We had little- time. We were still living in our kaer, and we believed our defenses had been breached...." 



You stoned her," Garlthik said in a quiet, accusing voice. 



"We performed what rituals were required” 



Garlthik snorted. 



"The taint was deep in her," said one of the girls, obviously reciting a well-known phrase. 



"I'm sure," answered Garlthik. "Nonetheless, the boy seems fine to me. Thank you for your time. The sun is setting, and I’d like some sleep." 



With his hand on J'role's shoulder, the ork turned toward the village proper. But Charneale had not done. "What, may I ask, is your purpose here?" 



"Well, sir, the world is a dangerous place, filled with creatures and evil thoughts. I sought a quiet village like yours for some comfort." 



"You may have it, but I suggest you stay away from the boy and his father." 



"Garlthik One-Eye has wandered one too many mountains to be afraid of a mute boy and his diseased father, magician." 



"You are an adept, aren't you?" 



J'role looked up at the ork. He could work magic! What other surprises did Garlthik One-Eye possess? 



"In my own fashion." 



"Take nothing while in this village." 



"I take only from those who have something worth stealing. And as far as I can tell, this village has little to offer a traveler with taste." 



Charneale gasped, J'role smiled, and Garlthik directed J'role forward down the lane. 

Again, the odd sensation from the ork's touch. The ork lived adventure. The ork lived hope and expectation. Combat. Impossible deeds. His heavy touch transmitted all these experiences and more. J'role struggled to find the words in his thoughts. 



"He has lived as you have not lived," said the creature. "Yes," thought J'role. "Lived. He has lived." 



"Lived as you have not, lived as you never will. You will never know hope and expectation. You will never know impossible deeds. You are nothing and you will never have anything you want." 



Normally the creature's words would have plunged J'role into depression, a despair as deep and empty and dark as a chasm from one of his father's stories. But not today. 

Instead, J'role trembled inwardly with both fear and excitement. He knew his association with Garlthik One-Eye might bring down on him further misery from his -own people, for the ork had been rude, and that was bad. But he was also excited; as long as Garlthik remained in the village J'role had an ally against those who had for so long shut him out of their lives. 



He had a friend. 



As they walked toward Brandson's Tavern, Garlthik twice looked over his shoulder. J'role saw this, and perceptive though he was, could not be certain if the ork was looking back at Charneale and the villagers who stared after them, or something else, something far away along the southern road. Something distant and following Garlthik Garlthik caught J'role watching him. He smiled a broad, toothy smile. "Your people, are you from a nearby kaer?” 



J'role nodded and pointed off to the Red Hills, where the shelter still stood, dark and deserted. 



"Well, you're doing well for yourselves," the ork said, looking round at the rice paddies and tall trees. "The effects of the Scourge will not last long in this area of the world, I'm certain."-  



J'role smiled back politely, but in his heart he was troubled. The Scourge was ending everywhere but in his own head. 




* * *  

 

Even as J'role stepped into the large common room filled with tables and the central fire pit, a dozen of the patrons of Brandson's Tavern gasped and stared openly at the ork behind him. Their collective gasp of surprise and shock was like the sound of wind rustling branches just before a rain. J'role was pleased; for once they could not simply ignore him. His companion was an ork. 



J 'role saw them struggling with their own thoughts – Should they let the ork in? Why shouldn't they? Why should they? Their indecision cost them the chance to protest, for before anyone could speak, Garlthik had closed the door behind him. 



J'role pointed Brandson out to Garlthik, and the ork walked up to the weary-looking man who wore a smock stained with beer and the juices of roasted meats. As with Charneale, Garlthik extended his hand and introduced himself. Unlike Charneale, Brandson returned the handshake, but without the well-known smile he usually bestowed on neighbors and guests. 



The two discussed the price of a room: Garlthik would stay at least three days, though he might leave at a moment's notice. This disturbed Brandson, making him wonder if he was inviting trouble into his establishment. But Garlthik produced silver coins to pay in advance for all three days. Whether he left early or not, Brandson could keep the money. 

Brandson accepted the coins, and the two shook hands again. This time Brandson smiled his famous smile. 



Garlthik turned to J'role. "I've got to get some sleep, lad. Here's your pay so far." He dug his thick fingers into a leather sack strung onto his belt and produced another silver. 

Brandson's eyes widened. "Come back later, and I'll tell you some tales of my adventures. 

How's that, eh?” 



J'role nodded enthusiastically. He loved stories, but wanted the real stories, not his father's lies. 



Garlthik picked up his sack and turned to climb the stairs For the first time J'role realized how weary the ork was, who leaned heavily on the railing as he walked slowly up the steps. The blue cloak, the blue of the sky just after sunset when the stars first appear, had a big gash running down its length. Under the cloak, J'role spotted a rip in the ork's shirt, and beneath that, the flash of a wide purple scar. 



Halfway up the stairs Garlthik stopped, drew something from a small sack attached to his belt. The object was too small for J'role to make out, but Garlthik stared at it a long time. 

Then he clenched his fist around it and laughed softly. He raised his foot halfway to the next step, then stopped, turning his head unexpectedly, looking directly at J'role, catching the boy staring at him. 



The good humor in the ork's face suddenly left. In a gruff tone he said, "You shouldn't look where you're not invited." 



J'role desired to run away as quickly as possible. But he stayed rooted to the spot, unable to move, afraid that motion would betray a weakness that Garlthik would use to harm him. 



Without a change in his grim expression, Garlthik turned back up the stairs and on to the second floor. 



When Garlthik had gone from sight, J'role turned to Brandson. Over the years the two had worked out a rudimentary sign system, which J'role now used to buy some bread and cheese with one of the silver pieces Garlthik had given him. Brandson gave him change and wrapped the food in a large piece of cloth, which J'role put under his arm as he left the tavern to find his father. He decided not to show his father the change he'd received, nor the second silver Garlthik had given him, fearing that his father might take the money to spend on drink. All he would show his father was the food. 



"Time to feed Dad?" the creature in his thoughts asked. 



J'role ignored it. 



2 



 He dreamed of many things, not all bad. But all forgotten. When J'role was only six months old, he began to speak. The words "Mama" and "Papa" were quickly followed by full sentences, and by the second year of his life he began to have full conversations—still limited by the viewpoint of a child, but much more complex in structure than the talk of other children his age. 

  

 His parents took pride in his speaking, his mother especially. Red-haired and large, she carried him around the moss-lit corridors of the kaer introducing him to the other inhabitants of the shelter. Other adults, massive like; his mother, leaned down and cooed over him, delighted to engage him in conversation. His mother beamed. She held him tight. 



By the time J'role reached the kaer, the stars had spun around the earth, and the stars looked down on him, bright and clear. He had not meant to wander the dry land between his village and the kaer at this late hour, but he had searched everywhere for his father, checking an the usual-hiding places. Behind Brandson's barn. In a shallow ditch near Ishan's warm furnace. In the copse of trees near the north end of the village where Jaspree's influence ended and the land became dry and lifeless, ruined by the work of the Horrors over four centuries. 



All the while the creature in his head said, "You know where he is. Why do you delay?" 



The creature was right. J'role did know where his father would be—back in the kaer. He invariably went there these days, safe from prying eyes and the company of others. Only children daring each other's courage ever returned to the kaer, and even those excursions stopped once the children realized J'role's father had adopted the dark caves as his home. 



So now J'role walked across the flat, dry distance between the farmlands and the kaer, carrying the bundle of food for his father. The moonlight, soft and gentle-blue, illuminated the barren landscape the Horrors had left behind. Stones. Chalky dirt. As J'role walked, the desolation around him seeped into his spirit, as though he were walking through a giant reflection of what he carried within himself. 



"You could kill yourself." 



"Don't,' J'role begged, half-stumbling as the creature's words drove into his thoughts. —

"Wouldn't it be easier' 



"Why don't you leave me alone? I don't—" 



"Don't what? Want to give up. Give up what? Hurt anyone? Who would you hurt? Only your father. Maybe. And he probably wouldn't notice that you were gone." 



The truth of the statement stopped J'role in his tracks. He dropped the bundle of food to the ground. For a moment his hands and arms felt stiff and detached from his control, then he slammed his fists into his forehead, wanting to knock the thing out of his mind. 

He slammed his head again and again, beating his fists wildly about his face until he became dizzy and dropped to his knees. Still he punched himself, flailing until he could no longer feel his hands or the flesh on his forehead and face. 



He dropped forward, leaning on his forearms, breathing heavily, tears in his eyes from the pain. 



"I like it when you do that." 



J'role sometimes thought that if he hurt himself enough, the thing would get full of pain and finally leave. It never worked. 



J'role's ancestors had helped build the kaer generations ago, carved it out of the soft rock of the Red Hills the way people all over the world had built shelters to protect themselves from the Horrors. An old empire of strong magic had given warning to the world of the coming Scourge, and had counseled everyone how to protect themselves. Staring at the Red Hills J'role wondered what had happened to the old empire. 



Before him, lit by the blue moonlight,- the Red Hills looked like a giant shadow rising from the ground. 



Why did his father have to come here? 



Setting the bundle into the crook of his left arm, he began climbing up the hill to a ledge some thirty feet up. The rough rock dug into the fingers of his right hand and the soles of his feet, but, as with running, J'role found the exertion exhilarating. His breathing increased, and several times he almost fell back down the hill. But he caught himself each time—with only one hand free and continued. He took pleasure in that. A smooth climb would not have been as much fun. He liked near misses and last-minute saves. 



Reaching the ledge- J'role sat down to rest, staring at the round entrance to the kaer. 

Symbols used to ward off the Horrors ringed the large opening, symbols just like those on the magician's robes. A long dragon wound its way around the entrance, and all around the dragon were drawings of trees, suns, plants, water. Animals of all sorts: jaguar, boar, hypogriff. The dots and dashes around the pictures broke the sounds of the objects' 

names into bits, those bits which the scribe wanted to use to form a new word. J'role knew this because his mother had once explained it to him. She had not understood what the words meant, how to read or write them, but she understood enough about how the words were formed, and J'role remembered what she'd told him about reading and writing. 



If only he could read. If only he could write. But who would take a cursed, mute boy on as an apprentice? 



He got up and approached the entrance, wanting to find his father and then leave as quickly as possible. Shattered rocks lay strewn about the circular opening, the remains of the day Charneale had decided it was safe to smash open the sealed entrance so that the people could- reemerge into the world. J'role's father had been so happy that day—too happy—laughing, singing, talking so quickly that J'role could only just make out his father's rushing conversation.  Everything will be all right now, we'll start again. Spirits, how lucky we are to be given this second chance!  



The moonlight illuminated only the first few feet of the tunnel, after which all became black. The darkness, J'role knew, extended deep into the hill. He'd forgotten to bring a brand, or rather, he'd been hoping to meet his father returning to the village somewhere across the desolate landscape . 



J'role's thinking became unbalanced when he thought of the kaer. 



Luckily, someone, most likely his- fathers had- left three brands on the ground near the tunnel entrance. With the flint he pulled from his pouch, J'role used one of the shattered portal stones to spark a flame to life on the tip of the brand. The fire grew quickly, greedily gulping the air. The red light lapped at the corridor’s red stone, turning the walls black. 



J'role picked up the bundle of food and moved forward. He picked his way carefully, very quietly now, because some  thing might have moved into the dark corridors of the kaer. He also moved carefully because the entrance tunnel had once been full of triggers for traps to keep the Horrors out— pits, poison arrows, and other more arcane, magical means of destruction. Although the devices had all been disengaged when Charneale opened the kaer, the floor was littered with trip wires and spear tips that could drag an unwary Visitor to the floor. 



Soon he reached the central Atrium, a large; circular chamber with a great fountain in the center. During the Scourge, magicians had cast magic to draw water from the very stone of the fountain. A pillar rose from the center of the fountain's bowl, and atop the pillar stood a statue of Garlen, the spirit of healing and home. The statue was not carved from the stone of the-Red Hills, but of white marble. The flickering red flames bathed her form, turning it rose-colored, giving the illusion of movement to her intricately sculpted gown, color to her cheeks. Her arms were raised, welcoming; her hips wide, her breasts large. She would take care of everyone. Or so Helvar, one of the Garlen's questors in the kaer, had said. . 



J'role turned from the statue, saw the many corridors leading out of the Atrium and into the hive-like maze of the kaer. Which way did he go? Where was his father nursing his drink? 



J 'role stood still, quiet, as still and quiet as the statue of Garlen behind him. Sometimes…  



He heard it. The singing. Low and sad. Though he could not make out the words, he knew it was a happy song, something about love, or adventure. Or a farmer's song, one they sung to keep spirits high while toiling under the sun. His father only sang happy songs, but he sang them all sad. 



J'role moved toward the singing, crossing the Atrium and listening at me entrances of several tunnels. Finally he found the right one and proceeded. 



He walked for what seemed a long time though it was only the darkness and memories stretching out his thoughts that made the short walk seem long. Once, when he had lived in the kaer, floating lanterns had provided constant, safe illumination, following alongside anyone moving through the corridors. Now, as J'role crisscrossed the tunnels 

—picking up the trail of his father's singing, losing it, finding it again—only the red light of his brand flickered along the red walls. Cracks and crags in the walls vanished and appeared as the firelight danced. The scuttle of strange creatures moving swiftly through the darkness echoed softly. 



He had never heard such things in his youth. 



And the smell. Things moved in and out of the tunnels now, strange things even his father's tales did not describe. Or so J'role imagined. 



He passed the large hall where all his people ate, this room the rooms where Charneale taught his pupils. Down to his right the corridor led to the chambers where his family had slept. He was glad his father wasn't down there. The memories clawed at J 'role as he passed those rooms, though he could remember no specific incident. 



He just didn't like the place 



When the singing was clear and loud enough for J'role to make out the words to his father's favorite love song, a song he used to sing to J'role's mother, he realized where his father was. It was a place where he did remember what happened. 



Did his father have to be there? 



Maybe he could set the bundle down here, leave it for his father? When his father got hungry, he'd stagger down the corridor, find it. Eat. 



Wouldn't that be enough? 



No, what if his father passed out from drink and hunger, passed out and never found the food, starved to death with his meal only fifty feet away? 



Would-that be so bad? 



J 'role's muscles tightened in horror at his thought. 



"J’role," said the creature, its tone full of mock concern. "did you just realize something about yourself you don't like?” 



J'role's hands trembled, and to shake off the terror of his thoughts he moved forward, concentrating on how much his father had done for him. 



"Like what?" asked the creature. J’role had no answer. 



He turned a corner and saw a brand jammed into at crack in the wall, the tip ablaze with yellow-red light. Bevarden, his father, sat on the ground, back to the corridor's wall, his head tilted back, singing his song. "And never will I—" He stopped singing and turned abruptly toward J'role. "Who is it? Who's there?" 



The sight of his father's face in the red light shocked J'role. Skin taut, eyes deep; a death mask. Dirty, ragged cloth for clothes. Arms and legs thin, belly bloated. Was this how his father really looked? Then Bevarden’s face softened, a smile appeared. "J'role," he said happily, dreamily. The terrible sight blurred into something much more comprehensible and familiar. Bevarden raised an arm, gesturing for J'role to approach. "My boy, my precious boy," his father' said as J 'role came closer. J'role smiled in return. 



His father kept his arm extended, so he could take J'role's hand But J'role stopped a few feet away. Just beyond was the pit, fifteen feet wide, and very, very deep. Eight feet down from the pit's brim glowed the surface of the pale blue liquid. It was thick, and bubbles appeared every so often. 



The home of the dead. 



When they'd put his mother in the pit, after stoning her to death in the fountain of the Atrium, with everyone in the kaer participating, the water no longer flowing so they could collect the blood, the statue of Garlen looking on . . . After they'd stoned her, according to the ritual to drive the Horror out of her body and out of the kaer, they brought her body to the pit and threw it into the viscous blue liquid. She followed many other corpses who had died much, much more peaceful deaths. 



For weeks afterward J'role had returned to the pit when no-one else was around, waiting for her to come back. It seemed to him, eight years old at the time, that she should. She had been punished, and wrongly so, because it was he who had the Horror in his head and not her, and it was his fault they thought she was possessed, and now it was time for her to come back. 



Every time he stood at the edge of the pit he tried to say how sorry he was. He would open his mouth, forming his lips into the shape to make the sound  I, rolling the tip of his tongue to the edge of his teeth, desperately wanting to say, “I’m sorry." But as soon as he began to make a sound, he felt his jaw turn prickly, lost the sensation of his tongue, and knew that the creature was still in him, ready to take control of his mouth should he try to speak. So he said nothing 



Nothing, even after all these years. 



"What is it, lad?” asked his father. "Oh, the pool. Yes.” He turned and looked into it. 

"Lost in there among all the other dead." He picked up his flask from the floor, placed the spout to his mouth, and took a long swallow. Then he leaned his head back slowly, until it came to rest against the stone wall, eyes closed, happy. Happier than when he smiled at J'role, and J’role knew it. Truly happy. He remained motionless for a moment, still savoring the drink, then slowly turned his head toward his son. 



J'role, confused, eager either to leave his father quickly or to please him, knelt down on the stone floor and set the bundle before him. He unwrapped it and the food spilled out. 



Bevarden smiled at him. “Ah, J'role, my fine boy. How good of you." He rolled over and picked at the bread with his fingertips. "Can' t say I'm hungry right now, though." 



J'role tore off a bit of bread from the loaf and raised it to his father's mouth, as he'd done so many time in the past. 



"No, no. Not hungry now." His father closed his eyes. His face suddenly contorted with deep pain. "Why?” he whispered to no one, as if J'role had suddenly gone and he was free to voice all his confusions aloud. He then placed his hand on J'role's knee. Unlike Garlthik's hand, which was rough and alien and full of something strong, the touch of J'role's father was familiar—horribly familiar and weak and tied to misery. “Thank you for the food. You're a good son. Did you beg some money?” 



J'role nodded.:  



"From some adventurers?" 



He raised one finger. "Ah. A man with a sword?” 



J'role nodded, but barely. He knew what was coming, and did not welcome it. 



"What I could tell you about adventurers! Your great great-great..." He stumbled, having lost track of the count long ago. "Grandfather, who traveled far and wide, even once visiting the island of Thera far to the southwest, the very man  who entered this kaer four hundred years ago, he told many stories of his adventures. He encountered a great many creatures across the land. He even fought Horrors, before they became so great in number and there was naught to be done but seek shelter in the magical kaers." He slumped against the tunnel walls, his eyes closed tight. "Oh, the stories I heard when I was a boy! 

What I would give to be young again, to know I had the opportunity to go off on the same quests that have traveled the family memory all the years we waited for they Scourge to pass." He looked at J'role, saw the disappointment on his son's face. He faltered. 



Immediately J'role felt bad: he hadn't meant to reveal anything. He knew he had to react faster, know when people were going to look at him. Reveal only what people wanted to see, or nothing at all. 



His father continued. "Ah, and who's to say I won't go yet. You're right, J'role, you're right. I've got it all planned out in my head. There's a treasure waiting for me. I'm just in the middle of my life. I could make it happen. I need only make the preparations. It'll all be so easy." He stretched himself out on the floor. "Just the preparations, and then it's a sojourn for me. What more need be done? The life of wealth and adventure, eh, my son?" 



He reached out to take J'role's hand. J'role clamped down his thoughts, felt nothing, let his father pull him close, cradle him in his arms. "It's ours when we want it, son," he said softly. "Ours when we want it. Ah, life can be so grand. Who knows, I might get enough money, find the magic to grant you your speech again. Eh? Wouldn't that be something? 

Magic to get your speech back. There are finer magicians than Charneale in the world, mind you, and with enough money—the money from a treasure guarded by a dragon or perhaps from a kaer not as fortunate as ours, empty of life now, but still full of treasure. 

With preparations one could go out and find these things, claim them, forge a destiny." 

For a moment Bevarden's thin arms tightened too much, and J'role thought his father might start to hit him as he sometimes did, his thoughts confused by drink. A quick, tearful apology always followed. 



But no violence came. His father's voice trailed off as he rocked J'role in his arms. 



J'role was stiff as a corpse, eyes wide, uncertain. The silence of the kaer enveloped him like his father's arms, and he felt momentarily transported to the earliest days of his childhood. Born in the underground world of tunnels and magical lights, he had existed without a true conception of the world outside. Until the day Charneale announced that the Horrors had gone from the world and it was safe again to go outside, J'role had believed he would spend his whole life within the corridors of stone. Living in the earth did not seem strange at the time. But now, having lived in sunlight, returning to the kaer invited uncomfortable sensations he could not identify. It seemed a strange thing to do, to return to the dark recesses of one's childhood. 



Then he heard the faint echo of shouts through the corridors, all edged with anger. To J'role's well-developed perceptions, the shouts carried one clear message. Somewhere within the kaer's corridors, danger had gathered. 
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 J'role is seven and something has happened. A day ago. A week ago. Months ago. The dream is a buried mystery, and within the dream the memory of another mystery. 

  

 His mother is close to him, her face a breath away from his. "Speak to no one. Speak to no one. No one but me, do you understand?" 

  

 She touched his face, her hand so warm and wonderful, but he flinches at the touch. 

 Something is wrong. 

  

 His mother turns away, upset. She bites her lip. Walks a few steps away, then turns suddenly and comes back. Kneeling next to where he sits, she hugs him tight. She begins to cry and then say she is sorry. 

  

 He does not know why. 

  

 He cannot remember why. 

  

 But he has made his mother unhappy, and he decides to keep the promise she asks of him. 

 He will speak to no one but her. 



J'role got up quickly, disengaging himself from his father's arms. Drifting down the dark corridors of the kaer came the sound of shouted orders. He turned and placed a hand on his father's shoulder, tried to wake him up, but his father pushed him away. 



And what if I wake him up? J’role thought. What if he shouts at me for waking him? If we stay here, we might be safe. 



He stood and walked with his wary grace back up the tunnel, toward the sound of the voices, hoping to get close enough to hear what was happening. He left his torch behind, not wanting to call attention to himself. Turning a bend he suddenly entered total darkness. He walked carefully now, one hand brushing the rough stone wall. The barking orders continued, but now the words sounded harsher, as if the people shouting had moved farther away from one another. 



Suddenly a voice rushed down upon him from out of the darkness. It was a man's voice, the syllables crashing off the corridor walls, coming closer and closer. "Verin, stay by the entrance! Don't let him get back out!" 



Now a light spilled down the corridor, faint at first, turning the corridor walls the color of dried blood. Gripped by fear J'role turned and rushed back the way he had come. The darkness seemed to swallow him, and because he ran with fear, it dug its way into his eyes, removing all sense of direction and balance. 



Without warning J'role slammed into a wall. With a cry he fell to the ground. 



"Wait! I heard something! It must be him!" 



J'role scrambled up, pressing his hand to the wall, firmly now, to steady himself. He touched his other hand to his forehead and felt warm, sticky blood. A desire to be a child crawled over him. The man would be on him in a moment, and all J'role could think was how he wanted his father to come and save him. Couldn't he do that? Just this one time, just once, come and do that for him? 



Seeing the dim red light appear around a corner snapped J'role back into action. He continued through the darkness, moving quickly, but this time with one hand pressed firmly against the stone. Virtually blinded by the dark, he kept thinking he would trip over something—a stone, a body— something. The rough wall scraped at his palm, but it gave him comfort rather than pain. Compared to the impenetrable, insubstantial darkness through which he ran, it was solid and real. 



Then his groping hand found only thin air and he fell into a side tunnel. The fall terrified him, but this time he stifled any sound. He rolled quickly against the base of the tunnel wall, tucking himself tightly into the shadows. The firelight became brighter and brighter out in the main corridor, the sound of footsteps coming closer. Then the light of a flame washed over him, and J'role was sure the man running down the corridor would see him. 



But the footsteps only hesitated at the junction. For the merest instant J'role glimpsed a man dressed in black leather, illuminate by torch light. Then the darkness descended again, comforting J'role as he lay breathing quietly. He started tucking his body deeper into the shallow hole he'd found when he remembered his-father. 



The man in the leather armor was heading straight toward his father. 



J'role got up, dizzy from the wound on his forehead, and once more began to move down the corridor, putting first one hand then the other against the left wall for balance. After walking no more than twenty yards he heard his father cry out. That made J'role move faster, but not so fast as to run the same risks as before. He used the wall for balance and guidance until the light from flames ahead lit the corridor for him. 



Three torches lit the scene: his father's torch jammed into the wall, J'role's own torch on the ground, and the torch carried by the man in leather. The man stood between J'role and the brilliant collection of flames, his features hidden from J'role, his body a red-tinged shadow. 



The stranger leaned over Bevarden, his free hand around the man's neck, pressing his head against the wall. "You must have seen him! Why else are you here? You're working with the ork, aren't you?" 



His father, wide-eyed, gasping as if staring straight into a nightmare come true, sputtered, 

"No. No. No ork." Then he shut his eyes, as if trying to deny his assailant any reality. 



“Listen!" shouted the stranger, jabbing his torch into Bevarden's rough shirt. Smoke rose from the coarse-cloth, and Bevarden screamed. The man laughed, and Bevarden tried to shrink himself into a small ball. 



Shame burned at J'role's cheeks, and then it was anger driving him—anger at his father—

as he charged the stranger. He screamed, and as he opened his lips he felt himself lose control of his mouth. His tongue writhed of its own volition and seemed thick and strange in his mouth. A prickly sensation ran over the flesh around J'role's mouth and he heard the words stream out. 



Words ... things like words. 



A conflagration of syllables and sounds, some recognizably human, others not. They tore at his mind even as he raced down the tunnel, screaming them at the top of his lungs. He felt his muscles, his tongue, forming the noises, but he had no idea what he was saying. 



As the tall thin man whirled toward J'roIe, he dropped the torch and clutched his hands to his face. J'role's father screamed in agony—a moaning so deep and mournful that it matched the wail he had uttered while watching the villagers stone his wife to death nine years before. 



Without thinking J'role shoved his thin arms into the chest of the stranger. The man fell back, J’role’s momentum carrying them both just over the edge of the pit. The man cried out, and; J'role, realizing what was happening, twisted and desperately caught hold of the edge with one arm. He quickly swung one leg up onto the edge, then felt a hand grab his back. It was the stranger, who also had one hand on the edge of the pit, and another one on J'role's shoulder as he tried to climb up. 



Their faces were inches apart, J'role still babbling uncontrollably. The sensation of his mouth moving without his will terrified him, and he tried to scream, "Help me!" but the sounds and screams and cries and noises only continued louder and faster, broken now by harsh laughs. 



Frozen in terror, the man stared wildly for a moment at J'role. Then he began to claw his way frantically over him, the movement nearly sending the boy down into the pool. 



As the man climbed over him, J'role tried to roll further away from the pit, all the while still babbling and crying and shrieking. 



J'role and the tall thin man cleared the edge of the pit. J'role struggled to get away, but the man flipped him over and pinned J’role’s chest down with his knees. Behind them, J'role heard his father sobbing. Grabbing J'role's head between his hands, the man began to slam it against the stone floor. 



Slam. 



Slam. 



Slam. 



Slam. 



"Stop it! Stop it! Please! Stop it!" the man screamed at J'role. 



J'role felt himself losing his sense of place; the up and down motion, the rhythmic pain, suddenly felt normal. A blackness seeped into his vision. But still the noise from his mouth continued. He tasted the salty tears of the man as they fell into his open, ranting mouth. 



Through all the screaming and pain And motion, a single thought burned straight to the center of J'role's thoughts. “I'm going to die." He welcomed the idea. The creature in his head purred. 



Everything outside this white-hot thought suddenly faded to the background, though he was still aware of the crying and the screaming and the sharp crack of his skull against the floor. Terror filled him. 



What would happen if he died with the thing in his thoughts? Would he just keep ranting never truly dead, alive just enough to support the Horror? 



With a sudden, desperate burst of strength he grabbed the man's wrists and tore his hands away from his head. Without pause he rolled the man to the right. The man scrambled wildly to keep his balance, arms waving in the air, but J'role sent him tumbling into the pit, giving him a final nudge with his last bit of strength. The man shouted—a short, abruptly cut-off cry for help. 



J'role's mouth continued to babble as he stared up at the torch-lit ceiling, but the sounds came softer and softer. 



Then a blessed silence fell. His mouth was sore, but still. He crawled to the edge of the pit and looked down. He saw nothing but the blue, bubble-pocked liquid. 



Behind him his father sobbed. 



"I'm sorry," Bevarden said amid his tears. "I'm sorry." 



J'role crawled toward his father. His words—the noises from his mouth—had caused his father the pain that now wracked him. He wanted to hold his father, to somehow make everything all better. 



But before he could reach his father, more light entered the corridor. J'role looked up. 



Fifteen feet away stood a tall man wearing magician's robes—red like the blazing heart of a dragon; against the red were intricate silhouettes of trees, their branches beautiful. The magician's eyes were blind white orbs. His right hand was raised, and in the palm was an eye with a deep green pupil. It stared down at J'role. 



Behind the magician was a woman. She was as tall as the magician, but with wider shoulders. At her side was a long sword, but the weapon in her hands was a short sword. 



"Well, this is a strange night," said the magician. "Do you know where I can find my friend Garlthik One-Eye? And if so, would you please tell me where?" The words were calm and friendly; the sound of them heavy with menace. The- eye in the-palm blinked. 



A strange sensation passed through J'role, a combination of dread — for he had never seen anyone like the magician before him—and a sense of thrill. He'd just vanquished the stranger who had assaulted his father. His voice, which had always seemed a curse, had helped him. Could he use it again? 



Keeping his face still, ignoring the sobs of his father, J'role opened his mouth to speak to the magician. If the voice confused the magician and the warrior, he might be able to grab his father and run. Perhaps not. Perhaps only he would run. Who knew? But the sensation of fight was strong in him now, and he knew the desire to try rather than surrender. 



His mouth dropped open and he felt the rush of the creature's control rush up like a thick snake in his throat. The snake squeezed its way into his tongue and J'role felt it begin to move without his willing it. 



The first sounds—low cries, unintelligible syllables, some panting, a giggle—came out; The warrior dropped her sword. The magician took a step back, placing his eyeless hand against his chest. His father screamed. "Please," he shouted, high-pitched, "I'm sorry. I'm sorry." 



The thrill grew greater in J'role. A pride began to grow in him. He could harm so many people. He had denied it for so many years, but no more … 



The magician, his eye-hand still raised high, spoke a word that J'role could not make out over the cacophony of his own speech. A blue flame jumped out from the hand, and in terror J'role watched as a webbing of blue light warped itself in the air around the hand. 

The webbing, like a cloud of soft blue cotton, flew through the- air, slamming into J'role's mouth and wrapping tightly around his head. He tried to continue speaking, but the gauze grew tighter and tighter, choking his tongue back into his mouth, cutting deep into the corners of his mouth, until he could do no more than moan. 



The warrior quickly seized her sword from off the floor. The magician took a few curious steps forwards His father now had his hands held high in front of his face, with the rest of his body curled tightly into a ball. 



J 'role-raised his hands to try to pry away the webbing, but his hands became stuck to the material and he could not tear them free. Feeling helpless, J'role decided to stay on his knees rather than risk the magician's further wrath. His head throbbed, and in his ridiculous position the desire for conflict quickly dissipated. 



"What is it?" asked the warrior of the magician. J'role could see now that her eyes were red-rimmed, as if she'd been crying. "Is he a magician? A nethermancer adept?" 



"I'm not sure," the magician said, a strong note of curiosity in his voice. He seemed the least affected. With his eye-hand held high, he approached J'role. The eye looked down and peered at him. It blinked. "Hmmm" said the magician. "A Horror?" asked the warrior. She took a step back at the word she spoke. 



"I don't ...," the magician began uncertainly. "Perhaps. But the boy himself is not." He spoke a few more words J'role had never heard before. A pale green light radiated from the eye, washing over J'role's flesh and forcing him to close his eyes. "No, there's … 

something inside him." 



"Inside him?" She hefted her blade, as if ready to split J'role open and kill the creature. 



"Not the body, Phlaren," the magician said wearily. "The creature's spirit. It's in his … 

thoughts, if you will. I don't know where the thing's body is." 



J'role felt nervous. He'd thought he'd found a way to use the Horror to his own advantage, but by revealing his voices he had revealed all. A sweat began to trickle down his forehead as he remembered his mother's fate. 



"He's good," said the creature. "Please . . .," thought J'role. 



"No. He really is. Most humans wouldn't be able to see as much as he's seen. Do you think they'll drop you into the pit? Pelt you with stones? Slice off your head?" 



"Kill him?" asked the warrior, taking a step forward. 



"Not just yet. Garlthik ran in here. He may have been coming to meet them. They may be of use." 



The magician walked up to Bevarden and kicked him in the side. "You!" he shouted. 



Bevarden came out of his tears, surprised, and looked up. He saw J'role on his knees with a glowing blue gauze wrapped around his face, then glanced at the magician, then the warrior His mouth opened and closed slightly, over and over again like a fish desperate for water. 



"Where is Garlthik?" the magician asked. 



"I . . . I don't know . . . I'm just . . . I'm nobody." 



"Have you seen a tall man? In leather armor?” asked the woman. 



J'role remained completely still. Bevarden looked to J'role, then mimicked his lack of response. 

"This is a waste of time," the warrior said, hefting her sword. 



"So impatient, Phlaren. Obviously they've seen him, or they would have answered. By not answering they show they're hiding something, which means they know something about Yarith that they'd rather not say. Most likely that they've killed him." 



The warrior's face changed, softened a bit, then became hard and cold. "Oh." 



"Am I right?" the magician asked J'role. He slammed his foot into J'role's stomach so quickly it caught J'role completely by surprise. J'role fell onto his back, aware he was now dangerously close to the edge of the pit. He stared up as the magician spoke to him. 

“listen, boy, if I didn't kill you before, I won't now. Phlaren might, but she'll listen to me. 

Now just tell me so we can move along, did you kill a man in leather armor." 



J'role glanced at the woman, whose face: muscles were held tightly. A thought occurred to him: As long as the other man's death remained a mystery, she would keep her hatred of him alive, ready to snap at any moment. But if he were to admit the deed, she might still hate him, but the event would no longer have a place at the front of her thoughts. It would slowly slip away. 



He nodded. 



"Where is the body?” 



He nodded toward the pit. The magician craned his neck and said, "Oh Well, so much for him." 



"We kill them now," said the woman. 



"Not yet. Get the boy. I'll get this misshapen lump moving along." 



The magician and the warrior escorted them to the Atrium, where they sat J'role and his father against the fountain. Torches ringed the area, casting huge shadows along the walls. The magician had removed the spell, and the warrior had bound J'role and his father with ropes. A strip of cloth gagged J'role. 



The magician had half a dozen allies who entered and left the Atrium in the search for Garlthik. It seemed from the shouts that echoed through the corridors and the constant regrouping that took place-in the Atrium that the magician's companions were constantly finding Garlthik's trail, only to lose it again. The magician, the woman warrior, and two other men armed with swords remained in the Atrium, determined to prevent Garlthik from leaving the kaer. 



While the other men and women hunted the tunnels, the woman warrior roughly searched J'role and his father. She found the coins from Garlthik—J'role thought she would certainly take them—but only tossed them aside, and they clattered against the stone floor. J'role glanced at the money. Had it been only a few hours ago that he'd met the ork, received the money from him? 



Whatever she was looking for, the warrior did not find it, and when she was done, she stood and turned away. 



The magician remained seated on the edge of the fountain. "Who is this?" he asked Bevarden, gesturing to the statue. 



The reply came dry and tired. "Garlen. Our protector.” 



"Ah. Interesting. I'd heard that people had made statues of the spirits during the Scourge." 

He looked at the statue for a few moments. "And how did your people fare? The village nearby—I assume the people came from here." 



"Yes." 



"And did Garlen keep your people safe?" 



Bevarden's voice cracked. "Some." 



"You lost someone?" 



"Yes." 



"Spirits are for the weak. Why depend on the force of another? I'd rather depend on my own wiles. If I fail, I cannot sit and blame another and be bitter." 



"Some of us," said Bevarden, his voice suddenly sober, "are very weak." 



"Yes," answered the magician. "I depend on that." 



The sound of shouting echoed through the corridor, then a scream, and cries for help. 

"Ushel! Chie! GO, go!" said the magician harshly. The two armed men rushed down the tunnel from where the cries sounded. J'role could just make out the sound of metal striking metal. Another scream. And then another. The woman warrior started for the corridor. "No," said the magician. "Not yet." 



Silence fell. The warrior's body tensed. The magician turned and faced the corridor his hand raised a blue crackle around it. The tension swept J'role up: What would emerge? 



Footsteps approached, slow and staggering. Then Garlthik stumbled out of a tunnel and collapsed to the floor. A short man with a stocky- build and curly black hair followed. 

Blood dripped down his temple. 



"Where are the others?" asked the magician 



"Dead." 



"All?" 



"All." 



"Garlthik," the magician said softly, his voice icy with anger, "you have cost me much time." 



Garlthik raised his head from the ground. "You should have let me be. Easier for all of us." 



"And leave the lovely ring with the likes of you? I think not." 



The ork tried to rise up to his hands and knees, but the small man rushed up and threw himself onto Garlthik's back. The ork collapsed to the stone floor with a great sigh. I'm not going anywhere, Slinsk," he gasped. 



"That's what you said outside of Harash." 



Garlthik smiled, his huge teeth arching up from his lower jaw. "Yes. I did. Very well." 

He paused, then said, "I don't have it, you know." 



The magician said, "Did you search him?" 



"Not yet," answered Slinsk. 



"I lost it during the chase. Don't really know where it went. Somewhere in the tunnels." 

He coughed and blood came up over his lips. 



The magician turned to Phlaren. "Help Slinsk search him." She wakled over to Garlthik and hoisted him by the neck. As soon as his body was erect she slammed her fist into his stomach, doubling him over. Then she jerked him back up. 



Garlthik remained still while Phlaren held his neck and Slinsk approached to begin his search. Suddenly Garlthik moved quickly, his right arm seeming to vanish as it moved behind him, grabbing something from his cloak. A dagger appeared in his hand. Just as Garlthik was swinging the dagger toward Phlaren, the woman brought her hand down on his arm. His arm's bone snapped sharply as she broke it. 



J'role saw a glint of silver—small as a firefly—rush toward him. Distracted by the appearance of the weapon and the pursuant struggle, no one else saw the silver ring fly across the room from Garlthik's free hand toward the fountain. 



It fell to the ground with a light  tink and rolled to a stop a few inches from J'role's outstretched legs. J'role glanced toward the ork. Though Garlthik grimaced in terrible pain as Phlaren and Slinsk drove him back down to the ground, his one eye met J'role's gaze and he nodded slightly. 
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 Some memories did come clearly to him while he slept, but these memories were the pleasant dreams. He remembered how his father would make him laugh when he was a little boy. His father had the improbable ability to juggle colored stones, up to six at a time. He could also do cartwheels and handstands and backward flips and could fall on purpose but make it look like an accident. 

  

 J'role was the envy of all the children his age, for his father was a clown—and who would not envy having a clown for a father? 

  

 J'role's father was the kaer's clown. When he worked he wore a costume of black and white, with bells on the tips of his boots. They jingled softly through the rooms of their home when he was getting ready for work. 

  

 Everyone in the kaer knew Bevarden. At that time only a few hundred people lived in the kaer, families who had lived together for generations, so this was not strange. But of all the people in the kaer, J'role's father was the most beloved. "Jolly Bevarden,” the adults called him, as did the children who were old enough. The youngest children of the kaer simply called him the Clown. 

  

 In later years J'role dreamed of following his father out to the Atrium, where his father would tell stories and juggle and fall. Against the bleak non-memories of so much of his youth, such thoughts gave him comfort. 

  

 But they confused him as well. How was it possible to remember the past so fondly, yet feel so bad when thinking about childhood? 



Garlthik met J'role's gaze for just a moment, then Slinsk, the nimble man, and Phlaren, the strong warrior, slammed the ork's head into the smooth stone floor of the Atrium. 

Phlaren and Slinsk beat Garlthik's head repeatedly—Slinsk with a particular joy, J'role thought. 



The attack riveted his attention—it seemed more real than real—an intensity of violence J’role had not seen since his mother's stoning nine years earlier. 



But the sounds of flesh punching flesh and Garlthik's cries finally forced his eyes away. 

He could not tolerate watching the pain. Turning his head, J'role saw the ring Garlthik had thrown to him. Silver and smooth, it rested only inches away from his feet. He knew immediately that when Garlthik had stopped on the stairs and stared secretively at the object in his hand, it was the ring he'd been looking at. 



And undoubtedly it was the thing Mordom and his companions sought. 



He looked to his father, uncertain how to proceed, desperate for counsel. Should he hide the ring, and thus help the generous ork? Or perhaps try to escape with it and sell it? He knew it must be valuable. Or perhaps he could claim it, cover it with his foot, and then use it to barter for his and his father's life? 



Or maybe he should simply ignore it. 



Looking at his father J'role realized that the tired man would, as usual, be no help. 

Bevarden sat with his gaze turned away from Garlthik's beating, eyes closed tight. In that moment J'role hated his father. The man could do nothing—not even look! His father mumbled something through tightly clenched teeth. Listening carefully, J'role heard him saying "preparations" over and over again. Bevarden winced each time Garlthik cried out in pain, but his brief prayer continued. 



In that moment J'role loathed his father with a clarity that rivaled the ring's pure silver gleam. The man would never do anything! The thought of being like his father in any way repulsed him, and in his father's inaction came J'role's decision for action. 



The beating had stopped. Garlthik lay completely still. Slinsk turned Garlthik's body over as if it were a corpse. While Phlaren stood guard over the ork, sword drawn, Slinsk rifled through Garlthik's clothes, searching for secret pockets and ripping the lining out of the wonderful blue cape. 



J'role moved his foot slowly, carefully extending it toward the ring on the floor. The movement was awkward, but he could do nothing about that. If someone spotted him, he would deal with it then. His bare toes just reached the ring, but he could not actually snare it and bring it closer. He lowered himself even more, sliding down along the wall of the fountain, gaining the precious inches he needed, when his father suddenly spoke. 



"J'role," Bevarden said softly, eyes still closed. J'role drew in a sharp breath and froze. He glanced at Mordom, who stood facing Garlthik's body, and Phlaren and Slinsk, now searching through Garlthik's pockets. No one glanced back; the ork had their complete attention. 



"Did you mean what you said?" his father continued. His mouth hung open slightly, the bones stretching the flesh thin. Bevarden's eyes were wide and wet. 



J'role had no idea what his father was talking about, unless it was something from some other time. If so he certainly did not remember. Then J’role thought for a moment that his father might be referring to the sounds that had come out of his mouth earlier. But that was gibberish, and he dismissed the thought. 



"I'm sorry," his father said again. 



J'role nodded, hoping to keep his father quiet. The nod worked, and his father turned his head and closed his eyes once more. 



J 'role continued to slide his body down against the fountain, finally managing to get the ring under his toes, and began slowly to drag it back 



"What are you doing?" asked Mordom. J'role looked up, surprised to see the wizard's head still facing away. Only the palm of his hand with the eye was facing him. 



J'role froze, uncertain what to do. His foot hid the ring, so he wasn't worried about that. 

But his body was stretched out as if he was doing  something—maybe trying to escape. 



The wizard turned his body toward J’role and walked toward him. The scarlet robe fluttered, and the bare tree branches painted on the robe seemed to sway back and forth as if in a mild wind. He walked up to J'role and with his eyeless hand slapped him across the face. 



J'role's sight went red, then black, then came back. 



The wizard grabbed J'role by the neck and started to drag him up against the fountain's wall. Struggling to keep his face from revealing the effort of his work, J'role tried to curl his toes around the ring. Let me get it, he thought over and over. Let me get it. 



As J'role caught the ring under his foot, an extraordinary sensation rushed over him as he touched it. The metal was as cold as the ice a wizard could make with his magic. Yet a heat emanated from it, a warmth of memories— 



—of something— 



—something J'role could not remember, but thought he should. 



"Now stay," said-the wizard, his voice low. J'role realized he had closed his eyes when the strange sensation filled him. Mordom had apparently read his expression as one of fear. "I am in no mood for childish attempts at escape," he said. J'role nodded, and the wizard turned with his strange hand toward Garlthik. 



The sensation turned into a low buzzing in his mind as he kept his foot pressed tightly against the ring. All that remained after the initial shock was an emptiness in his chest; a tunnel to his heart filled with a cool wind. 



"Does he have it or not?" Mordom asked his companions. 



"It isn't on him," said Slinsk. 



"He could have put it anywhere," said Phlaren throwing her arms wide. “ Anywhere in the kaer." 



"He ran everywhere," said Slinsk. 



"But I don't think he would have simply tossed it away in the tunnels," said Mordom. "He would have hidden it carefully … or maybe left it back at the tavern where we found him. 

Perhaps he hid it in his room. Is he conscious?" 



Slinsk smiled an odd smile. "Not at all." 



"Very well. Phlaren, bind him. We'll torture him if we have to when he wakes up. Slinsk, go back to the tavern and search his room." 



Phlaren said, “They'll be wary now. We killed at least five of their people in the attack." 



"Exactly," said Slinsk with a laugh. "They won't be expecting anybody to come back." 



"Whatever you think best," said Mordom. "Just search his room carefully." 



Phlaren tied Garlthik tightly. It seemed to J'role she went to absurd lengths to secure him. 

Yards of rope were used to bind the ork's ankles and wrists, his arms and legs bent behind his back. Phlaren used complicated and strange knots. 



When it was all done, very little of Garlthik remained visible; he was a bundle of hemp. 

She dropped him down onto the floor near J'role and Bevarden, and went off to confer quietly with the wizard. Mordom kept the eye of his palm toward them. 



Garlthik still breathed; the bundle of hemp pulsed slightly. This gave J'role great comfort, for he didn't know what to do next and certainly could not count on his father for help. 

Bevarden was still praying, mumbling soft supplications to Garlen. 



Minutes passed, and then, through a slight slit in the rope, J'role saw Garlthik's eye open. 

"Do you have it?" Garlthik said softly. He spoke with such pain J'role wanted to reach out and comfort him. 



J 'role nodded slightly, casually, as if dropping off to sleep. 



Garlthik nodded back. "Distract them. Somehow. With only two of them here, we might get out." 



"J'role?" said his father as if coming out of a dream. "Who is this?" 



The green eye shifted slightly. "Your father?" Garlthik asked. J'role nodded. 



"Listen, old man," whispered Garlthik, and J'role found himself embarrassed, for he realized his father looked much older than he really was. "We might be able to leave here alive. But I need those two over there distracted. I can get free if …” He gasped for air and winced. 



"Do you know him?" Bevarden asked J'role. 



J'role nodded, this time with his eyes wide, hoping his father would cooperate. He desperately wanted to be able to talk—not make the abominable sounds he had made earlier—but to speak with words, so he could explain everything to his father so he'd be quiet. 



But, of course, that was not possible. "I want a drink, J'role. I want a drink so bad." 



J'role turned to his father. The man's head rested against the fountain; his tongue flicked over his lips, desperate for beer. 



How J'role hated him! He was so weak! 



J'role would never be So weak. He would die first. 



He rocked his body forward—once, twice—then rolled up onto his knees. 



Mordom turned his body, raised his hand. "What are you doing?" 



With a deft maneuver J'role dropped his hands low and grabbed the ring off the floor. 

Even as he stood up he saw an odd green glow, like blades of grass on a warm morning, emanate from within the knots binding Garlthik's hands. J'role rushed a few feet to the left, neither toward Mordom and Phlaren; but simply away from Garlthik. Phlaren drew her sword. 



"J'role!" Bevarden cried. "What are you ..." He rolled forward and tried to get up. But with his hands bound behind his back he lost his balance and tumbled to the floor. His chin slammed into the stone, but he continued the struggle to get up. A red smear dripped from a cut just under his lip. 



A panic seized J'role. He had meant to put his own life in danger, not his father's. 

Looking after his father was too much work. 



"Both of you, sit down!" shouted Mordom. 



J'role turned and saw Phlaren, her long sword drawn, walking toward him and Bevarden. 

Then Mordom gave a cry of warning to Phlaren. Garlthik suddenly loomed behind Phlaren, leaped onto her back and grabbed her neck with his good arm. The two of them collapsed toward J'role, who jumped quickly out of the way. Phlaren and Garlthik crashed down to the floor, Phlaren with Pa cry of pain. 



Garlthik jumped up, a bloodied dagger in his hand— where had he gotten that? J'role wondered—and slipped the blade through the knots that held J'role tight. His hands free, J'role scrambled up, realizing that he still held the ring in his hand. 



He knew that nothing would make him let it go. 



Mordom turned toward him, his ruined white eyes ghastly in the firelight. He raised the eye-hand and a red bolt arced through the air. 



J'role stood paralyzed with fear, thinking now he would die, when suddenly his father crashed into him, knocking J'role out of the way. The wizard's bolt caught Bevarden full, drawing a horrible scream from him. 



"Run, boy! Run!" shouted Garlthik. 



But J'role found it impossible to move. He stared down at his father, who rocked back and forth on the floor, the flesh burned off his right shoulder, exposing red muscle and yellow fat. He whimpered, then said, "Just something to drink, son. A little drink. T 

promise, then I'll get everything together. Preparations. We'll make. Preparations. With preparation we can make anything happen." 



Garlthik's rough hand grabbed J'role by the back of his shirt and knocked him toward the entrance tunnel. He heard Mordom speak the strange language again, and this time intense fear made him rush for the kaer's entrance. He heard the clatter of metal, a shout, and then plunged into the darkness of the tunnel. He ran and ran, finally arriving on the ledge outside the kaer's entrance. 



The night air, cold and damp, crashed into his flesh, and for a moment he felt safe, as if by being under the stars he had somehow left all the troubles behind. He grabbed the rope in his mouth, and pulled it down around his neck. Then he heard Garlthik shouting for him to keep running, the voice getting closer and closer. 



J'role rushed for the edge of the ledge and jumped off, balancing himself on two legs for the first few yards of the steep incline. Then he hit a series of rough patches and began to tumble wildly down the hill, totally losing his balance. He rolled into the base of the hill and collapsed among another group of stones. He heard the sound of more stones coming down from above him, and he moved quickly out of the way as Garlthik joined him at the base of the hill. 



Without a backward glance the orks grabbed J'role by the shirt and half-carried him to some boulders fifty yards away. J'role bounced along, and the ork breathed heavily with the effort. When they'd slipped into the shadows of the rocks Garlthik slammed J'role against a tall boulder with his good arm. J'role realized that he should have felt pain, but his body was now too beaten and torn to register new shocks. 



"Do you have it?" Garlthik demanded with a sharp whisper, his one eye glaring down fiercely. A stench of beer roiled out of his mouth. "Come on. I didn't have time to finish them. They'll be after us in a moment.” 



J'role realized that the only reason the ork had helped him escape was to secure the ring—there wasn't a bit of real concern in his face. 



J'role had left his father behind to die. 



He nodded softly. He let all the rigidity of his body seep away into the night air. As J'role hoped, Garlthik loosened his grip in response. J'role hesitated an instant, then broke free of the ork rushing under his right arm and back toward the kaer. 



He'd only gone a short way when Garlthik tackled him, knocking him to the ground. The ring flew out of J'role's hand and skittered a few feet away. 



A horrible emptiness crashed into J'role's chest. The tunnel to his heart created by the ring had sealed shut, and he missed the chill wind terribly. All thoughts of his father forgotten, he fought Garlthik desperately to regain the ring. They crawled over each other, kicking and crawling, arms outstretched to reach the moonlit glint of silver. J'role remembered Garlthik's broken arm and slammed his hands into it. Garlthik cried out in agony, and J'role almost got by him. But the thick fingers of the ork's good hand wrapped themselves around J'role's ankle and pulled him back away from the ring. A horrible, deep fury roared out of Garlthik's mouth, and J'role thought the ork might bite him with his massive teeth. 



"Speak!" the creature in his thoughts demanded. "Speak! Let me help!" 



In his fury to reach the ring, J'role did not hesitate. As he began to breathe the strange sounds into Garlthik's ear, the ork clutched his head and rolled away. 



Now freed from the ork's grasp, J'role rushed for the ring, grabbed it, and began running toward the kaer. His mouth kept moving his voice still screeching and uttering sounds. 

He ran on another thirty feet. Then, afraid he might drop the ring, he slipped it onto his finger. 



And collapsed to his knees. 



The moment the ring was on his finger a terrible longing washed over hum. The sensation ripped through his chest; it tore at every dream he ever had, knocking them from his heart, replacing them with nothing but a desire for something he could not identify. It felt like the longing for his mother. Or his desire for a sober and strong father. He thought of his desire to be held. He remembered his friends from when he was much, much younger, none of whom spoke to him any longer. He thought of his desire to live a life of adventure. He thought of so many things, but knew that not one of them was exactly the thing he longed for. The ring suggested something else, something better than anything he had ever dreamed of. In his heart he knew that if he could just find what it was he longed for, he would never, never need or want anything again. 



The sensation was so strong in him that he did not immediately realize he was speaking words. 



Words! 



When he noticed it, he touched his hands to his lips, for he could not at first believe it. 

His lips moved without his volition, as when he made the creature's noises. But he was speaking words now. Whole words. He listened to himself. 



". . . white pillars, as pure as clouds, rising up, supporting arches carved with reliefs showing the splendors of the world . . ." 



He listened to himself, stunned. At first he did not know what he was saying But then realized he was describing the details of a city—a city of such wonder that it matched the tales his father used to tell J'role as a boy. He remained on his knees, listening to himself speak of gold-plated streets and chariots that flew through the sky, of great temples each supported by a single pillar of emerald-inlaid marble. His words enthralled him, for he could almost see images of the city in the corner of his mind. He sought out the images, desperate for a glimpse of its beauty. 



Only because the night air was cool did he realize he was crying. 



A shadow fell over him, the light of the moon suddenly gone. He looked up and saw Garlthik staring down at him. The ork looked totally baffled as he stared at J'role with his one eye, head cocked to the side. He-looked at the ring on J'role's finger and then asked quietly, "What are you talking about, boy?" 



J'role spread his arms wide as his mouth continued to move without his will. 



"Come," he said, leaning down and gently helping J'role up. He glanced back toward the kaer, and J'role did too. They could see no one. "If they haven't come after us yet, it means they'll be after us any minute. Come." 



J'role pointed toward the kaer several times. 



"He's dead, boy," Garlthik said quietly. "He died from the wizard's spell." 



With the ork's big arm draped carefully around J'role's back, the two walked off into the night, J'role's voice a whisper, telling of fountains that poured water filled with small stars and of statues that danced and flew through the air. 



5 



 After Bevarden had done his pratfalls and juggled and made jokes and made everybody laugh, he settled down and told stories. 

  

 Each day the people in the kaer survived another twenty-four hours in the stone corridors, prisoners in their shelter of safety. But they knew that generations ago their ancestors had walked the world—a world alive with magic and adventure and a brilliant sun and a blue sky and things called jungles so thick with trees and plants you could not see through it from one side to another. Bevarden reminded everyone of these things. 

  

 He acted out stories of adventurers seeking magical elements in craggy mountain peaks, encountering primitive troll tribes. Of ancient warriors defeating the first Horrors that came to the world hundreds of years ago when the invasion was just beginning. Of sailors who traveled huge, rolling, uncovered roads of water called rivers. He spoke of the elves of the Wyrm Wood, with their delicate and perfect faces, their love of the jungles, and their powerful magic with all things living. He reminded people of the dwarven kingdom of Throal, whose language they all spoke. And the powerful Theran Empire that had provided the means to fend off the Horrors. 

  

 J'role watched his father and ached to leave the confines of the kaer. And he loved his father, for the man was full of life and energy and spoke of passions and valor and the challenge of being alive. He looked around at the audience assembled in the Atrium and watched everyone enjoying his father playing the part of heroes and trolls and dwarfs and elves. And even though they knew all the stories, they listened, far Bevarden kept fresh in their minds the memories of the life waiting for them at the end of the Scourge. 



Garlthik and J'role walked for a long time that night. The stars and moon cast a pale light down to the earth, creating soft shadows of a few scraggly trees along the barren ground. 

Garlthik picked the path, and J'role, who continued to speak of the beautiful city, knew only that he was getting farther away from his village and the kaer. 



As they walked Garlthik took a small vial out of the pouch tied to his belt. He removed the stopper, and drank down the contents of the vial. Hours later, long into their walk, J'role made a connection between the vial's contents and the fact that Garlthik's groans of pain had ceased and he no longer held his left arm in agony. A magical potion. 



Normally J'role would have been astounded to see such powerful magic, but not this night. The small tunnel to his heart created when he had first touched the ring had become so achingly beautiful and overpowering he cared for nothing but the words that came without thought from his lips. The small tunnel had into a vast cavern of cold desire. All he wanted was the promise of happiness that the ring and the images of the city carried. To know that there actually existed a place where he could finally feel whole... J'role had always believed that such a place or a person or an object—

something—could exist. But he had never been able to guess what it might actually be. 



Now he knew. The magic city he now spoke of. 



 Spoke of! 



It astounded him further that he was still speaking. It was true he did not have control of his tongue, his jaw, his lips. As ever he found himself disconnected from his own body in the matter of making sounds with his mouth. The words came to him out of the world's magic. He looked around at the barren hills and the scraggly trees and the piles of boulders and stones that dotted the pale blue night. From somewhere in this emptiness came the words. He had no idea why he said what he said. He had no actual picture of the city in his thoughts. He responded to the images formed by the words, moved to tears on occasion, from weakness, yes, but also from a longing for what he spoke of. The more the city's details grew in his mind, the more he longed for the city. 




*** 

 

Garlthik eyed him curiously as they walked. J'role, who listened to himself with the same interest as Garlthik, sometimes met Garlthik's eye. The ork raised the brow over his good eyes stared down at J'role as they walked on the quiet, cool night. These shared looks made them companions sharing a mystery: the mystery of why their third companion— 

the strange words—carried on so. 



Finally, after many hours, J'role's throat began to hurt from the talking. The distanced sensations of his lips moving by their own had been replaced by a numbing pain. His mouth was dry. It occurred to him that it might never stop. He stumbled and fell to his knees. 



"What is it?" Garlthik asked. 



J'role put his hands to his face, touched his lips. They writhed under his fingertips like snakes. A panic came over him. He put his hands together to remove the cold ring. But even as he did so, a horrible feeling overwhelmed him: give up the longing? Despite the agony of his muscles, he wanted to continue to hear about the lovely city. For the first time in nearly a decade he knew hope, and giving that up seemed too terrible. 



"You want to stop talking?" Garlthik asked. 



J'role nodded. 



"Take off the ring." 



J'role drew his hands close to his chest, hid the ring under his free hand. 



"You can put it on again later," the ork said, and touched his heavy fingers lightly against J'role's shoulder. “I’m not going to take it from you." 



The boy eyed the ork curiously. 



"No, really, I'm not. I don't think so. You've got something about you—you were mute—

correct? And now you start describing a city when you put on the ring. Something about you ... You're connected to where this ring leads." Garlthik turned his face away and put a weary hand to his forehead. "Please, take it off. I've seen some stranger things, but this image of your mouth flapping away, with you not paying any attention. It's too disturbing." 



A strange happiness filled J'role. He realized that Garlthik and Mordom and the others wanted the ring because it led to something valuable, not because it was valuable in itself. 

Garlthik was surprised by J'role's words, which meant that he hadn't known what the goal was, only that it was something wonderful. And now J'role knew the goal was the city he spoke of. And if Garlthik was going to the city, and wanted to bring J'role along, then he would reach the city as well. Everything would be all right. 



J'role decided to remove the ring, if only to rest, and as soon as the ring left his finger a horrible pain crashed into his jaw, as if metal hooks had dug into his teeth. He dropped to the ground, groaning. But more than the physical pain was the terror of losing the sweet longing. He still held the ring in his hand, and from the ring there came the thin tunnel of desire to his heart. But nothing could compare with the full longing for the city. It had been so clear, so specific. If he could just find the city everything would be complete. 

Finished. And now there was nothing. Just a memory that he once had something, now gone. 



"Come on, boy. Let's find a place to sleep for the night. If they're after us, we'd best hide." 



Garlthik leaned down to help J'role up, but at the ork's touch J'role's mind filled with an image of his father lying on the ground, his shoulder torn open by the blast of the magician's spell. The ring and its magical city had kept J'role's head crammed with a longing for the city. But now released, J'role could think of nothing else. He shook his shoulder away from Garlthik's touch, stood, and started back the way they had come. 



"Where are you going?" the ork barked, exasperated. 



J'role looked out over the still landscape. He had never been so far from home, a six hours' walk. He'd never needed to navigate back to his village from such a distance, and the landmarks he'd used all his life were useless now. Worse, he'd paid no attention to the way they had traveled. 



He thought he saw the tip of the Red Hills, low and dark, but he couldn't be certain. Then he thought he spotted a large rock formation that was just east of his village, but realized it was too round at the top, too wide at the base. 



J'role felt as if he were floating in a great void, lost forever to everything he'd known. 



No. He could get back. He'd find it. 



With his legs aching, the dried blood cool and itchy on his forehead, he started back in what he thought was the right direction. He clutched the ring tight in his hand, not only to hold on to the slight feeling of longing, but because It was all he now owned, his only connection to his home. To his father. 



"Where are you going, boy?" 



He heard Garlthik take a few heavy strides toward him and then a big hand was on him, spinning him around 



The ork leaned his huge face in toward J'role's. "I said, where are you going?" 



J'role- stared at the ork for a moment, afraid. Garlthik had attacked him earlier. He might do it again. He pointed back in the general direction they'd come. 



"What do you want to go back there for, lad? That magician is certain to crisp your flesh if you should ever meet him." The ork smiled like a friend giving advice, but J'role could not believe him. 



J 'role shook his head, then clenched his fists as he tried to figure out how to communicate his concern for his father. Finally he tapped his chest with one hand, then raised the hand above his head. Garlthik peered at him, uncertain. "I could just speak at him. And then run," J'role thought. 



"Don't," said the creature, suddenly harsh in J'role's thoughts after so many hours of silence. "He may have magic you don't understand. He might kill you." 



It seemed odd for the creature to be giving him advice— and helpful advice, at that—

something the thing in his head had never done before. But remembering the magician's spells and his father's ruined shoulder, J'role decided not to use his voice. But he wanted to go back. 



"He's dead," Garlthik said simply. 



J'role remembered now. Garlthik had told him, but he'd lost the meaning of the words under the power of the ring. Why had he put it on? He'd forgotten everything when he put the ring on. He should have gone back! He could have done something. 



He flung the ring down on the ground, whirled away from Garlthik, started walking. 

Letting go of the ring—a quick flash of cold in his hand, suddenly gone—he wanted it back. Part of him wanted to scoop the ring back up, put it back on. Feel the desire, the aching, delirious desire of longing to see the city. But he kept moving. Maybe Garlthik was wrong. Maybe his father hadn't died. J'role couldn't know for sure. So much happened so fast. 



"BOY!' Garlthik shouted after him. Again the heavy steps followed. Rough hands grabbed him, whirled him around once more. The broad face that peered-down at him showed no pretense of kindness now. The large teeth that protruded over Garlthik's lips heaved up and down. "You will not go, do you understand? Your father is dead, and there is nothing you can do to bring him back. And I want you. Do you understand? There's something about you. Don't know what it is yet. But you have something … That city you described. I'm looking for that—I think. You can help me. I'm certain of it. 

Everybody who's put that ring on is looking for  something. But I've got you. I'm going to find it—we're going to find it. And when we do, we'll be rich. Do you understand? Rich! 

Only the potential for wealth could make my heart hunger so!" 



My father, J'role thought. 



"Dead," said the creature. "You let him die when you deserted him. There's no need—" 



"I didn't mean to!" 



"But you did. You did mean to." A wet chill touched the flesh of his back. 



"Do you remember what he asked you? 'Did you mean what you said?' he asked. When you were shouting; in the corridor by the pit. Do you remember?" 



"Yes, he asked me that. But it was you who spoke. I didn't say anything." 



"Oh, yes you did, J'role, young J'role, J'role the bringer of madness. You did. I let you speak clearly. I let you speak directly. That's why it's so dangerous. Most people can only use words—poor tools, words. But I speak with a clarity—I speak hate clearly. Purified. 

Absolute.' 



"But how ..." 



"It's my talent. Alas, my only talent." With a laugh it said, "We're all limited in our own way. I found all the hate he held in himself and twisted it back on him." 



"And my mother?" 



"The same. And the fool in the tunnels, now locked in eternal embrace with your mother at the bottom of the corpse pit." 



J'role sank to the ground. An emptiness filled his chest as he thought of the ring. The ring clarified emptiness, made such an aching longing comprehensible. It also gave him a hope: to find the city meant being free of the emptiness. 



He wanted that very much. 



He looked up and saw the ork looking down at him, confused. "Listen t o me," he said carefully. "We need each other now. They're after both of us. And we have the power, together, to find the greatest treasure of all the treasures. Let’s you and me work together. 

An alliance." He extended his: large hand. 



J'role nodded and slowly stood. He took the ork's hand and shook it. 



He walked back to the ring, picked it up, immediately feeling better. The longing caused by the ring's touch pained him, but it was purified, absolute. He did not place the ring on His finger, however. That would be too much right now. 



They found an outcropping of large boulders among some hills, and here they sought out a shelter. Soon they found a small cave-like hole formed by three tall boulders leaning against one another. As they settled down J'role began to shiver. Garlthik was cold, too, and set up a small pile of dry sticks he had found while searching for the cave. He reached into the pouch on his belt, and J'role thought he might be looking for another magical item for use in starting the fire. Instead the ork pulled out a piece of flint, which he sparked against the stone floor of their shelter. Soon he had a fire going. 



Without another word Garlthik lay down and slept. For a few moments J'role watched the flames grow and wither frantically in their brief lives. The orange and yellow light played over Garlthik's rough, wrinkled face, which looked so peaceful now. Again he wondered at the fact that he had only met Garlthik One-Eye that very day. 



J'role stretched out on the ground, the heat of the fire comforting him as his father's body had so often given comfort when J'role was younger. He thought of his father, now dead—simply gone—and then of Garlthik. They were so very different, yet J'role was strangely linked to each one, a horrible imbalance based on awkward dependency. 



He tried to imagine what it would be like to have the most important person in his life be someone with whom he was on equal footing. But he couldn't think of how it might happen. 



When they set out in the late morning of the next day, Garlthik was in the same jaunty mood as when J'role had first met him. He hummed a song, smiled his broad, toothy smile. His tattered cloak, still as blue as night when the sun had just set and the stars first came out, billowed around him, and his sword swung at his side. The sky stretched overhead, a pale blue streaked with long, wispy clouds. They walked east, rising higher and higher into a long mountain range. 



Every so often Garlthik would stop humming and ask J'role questions. 



"Did you actually see the city in your head? I mean, pictures of it?" 



J'role indicated no. 



"Just words, eh?" 



Then the ork would continue to hum, a bit of a skip in his walk. 



"Did you see any people? Or landmarks of any kind?" 



Again J’role indicated no. And as the day wore on and he continued to answer the odds questions in the negative, he wondered what worth he really possessed for Garlthik, and what the ork might eventually do with him if he proved himself worthless. 



The walk itself exhilarated J'role. Where the previous night he had been terrified to realize how far he was from home, now the distance he put between his village and himself sent a strange, unknown excitement coursing through his muscles. He could feel his former life fading from his body, like an old splinter sliding out of flesh. His past would be meaningless to the new people he met. No one would know that his mother had gone mad, that his father was a drunkard. They would know only that J'role was a mute and no more than that. No one would know he was cursed. 



"We'll keep walking until I think of something," said Garlthik. "I want to put distance between Mordom and us." 



And so they walked. 



As J'role saw mountain ranges he'd never seen before, saw rivers running crooked and blue-green that he'd never known existed, he was overwhelmed by the realization of how much there was in the world. By walking forward into it, new possibilities opened for him. The promise of … 



Something else. 
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 When he was seven, before everything went wrong, something lived in their home with them. 

  

 Their home consisted of three rooms—a sleeping room for J'role's parents, one room for J’role, and a central room between the two where they gathered and played. It was a luxurious place to live within the tunneled corridors of the kaer, but J'role's father was an important man. 

  

 The thing—a shadow of a thing—a wavering white shadow—sat in the corner of the central room for days. J'role never looked-straight at it, for it frightened him. His parents never said anything about it, so he thought it was his own problem. He never said anything. 

  

 He spent more and more of his time in his bedroom, trying to avoid the gaze of the strange thing. When he had to leave his home, he rushed through the room, desperate to avoid its gaze. His mother asked him why he was so nervous. Once he pointed at the thing. It laughed a raspy laugh. His mother saw nothing. 



At noon they ate berries and roots that both J'role and Garlthik knew how to find and knew were safe. It was not easy work, finding the food, for though the sky was clear and beautiful the land around them was desolate. It spread out like death, a wasteland testament to the thoroughness of the Horrors, who had in one way or another consumed everything they encountered. Strange furrows twisted their way through the rocky brown dirt of the hills, and the ground showed odd-shaped bulges. Sometimes the weird patterns of the land grabbed J'role's attention, distracting him so that he could no longer walk, nor think on anything it but the sight before him. The chaotic pattern of the land spoke to him in a way he could not understand, as if it reflected the worn and ragged mind inside his skull. 



After eating, they continued on their way. Garlthik had stopped asking questions and contented himself with humming. However, J'role's own curiosity had taken root. He tugged on Garlthik's arm and held the ring up in his palm, for Garlthik had permitted him to carry it. Still walking, Garlthik asked, "Yes?" 



J'role pointed to the ring, and then shrugged his shoulders. 



"Ah," said Garlthik. "Not sure, actually. Magic of some kind. But I'm just an adept, not a magician, and there's much of magic I don't understand. I only know how to think about magic in a specific way—as a means of procurement—if you will. But as to its—" he spread his arms wide, searching for the words—"as to its  fundamental nature, I am blind. 

Magicians know. Mordom, that crafty dragon's breath ..." Garlthik's green eye gleamed bright. "He knew more than he was saying of that I'm sure." With that the ork fell silent and resumed his humming as if the matter were closed. 



But what J'role wanted to know was about the ring itself. After carrying it for half the day, he had time to think about its strange effect on him. He wondered why someone had taken the time to make such a ring. As he continued to walk he slipped the ring on his finger . . . and instantly began to speak, unable to resist the sweet images his mouth held. 

Again, he did not know what he would say before the words came out, but as the sounds waited, touching his tongue like delicious dates and nuts, all he had to do was unleash them and listen. He stopped, unable to move on, and Garlthik turned to stare at him. J'role spoke of vaults filled with piles of artifacts and magical treasures, of pictures painted on huge marble walls that moved when anybody looked at them, of towers where ships of stone docked after traveling through the air from distant lands. 



J’role pointed at his mouth, then summoned the will to remove the ring. He took it off his finger and stared up at Garlthik. The ork seemed disappointed, like a child who has just been told he must wait until the next night to hear the rest of his favorite bed-time story. 

The mention of treasures had surely caught his interest. 



Once more J'role pointed to the ring. 



"All right," said the ork, turning and talking over his shoulder as he continued. "But let's keep moving." 



J 'role hurried a few- steps to catch up, and when he had, Garlthik continued. 



"The ring is from a city, I think—and I am close to convinced after seeing the odd effect it had on you. From the wonders you describe, it must be an ancient city of the Theran Empire. Perhaps it's somewhere nearby. But I don't know much about the world. Nobody does anymore. I've got to find out if anyone knows of such a city. I don't suppose you do?” He waited for a response, and J'role shook his head. "Anyway, that's why I want you by my side, young J'role. I believe you can help me to solve the mystery, though I don't know in what way yet." 



J'role remembered his father telling him about the Theran Empire many years ago, but his father had obviously not known much about it either because he had said very little. What he did know was that the empire once ruled the province of Barsaive, which included J'role's village as well as lands in all directions, and had created the knowledge to build the kaers. 



"Yes, you see. A mystery. What happened to the city—if there was a Theran city here in Barsaive?” Garlthik asked. "Did they survive the Scourge? If so, do they need help now? 

If  they do, a reward must await whoever comes to their aid. And if they did not survive, well, all the better, for then the city itself is the reward for whoever finds it. Mordom I think, knew more of the ring than he ever let on—and probably more of the city." 

Garlthik touched his thick fingertips against his eye-patch. "The man possesses magic the likes of which I have never seen." 



But J'role's thoughts had wandered far from the ork's words. A city filled with magicians! 

A city filled with people who could make statues dance and chariots fly through the air! 

What wonders might they perform on J'role himself? Could they remove the creature from his thoughts? Might he once again have his voice? Certainly if the people of the city were in trouble, and J'role helped save them, such a reward would be little enough to ask. 

J'role added a skip to his walk as he continued along. 



Garlthik saw this and smiled. "So, now the quest intrigues you, does it, lad?" 



J'role looked back and nodded. 



"I thought so. I thought I saw something of it in your eyes when first we met.” 



J'role stopped now, looked carefully into Garlthik's face for an understanding of his words 



"You've got the spirit, boy. That's all I meant. You are an adventurer, aren't you?" He smiled a gigantic smile, his mouth forming into a cave, his huge teeth lining the edges like stalagmites and stalactites." You long for it, don't you? And I'll bet you don't even gee it for what it is, you're so hungry for it. You're a starving man let loose upon a feast— 

eating everything up so quickly you can't even taste it." 



J'role shrugged, uncertain. 



"No! Look about you." Garlthik stepped up to J'role and turned him around, placing a strong hand on J'role's shoulder. Standing behind the boy he gestured out to the hills and rivers and mountains that rested on the lowlands below them." I'll bet you're thinking, 

'Got to get to some treasure. Got to reach some monsters. Have an adventure.' But this is it, J'role. Simply being out—wandering, traveling. You've left what you knew behind, and now you're wandering into the unknown. This walk, this walk we've taken just today, how many people from your village have ever traveled so far? Right now they're toiling away in their fields, trying to prove that they're worth something in the eyes of their neighbors, struggling to get enough to eat, to feed their families. The children grow up just like their parents. They're all going to sit around on the patch of ground where they were born. They won't learn anything about the world. They won't live through anything they haven't been taught how to live through." 



Garlthik stared down into J'role's face, looking for a sign of comprehension. Finding none, he drew in a breath and started to speaking again. 



"That's what an adventure is, my boy. Doing what you don't know how to do. I've never traveled to a lost city before. I've never walked over this spot before. What's over that hill? What might try to kill us next? I've no idea." He spread his arms wide and tilted his head back and smiled at the bright sun. "This is it." 



Then he leaned down toward J'role and lowered his voice. "You see, it may seem quiet now, but that's just a trick. In an adventure, the adventure is always present, even if it doesn't look like it. You're an adventurer because you're alert to that. I can tell. Saw it back at the cave when I threw you the ring. You're ready to seize the moment when it presents itself. Most folks, they could even be on an adventure, and when it got quiet, they'd think the adventure had stopped. They'd let their guard down. Then, next thing they knew, something would come flying in and kill them. Or a treasure would present itself and they'd miss it. Just like that. That’s why they have to stay home. At home you know everything. Now his gaze floated away from J'role and out along the tops of the hills. "You know everything oh so well at home," he added quietly. 



Garlthik stared silently out at the hills for a good, long while, and J'role joined him in contemplating the land below. At first he could make no sense of Garlthik's words. Yes? 

it was true he had never seen this land—the winding rivers the barren dirt, the scraggly trees, the hills and mountain tops. But similar sights existed a day's walk from his village. 

What difference did it make? 



He glanced up at Garlthik, who was staring out as if hungry, feasting on the sight before him. J'role tried to imagine what Garlthik saw, and looked back out at the landscape. He tried to suck the sight in through his eyes, as Garlthik seemed to be doing. 



And slowly, something began to happen. 



He noticed a bird, or at least he thought it was a bird, hopping around on the ground fare far away by a lone tree. It was only a dot, but it moved and bounced around, as if struggling with something. 



Then he saw how the water in the river folded over just slightly as it passed a bend in the river. And he saw how the trees, what few there were, each bent in the wind, creating an odd pattern of motion when viewed all together from this distance. 



He began to understand. Though he'd noticed many of the same things in his own village, he'd never seen this particular group of objects and motion before. This combination was unique. In fact, when night fell, the shadows would change, the bird would leave. Not only had he never seen it before, it existed only in this moment. 



It all seemed terribly fragile. 



Thoughts of his father came to him. His father was very fragile. Now gone. 



Without thinking about it, J'role began to walk, continuing along the route he and Garlthik had been traveling all day. He watched his feet take steps over the ground before him, and then vanish from sight as his body fell forward again and again. 



"Wait up boy," Garlthik called. J'role did not slow his pace, but the ork quickly caught up. They walked on in silence. 



A question occurred to J'role: Did Garlthik have a father he loved? What had happened to his father? Did he ever see him anymore? 



That night they made camp on top of a ridge that offered them a view of anyone approaching from the south and the west. "And if they're after us," Garlthik said, "that's how they'll come." 



They built a small fire in an alcove formed by rocks they piled high to keep the light from giving away their location. Then they settled down to the food they'd gathered that day. 

Purple berries with a somewhat bitter taste and half-ripe fruit from a tree that J'role had never seen before, but which Garlthik assured him was safe to eat. 



Despite the meal, J'role was still hungry. He caught Garlthik's attention and pointed to his stomach. "Aye, me too, lad," the ork said. "But if there's a drawback to being an adventurer, it's this: you can't always have what you want when you want it. In four days' 

time we might be- as wealthy as kings. Then again, we might just starve to death before four days are out." 



J'role thought about the words. He thought of how much time the farmers of his village spent tending their crops, how much toil was involved, and how often they still ended up with very little harvest to show for it. Garlthik might be wise in many ways of the world, but not in all. Everyone risked not having what he wanted when he wanted it, just by being alive, adventurer or not. 



As night came on, he stood gazing out over the land below. The cool air washed gently over his face, and the fire buried between the stones kept his legs warm. The mixed sensations delighted him. Extremes, he thought. I like them more and more. 



Then J'role spotted two orbs of light bobbing their way across the land, still distant, but getting closer. Crouching down, he poked at Garlthik's chest. The ork, who had just closed his eyes and begun to drift off, at first pushed J'role's hands away. But then he opened his eyes, saw the look on the boy's face. J'role pointed over the rocks. 



Garlthik quickly scrambled up and looked in the direction J'role pointed. J'role thought that Garlthik looked horribly frightened as the ork removed his torn cloak and used it to smother the fire. When the flames had become no more than embers, Garlthik stood up and stared back out over the rocks. J'role joined him. 



The orbs had gotten closer, and J'role saw now that they were lanterns. He had only seen such devices once before, many years ago when a group of humans and a troll had traveled through his village. Each lantern hung from poles atop wagons that were making their way across the land. Drawn by horses, the wagons rocked side to side over the sloped and rocky ground. J'role could not make out who rode in the carts, but there seemed to be about three people in each one. He also thought he saw shadows, tall, like large men, moving alongside the carts, but he could not be sure. 



Next to him, Garlthik relaxed. "Not them. Just travelers. Wonder what they've got?." He lowered himself back behind their shelter of boulders. "We'll light the fire again when they've passed on a bit." 



J'role knew what they might have—and he wanted it. He tugged on Garlthik's arm, then pointed at his stomach and then over the boulders at the merchants. 



Garlthik laughed and brought his hand up to his mouth I and smothered it. When he'd gained control of himself he said, "And what will we do, young J'role? Go up to them and beg for alms? Those travelers are escorted by obsidimen. Not the type of folk who are usually too generous. I doubt we'd get within fifty feet of them, even with peaceful intentions, before those brutes slammed into our meager bodies with their stone hands. 

Wouldn't even see them coming if they're worth their pay." 



J'role wanted to know what obsidimen were, but knew that getting out the question would be too much work; he didn't even know how to begin. Instead he kept his mind fixed on the issue of food. He gestured back over the rock again, and then he mimed walking along silently, his knees bent, creeping along. 



Garlthik smiled. "Steal it?" 



J'role nodded vigorously. 



"Lad, maybe another time. Certainly, I've stolen from more difficult marks—but I always had help." 



Indignantly J'role pounded his chest with his fist. 



"Yes, yes. You're here to help. But you're not especially well trained." 



J'role pointed to himself again, then mimed sneaking through a door, opening a barrel, pulling out apples. Garlthik cocked his head to one side. J'role gestured back over the boulder; several times in a row, trying to build the impression of distance. 



"Oh. You've stolen ... You stole when you lived in your village?" Garlthik first looked astonished, then smiled again. "Well, that is a surprise. Wouldn't have ... All right. Do you know the talents?” 



J'role furrowed his brow, at first not understanding what Garlthik meant. Then he realized that he meant magical talents. He had never thought that there would be magical talents for thieves, just as there were magical talents for Ishar, the village metalsmith, but it made sense. He remembered the green glow that poured out of the knots that had been holding Garlthik. That was probably one of them. He shook his head. 



"That's it then. We'll be building our appetites tonight." He rolled over to go back to sleep. 



J'role knelt down beside Garlthik grabbed the ork's arm and shook it. 



"No, no. I can't do it alone, and boy, you're just not ready." 



An idea came to J'role. He pointed first to Garlthik and then to himself, over and over again. Then he took the ork's heavy hand in his and clasped it. 



"What do you want, boy?” 



He continued to point to Garlthik, and then himself. 



"You want to—be me ... ? To learn from me? You want me to teach you the talents?” 



J'role nodded. 



The ork laughed quietly. "We won't be done in time to get that caravan ..." Garlthik shook his head and waved his hand, a sober look coming s over his face. "You probably don't know this, but when you pick a discipline, it shapes how you see the world. Everything feeds into this sight. That's why the magic works. Once a thief, you'll always be a thief. 

You'll always think like a thief." 



J'role patted his belly. The ork laughed, then looked somberly at J'role, as if weighing something out. "All right then. In the morning." He started the fire again, and rolled over once more. 



For a long time J'role stared up at the stars. The tiny points of light seemed to form countless patterns, just like the picture language common to the name-giver races. 

Though J'role could not read, he'd seen words carved in stone, words formed from a picture of a dragon's head combined with a few dots and circles. Next to that would be a cat, and next to that an image of a jaguar, each altered slightly to produce different syllables. 



As J'role looked at the sky he wondered if the stars too formed patterns—words written across the night. 



He could not sleep, and after an hour or so he took out the ring. The silver cold against the flesh of his palm and reminded him of the wonderful, overwhelming desire he'd felt earlier. He craved to feel that longing once more, but the thought also made him afraid. It took complete possession of his thoughts. Two days ago, putting on the ring had made him forget even about his father dying on the floor of the kaer. 



The memory of his father sent a shiver through J'role. What a horrible son he was! How often had he wished the man dead! How could he have wanted that for a man who had tried so hard? So, so hard. An empty ache took hold of J'role's heart; he felt incomplete, as if he still needed something from his father that would now never be provided. 



Without even thinking about it, he slipped the ring onto his finger to escape the sadness. 

He felt his tongue come alive without his will, and the tingling spread across his jaw. He rolled away so as to not disturb Garlthik, then stood up and walked over to a rock and stared out over the barren, windblown landscape, listening to himself speak. 



He said, "Fine stones, each as pure white as sun-bleached bones, led to the city from all quarters of Barsaive." An astounding sight greeted him as he stared out over the barren, dark landscape. Several miles away a thin line glowed as pure as the stars above, reaching off in either direction as far as he could see. 



A road. 
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 The memory of the nightmare is slight. Not as horrible as what is to come, but all connected somehow, a thread in the web of despair. A little matter, really. Probably not worthy of being relegated to the realm of nightmares. But there it is. He is four. The thing in the corner has not yet arrived His mother is alive. His father happy. 

  

 His mother speaks to him one day when his father is gone. He is her pride, yes. She can show him off to the neighbors, yes. He is facile with language. "Just like his father,” 

 everyone says, smiling. So happy. 

  

 "Be careful," his mother warns. Her face is serious. "Don't be like your father. People will expect too much. Don it speak so much. Don't show them how clever you are. " 

  

 Yet she continues to show him off, and he is expected to perform. When speaking to others, if he says the wrong thing —   and he never knows what that might be—she looks down. Frowns. He is always disappointing her. He doesn't know why. Everyone else thinks him so clever. 

  

 When they are alone, she looks at him and sighs. He turns away. He wants to do the right thing, but does not know what that is. 

  

 One day she stares at him for a long time. "You're just like your father," she says quietly, hopeless. 



He stared at the remarkable sight before him, not listening to a single word he was babbling. The road had not been there before. He would have seen it. It glowed. Tears formed in his eyes, and he did not know why. Was it the magic of the ring? The longing was strong within him now, stronger than it had been at any time since he'd worn the ring. The road was of course tied to the city, and the city was the source of the longing. 



But no. The tears were for something else. For his father. Here, right before him, something so strange and marvelous. He wished his father could be beside him to see it. 

Though Bevarden had spoken of many miraculous things, he'd spoke of them only through the memories of others. But he too had known a longing—to actually see the magic of the world— the extraordinary. Everything had gone- wrong, though, back at the kaer. First with his mother, and now ... 



J'role wished his father could see it. 



A road of starlight. It was the kind of thing Bevarden always suggested they would find together. 



He turned toward Garlthik, wanting to wake the ork up and show him. 



Then he turned back toward the road. Could he show the ork the road? He fought down the ring's power to make him keep longing for the city, and pulled the ring off The road vanished. The barren lowlands again became mundane and stark. 



J'role nearly cried out with excitement. But years of training had taught him not to speak out spontaneously, and the creature's warmth in his thoughts always kept the need for silence immediate. 



He rushed over to Garlthik to shake the ork awake. When J'role was within five feet of the fire Garlthik suddenly rolled over and sprang up, sword drawn, eye alert and startled. 

J'role stopped dead. 



"Spirits, boy! Don't ever do that. Not unless you want to be able to carry your head in your hands." The ork looked around, seeking possible enemies, then relaxed. "What is it now? Don't you need sleep like the rest of us?" 



J'role pointed toward where he had seen the road, then held out the ring in his other hand. 

The ork lost his indignant manner and eyed J'role carefully. "Something about the ring? 

The city?" 



J'role nodded excitedly, then started walking toward the rocks where he'd seen the road. 

Garlthik followed. 



When they reached the rocks where J'role had seen the road, J'role swept his hand through: the air, gesturing to something out in the darkness. 



"Is the city out there?" the ork asked. 



J'role shook his head, and handed Garlthik the ring. The ork took it and said, ' You want me to put it on?" J'role nodded. "Ah, don't know about that. It hurts to wear the ring. A sweet hurt, but a hurt nonetheless.” 



J 'role simply stared at Garlthik. 



"All right." 



The ork slipped the ring onto one of his large fingers. Immediately a strange expression shrouded his face; his body shook slightly and the shoulders slumped forward, as if an old wound had suddenly opened. J'role became apprehensive, wondering if the ork was in pain. Then Garlthik gave a strange smile—almost like a frown, but happy enough to be different. He sighed, his eye closed tight. 



J'role tugged on Garlthik's arn. The ork opened his eye, and looked toward where J'role pointed. 



A pause, and then Garlthik asked with a breathy voice, "Should I see something?" 



A panic seized J'role. Had he imagined the road? He looked out across the starlit land. Of course, he saw nothing. With a sudden lurch he fumbled at Garlthik's hand for the ring. 

He had to put it back on, to be sure. The ork immediately pulled his hand away. "No, no. 

Just ... Let ... Feel it…” 



Knowing he could not force Garlthik to give him the ring, J'role simply waited as the ork stared up at the sky. He thought hey saw a single tear appear under the ork's good eye, a soft and small object that seemed incongruous with the ork's rough, bulky body. 



After many minutes Garlthik's body twisted harshly and he began to gasp for air. He put his hands together and wrenched the ring from his finger, throwing it to the ground. J'role grabbed it and held it tight in his hands as the ork doubled over, breathing heavily. “Oh, please, oh, please," Garlthik said over and over. 



As he held the ring in his hand, J'role was amazed to realize how small it was. It fit him perfectly, and yet it had also fit Garlthik's finger, easily twice as big ask any of J'role's. 

Could the ring change size? Starlight glinted off the silver as the ring rested in J'role's palm, and he saw clearly that the ring could not possibly have fit any of Garlthik's massive fingers at its current size. 



The ring wanted people to be able to wear it. It wanted everyone to be able to wear it. 



He turned back to where he'd seen the road earlier and slipped the ring on his finger. 



The road appeared, glowing like a river burning with white fire. 



Knowing he would never be able to make Garlthik understand what he saw, J'role leaped onto the rocks and then over them, funning down the long hillside toward me road. 



“Wait, boy!" Garlthik cried with a gasp. J'role could hear a strain in the ork's voice. 

"Wait!" 



J'role did not. Either the ork would follow him or he would not. 



Garlthik did follow. But J'role had enough of a head start that the ork never caught up. 

J'role ran and ran, continuing for fifteen minutes, and then another thirty. The cool night air washed over his skin, the shining road stretching out ahead like the- finish line of a race. His heart pounded with effort and exuberance. He spoke all the while, describing carpets that floated through the air and beautiful gowns and robes worn by all the citizens of the strange and miraculous city. 



Finally, with his lungs raw from the effort of running and talking, he reached the road. Its brilliance against the darkness of night blinded him at first, and it took several moments for him to look directly at it. Made of thick slabs of stone, it stretched off to the east and west. J'role walked up to the edge of the road and touched his fingertips to one of the stones. 



The stone felt only slightly cooler than the air, and then J'role realized that his fingers had actually passed through the surface of the stone, vanishing slightly into the white glow. 

He pulled his hand out quickly. 



Behind him came Garlthik, gasping for breath. "What are you ...?" he began. "Whats gotten into you, lad?" He staggered up to where J'role knelt and walked right through the stones of the road. 



J'role looked up at the ork, startled. Could the road still be invisible this close? He removed the ring from his-finger, and immediately pain cut through his mouth from the incessant talking he'd done while running. 



The road vanished. 



He rubbed his jaw with one hand, holding the ring out to Garlthik with the other. He didn't think Garlthik would see anything —  the ork had already suggested that there was a special connection between J'role and city. Maybe he could see things Garlthik could not when he wore the ring. 



Garlthik took the ring. "What is it? What  is it?' 



J 'role gestured up and down the road. The ork looked in either direction. "I don't see . . ." 



J'role jumped up and jabbed his finger at the ring in Garlthik's hand. "I don't know," 

Garlthik said. "Not again, not now." 



J'role slammed his open hands against Garlthik's chest. 



The ork half-smiled, half-staggered back. "All right, all right." He slipped the ring on his finger, sighed as before, then gave a harsh gasp. Though J'role could not see the road any longer, he knew Garlthik was looking in the direction it lay "A road," Garlthik said, "a ruined road." 



The momentary Joy slid to confusion.  Ruined road? 



"How did you see this from back there?" Garlthik asked. 'The stones are barely visible in the dirt." Then he saw J'role's confusion, struggled with his desires for a moment, then pulled the ring off. He looked at the empty ground. "You did see it, didn't you? A road?" 



J'role nodded, but his face betrayed frustration. The two of them began an awkward exchange of words and gestures, each one trying to explain to the other what he had seen. 

J'role quickly grasped that Garlthik had seen only the ruins of a great road. But he could not communicate to Garlthik that he had seen  more than that. A road, yes. But whole and magical. They eventually gave up, not a little annoyed with each other. 



"Well, a road, at least," said Garlthik. "At least we agree on that." 



J’role nodded. 



They continued on their way for three more days, taking turns wearing the ring and following the road, both ruined and whole. They came near several small villages much like J'role's, but they stayed clear of them. Garlthik had lost all his money when Slinsk searched his pockets, and so they had no means to purchase food. "People won't trust us unless we show money," Garlthik said. "If we had some, we'd be as good as family." 



Their hunger increased daily, for the brown landscape yielded little sustenance. Although J'role had been hungry in the past, he'd always known that if things got too bad, someone—if only Brandson—would notice and give him some food. And if that failed, he could sneak into someone else's food stock to steal some rice and corn and berries. 



Still despite the lack of food, J 'role's spirits remained high. As he continued to walk, the hunger transformed from a sensation of lack to a sensation of cleansing, as if the emptiness let him carry only himself and nothing more. 



And he wrestled with the mystery of the road; why did each of them see something else? 

Were they seeing the road at different times—J'role's view from the past, Garlthik's from the present? But the present view was that there was no road at all. Could it be that each saw what he wanted to find? Garlthik would be pleased to find a ruined city, empty, with treasure waiting. J'role wanted a living city, filled with; wizards who could remove the thing from his thoughts. 



He did not know. It all made no sense. 



As he had promised, Garlthik began J'role's apprenticeship as a thief adept. At first the ork's words confused J'role, for he expected Garlthik to speak of weaving magic spells or the careful ways one could sneak about, and insted the lessons consisted only of the ork rattling on about what an adept's talents were not. J'role thought that Garlthik was simply stalling, not wanting to teach him true magic at all. But he had no means to protest, and did not know what he would say if he could, so he listened. And slowly, because he could not express his impatience, he began to learn. 



"A magician weaves spells. An adept does not," said Garlthik, his attention caught for a moment by a flock of birds, no more than dots, cutting across the blue sky. J'role thought he could hear their contented cries as they moved together in elegant flight. "Magicians write down their intricate, arcane works in grimoires. We do not. Magicians are trapped by their pasts as they create elaborate preparations for the future. We are not. We," he said as the flesh of his cheeks rolled back, revealing his astounding smile, “find the magic, right where it is, at that moment, and letting ourselves go in that moment, float upon the magic." 



J'role looked up at Garlthik, startled. He lifted his hand, palm down and fingers spread, and let it move up and down, like a bird floating on the wind. 



"Yes. Strange, isn't it? Or so it seemed to me too, when I was a lad your age." Garlthik paused, just a half-beat, looking down at J'role with a sudden, tiny flash of sadness. Then he smiled. "But it's true. The magic is all around us. But most folks don't think in terms of the moment. They don't know how to let themselves respond to what's happening to them—right then and right there. And that's the adept's secret. Not much of a secret, actually. Most of them will flap their lips about it to anyone who will listen—a bad idea, I think. But there it is." 



They walked on in silence for a few minutes as Garlthik searched for the right words. 

"Now don't get me wrong. Magic doesn't just happen. Paying attention to the world is work, and every so often it makes sense to study something in detail. Like the rope Slinsk and Phlaren tied me up with. That was a mistake on their part. I knew that rope well—I studied all the rope we had when we were working together, just in case something like that should come up. I knew my hands, I knew the rope, so in that moment, even though I couldn't see my hands, could feel barely anything but pain from the broken arm tied around my back, I was able to know exactly what to do to free myself. I knew how the rope met my hands, knew just how-to tug it, knew just how much pressure was needed at each moment, all because I knew that rope so well. 



"Anyway, that's why a metalsmith is so good. He gets to know the metal before he works it. Or the archer who floats on the magic. He knows his bow inside and out. Knows every nick and exactly how it's balanced. When he draws an arrow into it, he's got something a regular archer doesn't have: the feel of the world binding his hands to the wood of the bow, the bow against the air, and the air against his hands. It's all connected. There are good archers, but none are so good as those who know the magical side of whatever they're in contact with. That is, archer adepts. And we, lad, will be a pair of thief adepts." 



And so it went. At first Garlthik spoke little of thieving itself. He tossed out ideas about the world and magic over and over again, all strange at first, but easier to understand upon each hearing. 



One morning J'role woke before Garlthik. Rather than wake the ork, he stood and turned slowly around. A breeze touched him. He looked down and saw how many shapes and sizes of grains of dirt-made up the ground on which he stood. All rested against each other, an impossibly enormous number of them, on and on forming the land that stretched out forever and ever, wrapping itself around the world, all flowing beyond his vision, but all connected, oddly, to the very spot where he stood. "So," he thought to himself, "this is magic." 



Toward evening they saw a village ahead. Like J'role's village, it was surrounded by farmland—patches of green that radiated out in wider and wider arcs, forcing their way into the brown and dry lands beyond. A small river ran beside the village, and a large mill rested on it, its water wheel turning steadily and slowly. 



"We'll be staying there tonight." 



J'role held up a palm, empty. 



"Not to worry, lad. I've still got this." The ork leaned down and slid a wad of thick black clay off the edge of his boot sole, revealing a small compartment. J'role caught a glimpse of silver. Then Garlthik sent one of his fingers into the hole and fished out a small stone, no bigger than a fingertip. It was cut with several facets that caught the sunlight and turned the light silver and blue. The sight transfixed J'role; never had he seen anything so beautiful. 



"My first haul," said Garlthik wistfully. "A diamond ... You've never seen one before, have you? Beautiful stones. Stole it from a merchant in a citadel far south of here. The old man who taught me to steal, he told me to get it. It marked me. We'll use it to get lodging and food tonight." 



He started down the slope leading to the village, but J'role caught the ork's arm and stopped him. The boy shook his head. He didn't want Garlthik selling his beautiful stone for the comfort of lodging and food. He patted his stomach and shook his head again, then pointed further along the route they had been traveling. 



Garlthik laughed. "Don't worry about it, lad. It's something I want to do." He looked down at the stone. "It was ridiculous for me to keep it all these years. Not like me at all. 

An adept's got to be true to himself, J'role. If you don't behave as you truly are, the magic will know. It'll turn you out. This ... This has been a bit of vanity. I'd never hold on to something like this. It's as if I was waiting for something to go wrong, keeping a little extra hidden away just in case. Well, my boy, I’m not a 'just in case' ork. I either make it or I don't. So let's go spend it now and get it over with. We'll have a roof over our heads, some good food in our bellies and supplies for the rest of the trip. If they've any pack animals to spare, they'll be ours as well." 



They went down to the village, meeting a few stares from farmers along the way, and even more when they reached the village proper. It occurred to J'role that almost everyone they'd seen in the villages they passed had been human. Remembering how strange Garlthik's appearance had seemed to him at first, J'role wondered what it was like to be Garlthik, alone in a world of staring eyes. And then he realized with a start that outcast and alone was exactly the way he'd lived his own life. Until now. 
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 In one of his nightmares, J'role wakes from his sleep. 

  

 He is six or so. From the central room his mother has just let out a cry so loud it woke him. He is startled for a moment but then hears a soothing whisper. He thinks at first it is his father. But the voice is too deep. It is strange. Not the voice of anyone in the kaer. 

  

 Then J'role realizes that it is the voice of the thing in the corner. 



In the center of the village they found the local tavern, a big inn very much like Brandson's, the tavern in J'role's village. When Garlthik first presented the diamond to the tavern keeper, a thick-bodied woman with red cheeks and clever eyes, she looked slightly left and right, knowing instinctively that the ork had gained the treasure in some underhanded manner. 



But when Garlthik began to speak with her, it was in a voice J'role had never heard from him before. The ork's tone was at once soothing and cunning. He never stated that the stone was stolen, yet with sly glances he clearly implied it was. J'role watched the woman, and realized that part of her wanted nothing to do with the stolen diamond, yet another part was drawn to the idea of buying such merchandise. Not only would she get it at a bargain price, but it would be  stolen treasure. He saw the eagerness building in her eyes. A story to tell her select friends, J'role guessed: "Well, in walked this ork, hungry as could be, tattered cloak and such, and he comes straight up to the bar, making sure no one else could overhear, of courses and in his hand he's holding . . ." 



She didn't seem the sort to have trafficked much in stolen goods, but from the strange look in her eyes, J'role saw that she wanted to give it a try, if only once. 



J'role wondered if he was any different. He had left his village, a place where most people stayed forever, to take up traveling with a creature who had one green eye and thick yellow teeth so big they poked up over his lips. Watching Garlthik bargain, J'role realized how thankful he was to the ork for getting him away from his village. 



“I can't give you coins," the woman said, staring at the diamond, the negotiations finished, "but I'll give you the food and lodging you asked for, and I'll make arrangements with Hyruss the miller's son about that horse. She won't be fast, but she'll carry the food you've bought." 



"And the sword and the dagger?" 



"Yes, yes," the woman said with distaste. "The weapons as well." J'role did not think she minded the sword by itself; it was arming an ork with a sword that was giving her trouble. 



"You've been most kind," said Garlthik. "Now if you could let us have two legs of lamb, stew, and ale, we'll fill our bellies well and then we'll retire upstairs." 



“I can't give you anything until I've been paid," the woman said, hand outstretched. 



"Good tavernkeep, we have nothing to pay you with but this stone, and certainly its value exceeds the meal and one night's lodging—as we have already discussed. When you have arranged the food and the horse, I'll gladly give you the stone. I assure you, the investment will be well worth your time." The words sounded awkward coming from Garlthik's mouth, as if they were too large to fit comfortably. Too formal and friendly. 

Yet he got them out, and the woman agreed. She turned to shout at a boy—her son?—to bring some lamb and stew. 



J'role and Garlthik took a table near a window looking out in the direction they had just traveled. Garlthik stared from the window with the same haunted look he had worn when first they'd met and the ork had turned around to see if anyone—Mordom, J'role knew now—followed. 



The ring now hung under J'role's shirt, tied around his neck by a thong. Thinking about the past brought thoughts of his father, which suddenly made him acutely aware of the ring. The cold metal against his chest tempted him to put it back on his finger. He suddenly felt incomplete again, and wanted the thing that would finally make him whole. 



Despite the desire, J'role did not put on the ring. He didn't want to begin babbling uncontrollably about a lost city while surrounded by strangers; he and Garlthik had already attracted enough attention. Instead he joined Garlthik in looking silently out the window. 



It seemed strange now to see the world outside enclosed in a frame. J'role longed to step outside the tavern and be lost once more in the boundless world, feeling his connection with everything continuing on forever—a sensation nearly impossible to experience while looking through the square edges of a window. Yet he also felt a strong desire to stay right where he was. Though the world lost its indefinable, lovely quality when framed, he found it easier to relax. 



The boy soon brought the food. The lamb was so tender it seemed to melt in J'role's mouth; and the stew, warm and full of carrots and corn and beef, made his cheeks tingle and filled his belly so deeply that he thought he might never want to eat again. 



J'role and Garlthik swayed as they stood, their full meals mixing with their exhaustion. 

The boy who had served them led them upstairs to a room with two mats on the floor and a window covered with a coarse, ragged cloth. The sun still shone, and small circles of light formed by holes in the cloth dotted the floor. Without any thought of either future or past, J'role dropped to his knees and spread himself out on one of the mats. 



Just as he closed his eyes the creature in his thoughts said, "So, you'll find the city?" 



It had been so long since the creature had spoken that it took J'role by surprise. "Yes," he thought, his mind slipping into a pleasant darkness. 



The creature slid back into his thoughts, curling up as comfortably as a cat before a fire, and said no more. 



The slow, precise sound of hoof beats, the snort of horses, words whispered, a clatter of metal all floated into J'role's awareness. He awoke with a start. 



Darkness. Outside the window he heard the sounds continue. Through the holes in the cloth he saw the stars. Garlthik still slept. 



J'role rose quietly to his feet. In three steps he was across the bare floorboards and looking out the window through a tear in the cloth. 



Below he saw at man handing his horse's reins over to the tavernkeep's son. The man was round in the middle, and wore a thick scarlet jacket with matching pants, all trimmed with gold. A large man—no, not a man—one of the lizardfolk his father had talked about. 

Green-skinned, tall, with a long, thick tail. He held a-large sword and stood warily, obviously guarding the man, keeping an eye out for anyone who might approach out of the darkness. J'role wondered what if was like to be so big. Big as Garlthik, and then bigger. With a huge tail that could be used to trip enemies. The guard's long, snouted head turned right and then left, as if sniffing for possible danger. 



Suddenly J’role felt something beside him. He gave out a gasp, and felt a rough hand cover his mouth. "Shhh," said Garlthik, releasing J'role immediately. "If we travel together, you must always wake me when there's news. Understand?” 



J'role nodded and stepped aside to give Garlthik a clear view of the scene outside. "Ah. 

Good. He's the one." With that cryptic statement Garlthik turned from the window and returned to his mat. "Might as well turn in. Unless I miss my guess, there won't be anything more to do with them tonight. We'll let them get comfortable." 



J'role had no idea what Garlthik was talking about, but he had no wish to try and sort it out now. He was too tired. 



The fat man and his guard entered the tavern. J'role heard their voices, but could not make out the words. Unable to gain any more information—and with not the slightest idea what he might have been trying to find out anyway—he too returned to his mat and the sweetness of sleep. 



The next day J'role and Garlthik went down to the common area to enjoy a breakfast of warm bread, cheese, and milk. They had just sat down when the lizard-folk guard came down and took a seat across the room. Though armed with a sword and possessing a fine row of razor-sharp teeth, the lizard-folk seemed oddly shy and small. He curled his clawed hands around his broth and glanced about furtively as if afraid someone would see him looking. 



One time J'role's eyes met the guard's, and instead of turning away, as J'role would have expected, the lizard-folk smiled, the tip of his tail thumping up and down against the floor. 



"What are you doing?" Garlthik muttered his voice not much louder than a whisper, but strong and serious. 



J'role saw that the ork kept his head down, as if concerned only with swirling the mead in his mug. He didn't know what Garlthik was talking about. 



"What are you doing looking about like that, making eye contact? You only do that if you need a mark to take a liking to you. We don't need that. Now he's paid attention to you. 

Now he'll remember you. You are a thief. You don't befriend anybody, understand? 

There are the people you steal from, and that's it. The only people you don't steal from are the people who don't own anything worth stealing. And you don't befriend them because they're not worth befriending. If they ever end up owning something, then you can steal it. But they're not your friends. Understand?" 



J'role did—just barely—and he nodded his head. 



Soon the portly, finely dressed man also came down to the common area. J'role eyed him carefully, keeping Garlthik's warning in his thoughts. He noticed that the rich man wore a ring with a bright stone that shone blue with the light it caught from the windows. It was bigger, much bigger, than the one Garlthik had bartered to the tavernkeep. The rich man took a table separate from the one where the guard sat. 



"Tonight, when the reptile is on watch," said Garlthik, "you'll go in and steal that diamond—the one on the trader's finger. They're going to stay at least another night. He's well-fed and well-dressed. Once his kind stop moving, they stay put for a while." 



J'role looked up at Garlthik's face and then down at his food, afraid of showing undue attention to the conversation. 



"It's your test, boy. Your initiation. And your payment. I paid my mentor with coins I begged in the citadel. You haven't paid me yet. And you owe me for my diamond. That ring on his finger. You owe me. We'll do it tonight. Best be back on the road by then. I do believe Mordom has lost our trail, but better to be on the safe side." 



A tight tension crawled over J'role's chest. The lizard-folk looked very strong. To steal something from him would be a difficult task. Dangerous.-  



"You'll do just fine," said the creature, even as J'role's thoughts slipped into fear. He had the strange desire to be sitting alongside his drunken father back at the kaer. "You'll do just fine.'' "What?" thought J'role. It was the first time the thing in his thoughts had ever tried to offer comfort, and the words startled him. "I like you, boy. Didn't you know that?" 



"No." "Well, I do." 



"Will you let me talk now?" 



"Talk? I'll always let you talk." The creature laughed: something oily passed through J'role's thoughts. 



“I mean …like other people." 



"Why would you want to talk like other people? I've given you an amazing gift." 



“I don't want it." 



"Well, no matter. No. I told you years ago, we'll be together until you die. I don't suppose you want to kill yourself?" 



“No” 



"Well, then there's nothing to be done, is there?" 



"Why: don't you leave?" 



"Not until you're dead. Not until you're dead." 



The cold ring hanging against J'role's chest seemed to dig into his flesh. If he could only find the city. They would be able to help him. 



"I'm going to go speak with the weaponsmith," said Garlthik, standing up. "Do what you will, but be back here tonight. Get some rest, as a matter of fact. It's going to be a busy night." 



That night, long after the sky had turned black and the stars- blanketed the world and the people in the village and all throughout the land were asleep, Garlthik woke J'role. J'role's mind stirred itself from at deep dream: his mother, holding him in her arms when he was a child. Her flesh was a light gray, strong as stone, but soft and comfortable. 



"Wake up. It's time." 



The moon had passed toward her monthly death, and only dim light from the stars passed through the holes in the curtain. J'role made out Garlthik's big body, no more than a thick shadow, moving on all fours on the floor. The old, worn floorboards creaked under him. 

But softly. Softer than they should have. 

A scrape of stone against metal, once, twice, a spark, a sudden flame. An oil-soaked rag wrapped around a short stick set on a metal plate bursting with white illumination. It lit Garlthik's face now, the shadows carving up through the heavy fat and muscles, and fear came to J'role. A monster, he thought, just as his father had told him about monsters when he was at little boy. 



A little boy? When had he become a big boy? Why did he no longer feel like a boy at all? 



The light cast Garlthik's shadow huge against the wall as he hunched over the flame. 

"Come here.” 



Garlthik did not look at J'role as he spoke, but continued staring at the flame, as if it were a memory of years gone by, burning away. His voice was gruff and serious, not at all the way J'role was used to hearing the ork talk. The voice commanded him, drew him to something he not understand. He moved closer, crawling on his hands and knees. 



"Here," Garlthik said, almost angry, but J 'role could not be sure. The ork extended his long arms and grabbed J'role by each wrist, tugging him closer to the flame until the two of them faced each other, The heat of the fire between them, the oily smoke rising up into their faces. 



The heat turned J'role's flesh warm, making him think of when he was five and had the fever, and how Xiasass, the priestess of Garlen, old then, dead now, came to his room in the kaer and prayed for his health. Her hands were Thin and wrinkled, but her touch was gentle, like smooth stone. Marble. The marble of Garlen's statue itself, which J'role had once touched out of curiosity when no one was looking. 



Xiasass soothed him as he looked into her face. She smiled at him as she prayed. People get so old, he had thought, looking up into her face. I might live after all. 



Garlthik's hands were thick and coarse, not comforting at all. He gripped J'-role's wrists tightly, his face set and staring at J'role's, as if daring J'role to look back at him. But J'role could not bring himself to stare into the ork's face. It overpowered him, forcing his courage back. 



He took a quick glance at Garlthik, saw the eye patch, thought of Mordom for some reason he did not understand, and then realized that Garlthik’s green eye matched the green eye on Mordom's palm! 



What enemies the ork had! Did he really want to be with Garlthik? What was he doing? 

He could die—or worse. Why did he want to be an adventurer, as Garlthik described? 

Because of his father's stories? His father was a liar who had fed off the tales of his ancestors but never done anything to actually live what he spoke of. To get away from his village? As J'role thought of his home, it suddenly seemed more pleasant than he realized Why not go back? He could get by; some stolen fruit here, an egg there, a crust, some scraps. Watching the villagers live their lives, raising their families. A comfortable observer. Why not just go back? 



But Garlthik‘s thick, strong grip against the muscles of J'role's wrists held him against the desire. The hands were not thin and old and caring like those of Xiasass. They were huge, hardy rough. They did not comfort. But they did hold. They possessed a different kind of strength. The hands of Xiasass had cared for him when he was weak. Garlthik's hands asked him to be stronger. 



Did J'role want to be stronger? 



He looked at Garlthik's broad face, toothy and maimed. The ork merely continued staring back at him, expressionless, waiting. J'role held his gaze. For a long time they gazed at each other. The heat of the flame made the air between them waver; the coiling, black smoke rose into J'role's nostrils, making him dizzy. But he held Garlthik’s stare until he thought he saw the tug of a smile at the edge of the ork's mouth. 



Garlthik did not smile, though. "J'role," he said finally, "do you want to be a thief?" 



Not just steal, J'role thought.  Be a thief.  Not to be me stealing, but be someone who steals. To be someone new. 



J'role wanted very much to be someone new. 



Yes, he nodded. Yes. 
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 Jangle listened as carefully as he could to his mother talking to the thing in the corner of the other room, but he could not make out the words. He heard only tones. Soft and somewhat menacing from the thing in the corner, fearful from his mother. 

  

 He climbed out of bed, carefully and quietly, making no sound, his feet light against the warm stone floor. A heavy curtain hung between his room and the central room and a bit of light from one of the floating, magical spheres in the other room made its way through it. The light was greenish, for that was the color his mother liked at the hour just before bedtime. 

  

  Taking small steps with his small feet, J'role moved toward the curtained doorway. One step after another, drawing in long, silent breaths after each successfully accomplished step. 

  

 After a long while he stood only two feet from the curtain. All he could hear now were whispers, but his mother still sounded frightened. 

  

 J'role wanted to move forward, wanted to do something. He imagined rushing forward, pushing the curtains aside, saving his mother from the thing in the corner of the other room. Yet something held him back. He realized that she was talking to it. She had not shouted for help. She had not raised her voice and demanded that it leave the way she had done when J'role's friend Weshthrall broke one of her glowpots. 

  

 Maybe she wanted to talk to the thing in the corner. He listened again. 

  

 The conversation continued 

  

 He would ask her in the morning. 

  

 He turned Silently aid crept back to bed. It was many hours before he could sleep, for the whispers in the other room lasted a long time. 



When J'role answered Garlthik’s question with a nod, the ork smiled and squeezed the boy's wrists. It didn't hurt, and J'role realized the ork was simply happy that J'role wanted to be a thief. But the ork quickly became serious again, the fire between them illuminating his face. 



"A thief lives in the shadows, J'role," he said. "Most people want the light of the sun to warm their bodies. A thief may want it, but he may not have it. A thief is silent. While others can speak their ideas and thoughts and feelings, a thief must keep all that to himself; he seeks solitude and secrecy while others seek companionship. 



“Most important, a thief steals. You do not take from the world, you take from others. 

You do not exchange goods or coin to support your life, you simply take. Yours is a life without remorse. That is key. The magic will leave you if you feel shame for what you have done. Others can afford shame. We cannot. Do you understand?" 



J'role nodded. He didn't know if he could keep from feeling shame, but it seemed a lovely ambition. How nice never to feel bad again. 



"Close your eyes." 



J'role did. A wind seemed to crawl over him, cold and wet. Magic? Was this it? 



"The darkness that you see is your own darkness. Cherish it. It is yours, neither to share nor to give. Within your darkness you are safe." Garlthik tightened his grip on J'role's wrist. "Open your eyes." Again J'role obeyed. "Remain still. Move nothing, do nothing, but listen for the sound of your own heart." J'role concentrated on listening to his heartbeat. Instead he heard many, many other sounds—his breathing, the wind lightly touching the window curtains, the hiss of the fire before him. Insects outside. But as the moments wore on, the sounds gradually faded away, one after another, each vanishing into the dull roar that became a great silence. Soon only the beating of his heart remained. 

J'role nodded his head slightly. 



“This is your silence,” Garlthik continued. "Where you live now, there is no other sound that matters but your own heartbeat. The cry of an infant, the sigh of a young woman, the pleadings of an old man, they are all overwhelmed in the silence that is yours, the silence of your life." 



Garlthik paused, and in his face J'role saw a touch of concern—out of place with the serious tone the ork had been using. "Make no sound," he whispered. Then, without warning, he dragged J'role's left-hand forward, lowering the boy's forearm into the flame. 



Pain tore through J'role's arm. He tried to jerk his arm away, but Garlthik held it tight. He wanted to cry out, but was afraid to. Afraid of what he might say, might do. 



"This pain is yours and no one else may know of it. The pain you have felt all of your life; all of it now comes to this point. This moment is yours and in your heart it separates you from every other person in the world. In your isolation you may take what you want, do what you wish. Now you are adrift from all, and none may know you. You owe nothing to anyone, but everything is yours for the taking." 



Garlthik released J'role's hand and the boy fell back, rolling to the floor. He clutched at the burned flesh with his right hand, but immediately pulled his hand back, for his touch only increased the pain. The smell of burned meat filled the room. Tears formed in J'role's eyes. It felt as if someone were removing the flesh of his forearm with a sharp blade, over and over again, taking only a little layer of flesh each time. The creature in his head turned this way and that, writhing with pleasure. 



Why did Garlthik do this? As J'role rocked back and forth, cradling his maimed arms he saw Garlthik stand? The flame casting his shadow onto the ceiling. 



"Get up," he said, bending down to brush his heavy hand against J'role's cheek. 



J'role remembered the potion Garlthik had used to heal his broken arm after the fight at the kaer. Was he going to cure him now? The boy looked up at the ork with pleading eyes, but Garlthik only said, "Get up now, or I'll leave you here and go after the city myself." 



J'role stood. Every bit of motion ripped pain through his arm. 



"This is your first talent. My teacher taught it to me as my first talent, and you'll need it to steal the trader's ring." He gestured to the area immediately in front of J'role. "Now walk, but don't make a sound." 



Yes, thought J'role, as he clumsily staggered forward, the pain darkening his vision, making even the bright flame vanish in and out of his sight. He just wanted to do what Garlthik said to do, to please him, so he'd cure the burned arm. 



Garlthik's rough hand grabbed him from the back. "That wasn't silent, you little fool." 

The ork pulled J'role back to where he'd been. "Do it again. Haven't you listened to a word I've said? What did I say on the road?" 



J'role tried to think back to what Garlthik had said on the road, but the pain lanced his thoughts, turning any idea he had into a hot red flash. He raised his arm toward the ork, tears streaming down his face, his mouth firmly shut. 




"What? Is that an excuse? I had my arm broken, boy, and I made my way out of a series of good knots. Do you think pain is an excuse? Pain is what feeds you. Without pain, there is no thief magic." He relaxed his grip on J'role's neck. "Now, think of the pain, think of what I said on the road. The magic will support you." 



J'role started to focus on the pain, desperate to please the ork—desperate so he could finish the ritual and run away and never see Garlthik One-Eye again. 



"No, you're just panicking now. Feel it? You're tightening up against it. You're thinking about the future, thinking about when the pain will be gone and you'll be safe. That time may never come. What's that doing for you right now? Forget anything but now. What do you want to be right now?" 



Gone, J'role thought fiercely. I want to be gone and invisible and safe. He hated Garlthik for tormenting him. Then an idea came to him, floating just above the pain, skimming across the surface of his thoughts from a place J'role could not fathom. He realized that was it. The desire to be safe, to hide from the pain. 



He focused on the pain and felt how miserable he was. He no longer wanted to get away from Garlthik but to get away from everything. He didn't want to exist in the world anymore. He felt his desire to vanish wrap-around him. There was nowhere to run, nowhere to be safe. The pain he felt now would haunt him forever, as his mother's death haunted him, as his loneliness haunted him, as his father's death and his father's-weakness haunted him. As his betrayal of his father haunted him. 



There was nowhere to escape but into himself, into the pain, into the magic. 



A lightness curved around him, then threaded through his body. 



Magic? 



"I am only pain." 



"Yes," said the creature. 



"No," J'role thought fiercely. "This is mine. You can't take this from me." 



"I won't. And the pain has always been yours? But I can enjoy it. I will. You've picked a perfect discipline.” 



J'role forced his mind closed against the thing. It spoke no more. He stepped forward. He did not want to be noticed by anyone, and when he stepped forward he felt the pain in him arc around under his feet. The magic wrapped around in a way he could not see, only feel, tingling his flesh, connecting it somehow to the wood—the very grain of the wood— and somehow, he stepped just the right way, or the wood responded to his step in just the right way, he could not be certain because it all—everything—blended together at that moment, and he did not make a sound. He continued to walk forward, amazed at the silence of his steps, the sound of his heartbeat the only sound he knew. 



The pain in his arm still burned, but it fed him now, a terrible anger at everything. He turned to Garlthik. The ork stood with his arms crossed, smiling. 



"Welcome, thief. And now J'role, your first test as an adept. You must steal the rich man's ring." 



J'role knew it was true. Stealing the ring was what he had to do. It would be good to steal the ring. His arm hurt, but knowing the rich man owned that lovely ring hurt even more. 

It should be his. He felt the magical ring against his chest, the longing strong. Stealing the ring would not stop the longing, but it would hold it off for a bit. Yes. Steal the rich man's ring. 



J'role stood on the windowsill and reached his right hand out along the exterior wall of the tavern, looking for a finger hold. His left arm hung limply at his side, the pain harsh and hot, but also a wellspring of determination. 



His fingers explored the wood of the wall, searching for loose joints and—there—he found a small hole. Before this night J'role might never have thought it possible to use the small gap between two boards as a finger hold; in fact, it would never have occurred to him to climb across the exterior of a building two stories up. But that was the way Garlthik had insisted he reach the rich man's room. 



"The door will be guarded," he said, "perhaps with a trap, perhaps even with magic. 

Better to take the window. They won't be paying as much attention to it." 



Now J'role stretched out his toes, again looking for a support hold. Under his bare toes, each grain of the rough wood seemed to reach up and grab his flesh Finally he found a toehold, and although he could barely press his big toe into it, he knew it would support him. His body, it seemed, was lighter. He felt as if he could let go of the wall and float into the sky. But even as the idea occurred to him, he knew that, no, he could not do that. 

It was the act of climbing the wall, sneaking about to steal the ring, that the magic rewarded. Flying would be too ... direct. Climbing, finding the small crevices and hanging on by the edge of the body— that was a thief's work. 



Putting his weight on his single toe and placing his finger between the boards, he stepped off-the windowsill and onto the wall of the tavern. There, suspended above the ground by no more than a few bones and muscle, tenuously connected to the wood of the wall in a fashion he could barely begin to understand, J'role hung for a moment. His heart beat faster in excitement. He wished the people of his village could see him now! 



Then he remembered his task, and reached his free arm, his burned arm, out in search of another gap in the boards. In this way he made his way slowly across the wall toward a window at the other side of the building. 



The pain tore so viciously through his arm by the time he reached the window that he almost wished he could chop the limb from his body if only to be free of the pain. Yet, he also accepted the pain. Anything he wanted was his by the right of pain. The more pain, the more he deserved to take what he wanted. 



And now he wanted the fat man's precious ring. 



The window curtain hung loose, moving back and forth in the cool night breeze. Perched on the ledge, J'role touched the edge of the curtain—not a sound!—and peered into the dark room. 



The rich man and the lizard-folk slept on their cots. 



On the wall J'role saw his shadow—dim, but definitely present in the fuzzy frame of light formed by the window. The sigh startled him, as though somehow he should have been safe from such concerns. His shadow should meld with the other shadows of the room, he thought. That would make sense. 



Could Garlthik do that? Perhaps. And perhaps J'role would also be able to with practice. 



Quietly ever so quietly, he lowered his left foot into the room. When it touched the floor he deftly brought the rest of his body in. Soundlessly. Perfect. 



He looked across the room and saw the fat rich man asleep. The man looked so peaceful. 

No pain at all. On his finger, the ring. 



J'role could just go get it, creep up silently, take it and be gone. But the lizard-folk might turn and see him, catch him from behind. The risk was too great. Could he sneak up to the guard, slit his throat quietly? Maybe. It seemed a good idea. Garlthik had given him a dagger, tucked now into the top of his pants. He drew the blade out. The handle seemed warm and comforting in his palm. 



Pain, pain, pain. And now he would give some. 



J'role began to move across the floor. Eight feet, then six. Four. 



A scream cut through the tavern. "Mother!" a boy wailed. 



J'role froze in place, uncertain what to do. The guard stirred, but did not wake. Footsteps raced up the stairs, came closer down the hall. 



His grip on the knife tightened. He had to kill him now, get the ring, get out ... 



The door crashed in. 



In the door frame, a flash of a face entering from darkness. Slinsk. "Mordom, he's here!" 

the dark-haired man shouted. "The boy’s here!" 



J'role turned and ran for the window, had just reached it when a hand grabbed at the back of his shirt and pushed him down. He fell, slamming his chin into the window frame as he went. 



Noises filled the air. From down the hall he heard Garlthik shout and then the sound of metal upon metal. Behind him came a cry of alarm from the tall lizard-folk, followed by two more screams. 



J'role turned himself around, and the pain in his arm blossomed. The magic's strength had left him. Where was Garlthik? What should he do? 



He looked around the room. On one cot rested the corpse of the rich man and on the other the guard, their throats slit into jagged crimson gullies. Slinsk kept his back to the wall, his eyes on J'role. In one hand he held a blood-drenched short sword. How had he killed them so quickly? 

"I've got the boy!" Slinsk shouted. From the next room the sounds of combat continued. 

"New friends, lad? They didn't last you very long, did they? Didn't Garlthik tell you? 

Everyone he associates with dies an early death." 



J'role began to get up. 



"NO!" screamed Slinsk. 



J'role froze in place. Slinsk seemed horribly on edge, but less sure of himself than back in the kaer. 



From next door Garlthik screamed again. Slinsk smiled, seemed to relax. "Mordom, he made up something special for our ork friend. Something left over from the Scourge." 



A chill passed along J'role's spine. 



"Please," J'role heard Garlthik gasp. "Please stop ... Mordom ... I'll give you . .. Please stop." 



The sound of Mordom's muffled voice came through the wall. 



"Wait! The boy!" Garlthik gasped. "He's got it." 

The ring felt like ice against J'role's chest. How could Garlthik betray him and their quest so easily? 



"If that's all you've got to offer, then you'll die," Mordom's dry, precise voice declared. 

“I'll need more if you want to live. Bargain with me, Garlthik. Like the time we first met. 

You know more than you ever let on." 



"So . . . do . . . you," Garlthik said, his defiant spirit returning. For a moment J'role thought that the ork had found a means of escape. Maybe he'd only told them about the ring to stall for time. But then Garlthik screamed again. Outside, J'role could hear the sounds of villagers shouting to one another. 



"Don't waste my time. I'll find it with or without your help.” Mordom said with great impatience. 



More shouts from outside. Slinsk carefully maneuvered himself toward the window, keeping his blade toward J'role. Reaching the window, he pulled the curtain back slightly and looked out. He sighed. 



Once more Garlthik screamed. "He can speak of the city. Ha! You knew, didn't you? 

When he puts on the ring, he talks . . . please, ahhhh . . . He talks of it. The city. He's connected to it somehow . . . Mordom, my good friend, I only tricked the boy. Gained his trust. An elaborate lie. I would never—" Outside, the cries of the villagers had become louder. Garlthik gasped for air, an infant too tired to sleep, but Mordom said nothing. 



An image came to J'role's mind—Mordom cracking his skull open, searching for the creature in his thoughts, searching for his connection with the city. He would be no more than a small spider for Mordom's inspection, an object of curiosity—the way the boys in his village used to pull the legs off insects just to see what they would do. 



Footsteps approached from the hall. "I think we're surrounded," said Slinsk even before Mordom appeared in the doorway. 



"No matter. I can handle them," said Mordom as he came through the door. J'role had forgotten how disturbing was Mordom's face—narrow and strong, with the pure, white eyes. The wizard raised his hand and the eye Garlthik’s eye—stared at J'role. "I have something to show you," he said slyly. 



Then Mordom turned slightly, tugging at someone standing behind him. Over the magician's shoulder J'role saw a long, pale face. Almost disembodied, it was like the face of a ghost as it came floating out of the darkness. 
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 The next day, his mother looked at him strangely. Not at him, really. At everything. She seemed very frightened, but also as though she wanted to keep the fear tight to herself His father noticed it too, but when she asked, she said only that she was tired. 



J'role's body tensed as his father stepped into the room, assisted by a push from Mordom. 

He felt embarrassed, acutely aware of the corpses on the cots as if they somehow incriminated him instead of Slinsk. He didn't want his father to know what he had become. 



He need not have worried. Bevarden kept his eyes on the ground, as if ashamed. When he finally raised his head to meet J'role's eyes, a giggle escaped his lips before he quickly dropped his gaze once more. Then he covered his face with his hands, and J'role thought he heard his father weeping softly, but he could not be sure. 



The eyes Bevarden had just shown J'role were unlike the ones he had seen all his life, even these last years. Empty, lacking any vitality, they seemed to be the eyes of an infant. 



No, something else. All the babies J'role had ever seen searched the details of life with intense fascination. His father's eyes were the eyes of a dead infant, the muscles relaxed, the sight useless. 



J’role moved toward his father. 



"Ah, ah," said Mordom and raised his other hand. "You can't have him just yet. First, you have something I want. Boy, listen to me. T have a certain ability with . . . the Horrors. 

Specifically those that assault the mind. I can help your father. I can help you. But I will need your cooperation." 



From the next room Garlthik's whimpering continued. 



J’role shook his head. 



"You're making things difficult," said Mordom, sounding sincerely disappointed. "We can end this all quickly. Please." 



What to do? J'role felt his thoughts tugged in too many directions. He wanted to rush to Garlthik's side—at once wanting to help him and to flail at him with his fists. How dare the ork betray the secret of his speaking? Now that Mordom knew, he would undoubtedly kill him. J'role also wanted to rush to his father's side, to get his father away from the vile magician, even though it was obvious he'd never make it past Slinsk and Mordom. And finally, he wanted simply to run, to make a mad leap out the window and leave everyone behind. 



He felt the thief magic tugging at him, whispering to his bones and muscles to flee and forget about the wounded ork in the other room and the broken man on the floor. This last choice, he realized, was a thief's choice. The magic coiled around him, encouraging him to flee. 



But, he thought, my father. 



"You can't save to m," the creature said, unfolding its words like a dark flower in his mind. 



"What?" 



"You can't save him. And you don't want to save him. He is broken and useless. Flee. 

Find the city. Get your glory. Do something for yourself." 



The creature's voice carried a new quality, something akin to duplicity. Perhaps it was because the thing had so seldom lied to J'role that he immediately discerned the lie. Why the creature in his thoughts kept encouraging him to find the city, J'role did not know, but why should it be at the expense of abandoning his father? He had already left the man to die once. The instant he began the first step toward Slinsk and Mordom, J'role realized he expected to die, and he found comfort in the thought, cold and moist, like the ground after rain. If he were dead, no more creature. No more father to worry about. But until that moment... 



By the time his left foot and then his right had touched the ground in his graceful walk across the room he felt the magic gone, like the sun's light slipping out of a room with the closing of the shutters. The thief magic had deserted him when he decided to fight for his father rather than retreat for his own safety. Alone now, with no one. Mordom smiled at him as a crackle of blue light formed around his hands. J'role returned the smile. 



A cry of pain cut through the wall; to the other room. Phlaren, J'role realized, as everyone in the room turned to look at the wall. A heavy thud slammed against it, and then another. 

Suddenly the wall cracked open and Garlthik One Eye crashed through it, sending shards of wood scattering about. 



Bevarden gasped and cowered, scrambling across the floor in search of safety, finally resting in a pool of the fat trader's blood. Slinsk raced toward J'role from the right, his blade rushing at J'role's chest, while Garlthik charged from the left, leaving Mordom to finish his spell. 



J'role kept his attention focused on Mordom. Slinsk brought his blade down swift and hard, but Garlthik swung up and parried with his sword. Out the corner of his eye J'role saw a grimace on Garlthik's face and a stream of syrupy black liquid dripping from a fissure in the side of his head. The image grasped at J'role attention, but he tore his gaze away and focused on Mordom. 



The magician watched J'role approach with the green eye in his palm. The eye blinked once as Mordom spoke some strange words. Then the wizard touched his face with his other hand, the flesh suddenly transformed, torn open to reveal muscle and bone, but more disturbingly, becoming the image of Bevarden. 



The ruined visage grinned at J'role, confusing him about where his father was. It overwhelmed J'role with a cold fear, and his only thought now was of running away; not running to escape, but to hide. 



Fighting off the fear, he focused on his father so he could help him. He charged forward, crashing into Mordom and knocking him out into the hall. With a loud gasp Mordom fell to the floor as J'role slammed the door shut. 



Whirling back toward the room he found his father whimpering and beginning to back away. J'role grabbed him by the shirt and dragged him toward the window. Behind him he heard the sound of blades beating against one another. 



His father began to cry, softly, his head hanging down. J'role wanted to say, "Please don't," but held his tongue and raised his hand to his father's face. His father pulled back at first, but then leaned in, seeking comfort from J'role's touch, pressing his tears against J'role's palms. 



From the hall Mordom called for Phlaren. J'role looked through the hole that Garlthik had created in the wall, and saw the big woman warrior struggling to her feet, blood trickling down her temple. She hefted her sword and staggered toward the hole. Spotting J'role, she smiled and increased her pace. 



Slinsk screamed as Garlthik disarmed him and slashed with his sword, cutting a gash all the way from the man's collarbone through the leather armor down his chest. Streaming blood, Slinsk collapsed to the floor, staring up in surprise at Garlthik. The ork laughed and said, “I'm better than you!" 



J'role waved his arms and tried to get Garlthik’s attention as Phlaren rushed in from behind, slamming her sword against his back. The ork's thick skin absorbed some of the blow, but he still cried out in pain as he whirled around to fend off the attack. 



J 'role looked out the window and saw many villagers milling about outside the tavern, as if they Wanted to get in but could not. Some people spotted him and cried out for others to come and help. When the villagers had gathered below, holding their arms up, J'role seized his father by the shoulders and forced him out the window. Caught off guard, his father could do little more than give a short cry and then he was out the window. 



"Go!" shouted Garlthik, now backing slowly toward the window as Phlaren closed in on him and J'role. 



Then the door flung open and Mordom entered. 



Without pause J'role flung himself out the window, in the moment of free fall wondering once More what it was like to be dead. Then he felt hands slap against his shoulders and legs, breaking his fall. Slamming into the ground he thought he'd broken a leg, for the intense pain rivaled the pain in his arm. 



Strange hands seized and jerked him away. Then Garlthik landed beside him, cursing in pain, clawing at himself, his thick arms and legs contorting in odd ways. 



Then he heard a roar from the villagers, and saw Mordom looking out the window, his hand pointing down. The villages sent a hail of stones and sticks up at the window, forcing the magician to retreat inside. 



As the villagers helped J'role to his feet, he looked to his right and saw two figures at the door of the tavern. Skeletons, he realized, armed with swords, waiting patiently for anyone to try to enter the building. None of the villagers had made the attempt, though several men and women were trying to distract the skeletons so others could get by. But the skeletons did not move away from the door, and a stalemate had been reached. 



The siege started at night, with Mordom and the others trapped inside the tavern. The villagers carried J'role, his father, and Garlthik a short distance away from the tavern and set them down on the ground. Water was brought, and a questor of Garlen arrived. The questor was a woman in her twenties, older than J'role, but he still thought her very beautiful. When she smiled down at him, he realized that everything would be all right. 



Praying to Garlen, she tended to each one of them, touching the tips of her fingers to their wounded bodies. As J'role awaited his turn, he overheard some of the villagers talking. 



"Burn them out, I say," said one man, whose friends identified him as Hobris. 



"Aye," said another. "She's as good as dead. Everyone in there is." 



J'role remembered the screams they'd heard just before Slinsk entered the room. There was little chance that the villains had left anyone alive as they searched the tavern for the ring. J'role turned his head and saw the villagers—now at least four hundred strong—

ringing the tavern, brandishing torches and rocks and sticks. 



Hobris leaned down to J'role. "Who are they, boy? Do you know?" 



J’role shook his head and touched his throat. 



"Did they do that to you?" 



J'role nodded. He didn't want them wondering about it. 



The questor, Valris, said, "This man is . .." She stopped, searching for the words, staring down at Bevarden. "I've taken care of most of his injuries. He will need time to rest. But his thoughts . . ." She turned to J’role. "Did the wizard do this to him?" 



Again, J'role nodded. This time he told the truth. 



"We've got to kill them. Worse than Horrors," said a woman. 



Hobris said to the questor, “The wizard ruined his voice. See to that as well as the arm." 

He then walked off, presumably to deal with Mordom and the others. 



The questor touched J'role's throat. She spoke a prayer to Garlen, and a wave of memories washed over J'role. Memories of his mother and Xiassis came to him, and for the first time in many years he felt himself relax into peace. 



"Can you talk now?" she asked. 



Could she actually have healed him? He paused, but felt the creature in his thoughts, though it tried in its crafty way to be still, and shook his head. 



She frowned, somewhat troubled, and turned her attention to his arm. 



A cheer had begun to rise up from the crowd now, and J’role saw them waving torches and beginning to pile wood around the base of the building. He was stunned by their festive atmosphere. Did they know something he didn't? Would it all be over so easily? 



A window at one corner of the upper floor opened and Mordom appeared, waving his hands in a simple pattern. A group of people screamed, falling to the ground, dropping their torches. 



The crowd fell silent for a moment, drawing back. In that silence Mordom said, "I want only ..." His voice was rich with power and rage. But the mob swelled forward once more, throwing more rocks as well as their torches up at the window. Under different circumstances, J’role thought, with fewer people, Mordom's commanding voice and the use of the horrible spell might have been enough to send everyone fleeing. But not now. 



Mordom retreated from the window. A young girl threw off her long dark cloak, revealing a bright orange robe with patterns of leaves and flames upon it. She waved her arms and a stream of fire rushed from her fingers to ignite the base of the building and the wood piled around it. The villagers threw their torches into the kindling, and a thick, billowing smoke began to rise up around the building. 



Beside him, J'role heard the questor gasp. Turning, he realized that she had finished her work on him while he'd been watching the fire, and his arm and leg were both now whole and well. An unfamiliar sensation of well-being coursed through him—a gift from the passion of Garlen. 



T he sensation quickly evaporated, however, when he looked at what had stunned me questor. She was staring at Garlthik, where a black shadow writhed in the crack in his head. The ork was whimpering, and without a moment's hesitation the questor reached in and tried to pull the shadow out. Garlthik screamed with pain and clawed at the questor’s hands. 



She called for help, and a few villagers came and forced Garlthik's hands to me ground. 

She drew a deep breath, pressing her hands against her face for a few moments, smearing her cheeks with Garlthik's blood. Then, from a bag tied to her belt, she withdrew a pair of small metal tongs. 



The shadow writhed beneath the tip of the tongs as she brought them up. With a deft motion she snared a tentacle, and began to drag the thing out. Again Garlthik screamed, and again he struggled to stop me questor. But the villagers rested on him and kept his arms pinned down. 



After a long time the questor finally succeeded in pulling the shadow thing out of the wound in Garlthik's head. It clung tenaciously, but was finally plucked out of the ork's skull with a final, sickly sound. The questor grabbed a bottle from her pouch and stuffed the thing inside it. The shadow squirmed about for a moment, then the glass shattered, sending shards deep into the questor's flesh. After a moment of surprise, the shadow was nowhere to be seen. 



For a moment J'role thought about asking the questor if she could help him with the creature in his head. But then he remembered what Mordom had said, that the thing's body was somewhere else, only its spirit resided in his thoughts. As Mordom seemed to know a great deal about the Horrors, J'role decided he was right. 



Garlthik relaxed now, and the questor began soothing him, beginning the process of healing. 



"I need a drink," Bevarden pleaded softly just to J'role, so no one else could hear. "Please, I need a drink." 



A crackle of flames cut through the night air, and J'role turned and saw huge flames claw their way up the sides of the tavern; the smoke rose up so thick that it blurred the stars above the fire. 



Garlthik was just getting up, the questor done with him and he turned with amazement toward the fire. He was wobbly but the crack in his skull was gone. "What are they doing?" he asked with rapidly growing enthusiasm. "Are they burning them out?" 



At that instant a terrible crash erupted from the tavern. J'role thought a wall had fallen, but instead saw a golden light emanating from the roof. A chariot, with three sides and two wheels, erupted from the roof. It was made of something that reminded J'role of smoke, for he could see the stars through it. Standing on the chariot were Mordom and Phlaren. Resting against one side of the vehicle was Slinsk. 



Nothing pulled the chariot, though Mordom held two reins that extended several feet before vanishing into thin air. A gasp rose up from the mob as the chariot rose and swung around in a wide arc, flying back toward them. "Where is the boy!" Mordom cried. 



Garlthik hustled J'role into the shadow of a tree, then quickly ran back to drag Bevarden into the shadows as well. 



The shadows wrapped around J'role, comforting him. Dark and protecting, they touched his flesh and worked their way into him, and he felt the thief magic grow strong within him. The magic touched his muscles and told him to run, passing from the shadows of one tree to another, leaving his father behind. He was better off on his own. 



The chariot rushed low to the ground, tearing through the startled crowd, knocking the slow and surprised out of the way. J'role's father, apparently amused by the sight, began walking out of the shelter of the shadows, a smile of wonder on his face. J'role swallowed. His father’s actions would betray him… 



…and more than that . . . 



…what? 



... his father would be in danger. 



A cloud passed from J'role's thoughts. Yes. His  father. 



He stepped quickly forward and wrapped his young hand around his father's wrist, pulling Bevarden back as one would a child who has stepped too close to a fire. In doing so he felt his chest tremble in a kind of fever. When the sensation passed, J'role realized that the thief magic had left him. It wanted only that he rush away from anyone he might care about. 



Mordom was still screaming at the villagers below, demanding that they surrender the boy. He cut around the area in a wide arc, peering into the shadows as his magical chariot sped by. The villagers had re-grouped now, picking up sticks and rocks and throwing them at the chariot as it passed. As the chariot rushed toward the tree sheltering J'role, several rocks slammed into the chariot's passengers. Mordom raised his hands to cover his face, and in that moment, J'role dragged his father down, with Garlthik following. The chariot whooshed by, then shot up into the air. Growing smaller and smaller, it crossed the night stars swiftly, then vanished from sight over the top of the distant mountains. 



J'role stood quickly, dragging his father to his feet. He felt immensely relieved. 



Garlthik saw J'role's face and said in a tone of warning, "He'll be back for us. He's just gone until he thinks it's safe to come back. Come, we'd best be going. He knows we know about the city now. His determination will increase." 



J'role nodded and gestured in the direction of the magical toad. 



"Let's go then," said Garlthik, starting to walk. J'role, holding his father's hand, followed. 

"What are you doing with  him?” Garlthik asked. 



The question surprised J'role. He hadn't really considered it. He was just bringing his father with him. It seemed to be the thing to do. 



"Do you realize what a burden he'll be?" Garlthik said in reply to J'role's silence. 



Pointing first to himself and then to his father, J'role tried to remind Garlthik that this man was his father. 



"Yes, yes, your father,” said Garlthik. "I don't care." 



Angry that Garlthik was dismissing him so—even though he thought Garlthik might be right—J'role began to walk toward the magical road with his father in tow. The only other possibility was to leave his father in the care of strangers. And that he did not want to do. 



Garlthik angrily walked up beside him. "All right, lad. All right. But know this, the thief magic will leave you, and leave you at the worst time, if you keep betraying it like this. 

You didn't do what you went in there to do, did you?” 



J'role thought for a moment. The ring! He'd forgotten all about it during the carnage. He shook his head. No, he didn't get the ring. How could he have? 



Garlthik brought up his hand. In the center of it rested the fat man's ring. Though stained with blood, the large diamond was bright against the night's darkness. “A thief," he said, 

"never forgets his work." 
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 Later, when everything had happened, J'role's mother said to him, "Don't speak. Never speak. Speak to no one but me." His father was at the Atrium, entertaining everyone. He and his mother were alone at home. 

  

 He started to ask her a question. "Not even Father?" But he felt the prickly sensation in his mouth, and he lost control of his tongue, and began to babble the high-pitched squeaks and cries and gasps and strange sounds. His mother wrapped her arms around him and drew him close, trying to smother the sound of his voice. For a moment he felt safe, and then he discovered he could not breathe. 

  

 "Oh, my baby. Oh my baby, " she cried "No one but me. No one but me. " 



As J'role, Bevarden, and Garlthik started to walk away, the villagers circled them, openly curious, their torches forming a ring of fire and smoke. J'role knew they would have too many questions if he simply tried to leave, questions he had no way of answering. His fists tightened in frustration. Why couldn't he talk? Why was the thing in his head? 

Everyone stared at him, slightly afraid, as the fury built on his face. The creature in his thoughts only chuckled. 



"Good people," said Garlthik. "Thank you so much for your help in saving us from that villain...." 



"Merith said you gave her a diamond!" shouted one villager. 



"Did she die because of your hand?" shouted someone else. 



"Did the magician attack to get the diamond back?" 



Other cries sprang up, and then a general commotion of noise. The threat of Mordom gone, the villagers were free to vent their suspicions on the strangers in their midst. The ring of people tightened. 



“Why don't you tell them you're innocent," the creature in J'role's thoughts laughed. 



"Be quiet," he told it, his lips tightening as he argued in his mind. And then he had an idea. Yes, he thought. Maybe I will. He removed the cord from his neck, slipping the ring off and putting it on his finger. 



He began to speak of the city. Unexpected words came out of his mouth, telling of towering spires whose walls were carved with scenes in miniature, images of everything from raging battles to lovers exchanging flowers alongside a stream. All the scenes moved and shifted, like massive plays staged by hundreds of actors. His voice continued without his prompting, telling of the white walls that bounded the city. Pure white, as white as the clouds on a spring day, majestic. He described how the city's roads were carved from marble whose beautiful veins of pink ran the length of the streets. 



At first J'role only listened to his own voice, his eyes shut as he imagined the city of his words. But as he continued, he began to look around at the crowd. They stared at him with wide eyes, their lips parted slightly, as if thirsty for his words. Soon many began to smile, and J'role realized that the description invoked in them a wonder—the same wonder that drove him forward toward the city. The same wonder his own father had inspired in the people of his kaer. He was telling them of their world's past and of the future that might await them. 



The villagers stood around him enraptured. He was giving them dreams. They wanted to hear his words. 



As his mouth and tongue worked themselves into words and sentences, tears began to form and roll down his cheeks. He didn't notice them at first. When he did, they confused him. 



Why? Why am I crying? he thought. The creature made no comment, but J'role knew the words he spoke were not those of the thing in his mind. He had the attention o f the crowd, and his words gave them pleasure. But the ideas he spoke came from somewhere else, a place he could not understand. Whatever pleasure he took from these people was a lie. 



He pulled the ring off his finger, the metal burning icy cold against his flesh as he gripped it in his palm. The crowd parted for him. He grabbed his father's hand, then walked on past them, followed by Garlthik. The crowd remained silent. 



He had to keep moving. He had to hide from Mordom. He had to reach the city first. In that moment J'role had no idea why. It was just something to focus on. Something to do, to keep busy, so the hurting didn't eat out his heart with its intensity. 



J'role hated his father. It was early afternoon, and the two of them were seated in the shade of a tall rock. Garlthik rested on another rock nearby, letting the warmth of the sun wash over him. . 



As J'role stared, his father picked at the grains of dirt scattered along the ground, holding them up before his face, grinning in wonderment like a child. Twice he tried to show the sand to J'role, and the second time J'role knocked his father's hand away sharply. 

Cradling his hand against his chest, protecting the sand, his father looked hurt for a moment, as if about to cry. Then he apparently lost interest in trying to please J'role, and fell to staring at the sand once more. "Drink?" his father said to no one in particular. 



J'role stood, the rest over. His father, confused, looked up. J'role leaned down and extended his hand, taking his father's wrist, helping him up. He'd learned to keep hold of his father at all times. If not carefully tended to, Bevarden would go wandering off somewhere. 



The creature said, "I don't know how you go on." 



"Quiet." The creature had offered neither support nor suggestions of suicide of late, only odd sarcastic comments. Ever since J'role had found the ring, the thing in his head had become different from all the other years it bad shared his thoughts. It seemed, in fact, somewhat confused. 



"Drink?” his father asked. He shivered slightly, though the air was warm, and wrapped his arms around himself. 



For two more days they walked, traveling as quickly as they could to stay ahead of Mordom. Garlthik eased J'role's concerns about Mordom's chariot—a rare magical device that could only be used once, he said. Apparently Mordom thought being trapped in the tavern was an emergency worthy of its use. Still, the magician was powerful and wily, and they did not want to give him the chance to find them. 



They ate what food they could find. Hunger came often, and when they passed near a village, J'role was tempted to enter it and steal some food. Garlthik was wary of approaching a village, however, for Mordom always seemed to find him whenever he did so. He preferred to stay in the middle of nowhere, following the magical road. 



On the second day after leaving the village, J'role spotted a group of travelers to the south. He thought he made out Mordom's bright robes, but could not be sure. Traveling with the man in the robes were two others: one small and wiry, the other one tall. Slinsk and Phlaren? Again, the group was too far away to be sure. 



Following the general direction of the road, J'role and Garlthik dragged Bevarden to the other side o f the hill to avoid detection. Later that night J'role slipped the ring on and found they were still on their way along the road, which appeared just as new and glowing to J'role. When Garlthik put the ring on, the road was old and ruined. 



Mordom's group, if that was who it was, seemed to be heading in the same direction. 

J'role wondered if Mordom knew something about the city's general location. Maybe he knew much more. J'role wished desperately he could discuss these matters with Garlthik, but he could not. And since the fight with Mordom, Garlthik had become strangely sullen and rarely spoke. He often walked at a distance from J'role and Bevarden. 



J'role wondered at first if it might have to with the thing that Mordom had placed in Garlthik's head. But then he decided that no, it was not that. But he was not sure what the reason was. 



It was strange traveling with his father and Garlthik. Bevarden alternated between simple minded smiles and open tears. Garlthik brooded. Neither offered conversation, and J’role was silent too. The three of us might as well each be traveling alone, J'role thought. 



"Don't forget about me," the creature said. J’role did not-respond. 




* * *  

 

"The ring," said the creature. A red haze bled over the western horizon and the eastern sky was turning dark purple. "What?” thought J'role, tired and wishing only to rest. 



"What?" he thought again. Why did the creature taunt him so? 



"Do it! If you want to find the city, do it!" 



The creature's tone so startled J'role that he stopped in his tracks and began to fumble about for the ring on the leather cord. 



"Why are you . . . ?" he began to think, but he'd already slipped the ring on. 



The sky flashed bright and he stumbled back. 



"Father!" he cried. His father did not respond. Garlthik ran up to him. 



"What is it? Are you all right?" Garlthik asked. 



J'role opened his eyes. Even in the light of the setting sun the brilliant glow of the city on the hill ahead blinded him. 



The spires, the towers, the magnificent walls—everything was as J'role had described it. 

It shone as brilliantly as if the sun itself had settled on the earth. 



"What is it, lad? What do you see?" 



J'role responded with his babbling words describing the city. He pointed in the direction of the city. 



"Go!" said the creature. 



"The city?" Garlthik asked. "Is the city there?" He grabbed at J'role's hands and fumbled to get the ring off. He grabbed so roughly that J'role thought the ork would shatter his bones. 



J'role pulled his hands away, then removed the ring before Garlthik could attack again. 

He threw the ring to the dirt and fell back. 



The city had vanished from J'role's sight. 



"Passions," Garlthik said softly. "We've found it." He hesitated only a moment, then charged toward the hill where J'role had seen the city. Forgetting about his father, J'role followed. 



Garlthik outdistanced him, and by the time J'role caught up, the ork stood at the top of the hill trying again and again to move forward. Each time, at the same place, he came to a dead stop as if running into a wall, then took a few awkward steps back. 



"What is this?" Garlthik cried. "We  FOUND it!" He turned toward J'role, gesticulating wildly. "There's a huge fissure in the city wall, but I can't get through!" 



J 'role started at this announcement. He had not seen a fissure. The city had-been intact. 



Garlthik dropped to his knees and began weeping. He begged to the sky to be allowed in. 

"It's empty," Garlthik cried. "Just bones and ruins. Ours for the taking." 



Lightly, J'role placed his hand on the ork's shoulder. Garlthik looked up sharply, but his expression softened when he saw J'role. J'role held out his hand, and with slumped shoulders, Garlthik handed over the ring. 



J'role placed it on his finger. 



Towering white walls stood before him blazing with the light of a thousand stars. Nearby were the gates of the city— also made of the white stone and held in place with massive gold bolts and silver hinges. His mouth began babbling again, the uncontrollable descriptions pouring out. He walked up to the gate, desperate to get inside, and put his hand against the stone to test how heavy it was. Drawing closer he heard the racket of countless voices from the other side of the wall. 



His fingertips touched the edge of the massive gate and then passed through. His hand, and then his arm up to his elbow disappeared into the stone. Beyond the gate he felt a kind of  nothing. Not the cool air of night. Not the cool air of anything. 



He turned toward Garlthik, who only stared at him in confusion. "What do you see?” he asked. "The city? Are you seeing something?” 



J'role nodded. He turned back to the gate. Could he get in? He stepped closer, pressing-his other hand through it, then a leg. His chest. The creature in his thoughts began to breathe faster, hungry. Anticipation. Then J'role pressed his face toward the gate ... 



And stopped. 



He could get no further. It was not like encountering a solid wall. It was more that his muscles seemed to freeze up and refused to move any further. He drew up all the strength he could muster and tried to make himself move forward. His arms began to shake, and he felt his neck muscles tighten and tighten. He gasped even as descriptions of the city continued to flow from his mouth. He heard himself speak of fountains made of flowers that produced wine as pure as the sky, and of wizards that floated about on magic carpets while traveling within the city walls. All he had to do was get inside. They'd be able to cure him! They could cure his father! He knew it had to be true. They were miracle workers. They could do anything! 



He felt himself crash to the ground. Immediately he opened his eyes, expecting to see the wonders of the city surrounding him. But all he saw was Garlthik, staring down at him, framed by the night sky. "Sorry. It looked … as if you had stopped breathing. I was frightened." 



J'role jumped back up and charged the gate, then felt himself slammed out just as his body began to enter. Over and over again he tried to enter the city, and soon the creature in his head was screaming and wailing in his thoughts, screeching for J'role to do something until J'role stopped speaking of the city and began screaming and wailing as well. 



He lost all sense of time and place and was startled to-find Garlthik shaking him. "We have to go. You've made so much noise, and Mordom might be near. We have go to now." 



"No," said the creature in his thoughts. J role felt it sliding quickly in his mind, fidgety and desperate. "Don't go. Wait for the wizard. If he comes he'll show you how to get in. 

He'll know how." 



"No. He'll kill me." 



"No, he won't. Just wait." 



"We have to go now," Garlthik said again. 



The longing consumed J'role now, and he wanted only to get into the city. Everything —

everything—he'd ever wanted waited within its walls. His voice. His mother's love. A father he could count on. If only he could get in. 



He shook of Garlthik's hand and began to walk the length of the wall running east from the gate. 



"What are you doing?" asked the ork. 



Looking for some kind of entrance, J'role made his way along the walls pressing his hands into the permeable stone, so cold to the touch. 



Something! He glanced up every few feet, scanning the towering walls for a window or a mark. Seeing nothing, he continued on. At certain spots he placed his hand through the surface of the wall, but as before, he could feel nothing beyond the wall. 



He thought suddenly of his father. But the creature in his thoughts said, "If you're going to search, search. Keep moving! 



"Yes," he thought and turned his attention back to the wall. Large stone blocks, about one yard by one yard their joints nearly imperceptible, formed the wall. He knew little of stonework, yet the perfect cuts and joints of the stones could not be ignored; whomever had built the city must have used magic in cutting the stone and building the wall. 



Admiration for the monumental achievement spurred him on, for again he appreciated the power of the people living inside the walls of the city. But how to get in? Why didn't they come out? 



His mouth was going numb, and despair drifted into his soul. He slipped the ring off his finger. The city, the road . . . everything vanished from sight. He stood near the top of a wide, flat hilltop, Garlthik dozens of yards away. 



He ran past where the road would be if he could have seen it, and then put the ring back on. 



Now he saw nothing but what he had seen before. He ran forward, toward Garlthik. 

When he had gone far enough to be outside the walls of the city, the city's brilliant light glowed from behind him. He collapsed to the ground in frustration. 



"Someone is coming," said Garlthik, walking up to him. "We can't get in. I don't think Mordom can either. But we have to go." In the distance J'role saw a group of people approaching, one of them carrying the torch. At some point it had become night. 



He scrambled up and ran down the hill to find his father, which took much longer than he would have liked. The man sat silently on the ground staring at the stars, tears in his eyes. 

All the while J'role was searching, the creature insisted that he wait for Mordom to arrive. 



"No," he shouted back in his thoughts. Then he and Bevarden met up with Garlthik and they stole off into the night. 



They had gotten only a quarter of a mile away when Garlthik whispered harshly, "Down. 

Get down." J'role dropped to the ground, dragging his father behind him. Bevarden, who had been shaking for some time, gave out a startled gasp. The three of them rolled into the base of a shallow ditch. J'role looked over the lip of the ditch, staring back toward the hill where they had seen the city. 



The orange flame of torches bobbed in the distance. "It's them," Garlthik said softly. "I know it's them. I knew I should never have trusted that wizard. Something about him. 

Never stops. I hate people like that." 



J'role looked up at Garlthik in surprise. 



"Except myself, of course," he said with a smile. "Come. We'd bests get a move on. It's dark. They won't spot us as long as we stay in these gullies. We should be able to stay ahead of them." 



The boy touched the ork's shoulder, then shrugged, then pointed. 



"Ah, where are we going?" Garlthik asked, voicing J'role's silent question. "Well, I think I know where we might get some help finding out about the mysterious city. I don't know for sure, but it's worth a try. Down south of here." 



He got up, but J'role caught his arm, and shrugged once more. "Who are we going to see?" the ork asked. "Let's just leave that as a surprise for you, lad." 



J'role shook his head. He'd had enough mystery since meeting Garlthik. ' 



"No offense, lad, but I'll just keep it my secret." 



Leaping up, J'role faced the city's hill, and began waving his arms. Garlthik grabbed him roughly and slammed him down to the ground. Bevarden merely stood watching the whole incident without moving. 



"I should just kill you now, boy," Garlthik whispered. "I should just twist your neck." 



J'role stared up into the ork's furious facet trying to hide his fear. He didn't think the ork would hurt him but he could not be certain. 



They rested on the ground for a few moments, Garlthik leaning over J’role, his hot breath streaming down into J'role's face. Seeing a strange series of expressions pass over the ork's face, the boy realized that Garlthik was trying to decide whether or not to trust J'role. Finally Garlthik glanced over at Bevarden—a long, wistful glance—and then looked back down at J'role. 



“Throal," he said. "We're going to see if we can talk to the dwarfs. The stonework of the city was good. Good enough to be from the Kingdom of Throal. They might know something about it we don't." Then he rolled over and sat up, staring off into the distance. 



It made sense to J'role. His own father had told of the kingdom's legendary facility with architecture and engineering. J'role might even have thought of it himself, given time. So why did Garlthik hesitate to tell him? 



Then J'role realized it didn't have so much to do with Garlthik telling or not telling him about the dwarfs. The ork s reluctance had more to do with telling J'role anything. He's a thief, J'role thought. He depends on thief magic. He never gives anything away And then J'role thought; "But he did. To me." 
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 One day, his mother began screaming during one of Bevarden's performances. She did not scream anything in particular. Just words. Just screams. 

  

 She tore at her hair and scratched her face with her fingernails until she drew blood. 

 Several people grabbed her and tried to stop her. But she was enraged and very strong. 

  

 J'role, who was now mute, ordered by his mother to remain silent nil the presence of anyone but her, rushed to his mother's side. He wanted to hold her as she had held him. 

  

 When she saw him come near; she pushed him away and screamed and screamed and screamed. 

  

They walked through the night, the air humid and warm, the starlight turning the rock-strewn terrain pale blue. The ring was around J'role's neck, hanging from its leather cord and resting against his chest. The cold longing tapped against his chest, making it very difficult for him to walk away from the city. Beside him, Bevarden coughed softly. 



The chirping of insects surrounded them, echoing the buzz that raced through J'role's thoughts. The creature gave him no peace, but J'role tried to sort out the mystery of the city, his father and Garlthik followed behind. 



"Where are you going?" the creature demanded. 



"To Throal." J'role was weary of the thing's badgering. It had railed at him for hours. 



"But you saw the city!" 



"I couldn't get in!" 



"You didn't try! You're useless!" 



J'role focused his attention on the city. "It was there. And it still seems to be there. But I can't get in...." 



"So you should go back and try again!" 



J'role ignored the creature, puzzling instead over the mystery of the city. "Why can't I get in?" 



"Because you are a miserable thing not worthy to be alive! Oh, just put a blade through your veins and let us end all of this ..." 



"Unless they don't want anyone to get in. They have so much magic . . ." He thought of his own kaer, buried deep in a hillside, protected with runes and heavy enchanted stones. 

"What if they built their city so it would be gone during the Scourge? What if it's partially here, on earth, but partially somewhere else, so it would be harder for the Horrors to find it?" The idea drifted, a leaf in the wind, unsettled. 



A pause, and then he heard the creature hum, and then it said, "Yes." 



"Yes?" 



"Yes, I think you are right." 



J'role continued to walk, but slowly, his body matching the wariness he now used in thinking his thoughts with the creature. "You do?" 



"I am what your people call a 'Horror,' you know. I have a bit of insight into the methods of the people of the city. It was well protected." He paused, and then added dismally, "I myself could not get in. I don't know if any of those from my home ever did." 



“Why should I believe what you're—" 



The creature screamed, sending such a sharp pain through J'role's temples that the boy had to clutch at his head. "I'm helping because I choose to!" 



"Please stop," J'role thought quietly as the terrible rending of his thoughts continued. 

"Please stop." 



Garlthik put his hands on J'role's shoulders. "Are you all right?" J'role nodded. He noticed that this father had wandered far ahead. His coughing was louder now. Garlthik released J'role, and walked on. 



The creature's tirade subsided. "I hope I won't have to do that anymore. Now, will you listen to me?" 



"Yes." 



"Fine. So. The city is there but not there. How did they do that?" 



"How do I know? I thought you were going to tell me!" 



The creature remained silent for a moment, then said tersely, "I don't know enough. It's your foolish world; you know more about it than I." 



"I could get as far as the walls," J'role t ought, dismissing the creature. "Maybe the walls are the key. Like our kaer's doorway, they are the source of the magical defense." Even as the idea came, J'role began to doubt himself. How could he even make guesses at how magic worked? 



But the creature said, "Yes. That might be it. Who made the walls? The dwarfs Garlthik spoke of?" 



Bevarden began to cough so wrackingly that J'role thought it might tear the man's throat apart. He raced over and helped his father sit down. The night was warm, yet Bevarden shivered as if trapped in a spell of ice. "Please, I'm sorry," he repeated over and again. 



"We've got to leave him, J'role," Garlthik said. J'role looked up at the ork in surprise. 

"Truly, we do. He's becoming ill. He'll slow us down. Give us away to Mordom.” 



Bevarden suddenly pulled J'role close and embraced him. Despite his weakness, the embrace held J'role tight. As their cheeks met, J'role felt a tear falling between their flesh, and he did not know whether it was him or his father crying. They stood for a long while like that, holding each other, feeling their chests move against each other as they drew in and exhaled breath. 



Finally Bevarden pulled away and stared at his son. He took J'role's face in his hands and tried to speak. "I . . . ," he managed to squeak out, the sound twisted and distorted. His mouth contorted and he closed his eyes against the struggle. "Sorry . . . ," he said finally. 

Then he lowered his head, and began to weep, coughing all the while. 



The eastern sky was turning golden red. They had walked all night. Weariness massaged its way into J'role's body. He needed rest. Bevarden needed rest.; Probably even Garl^mik needed rest. 



He spotted a small copse of trees in the distance, the large, leafy branches just barely illuminated by the lightening sky. That would do for now. Mordom might or might not have followed, but it was too tiring to juggle every possible doom in his thoughts. He stood, holding his father's hand, and began walking toward the trees with Bevarden in tow. 



"J'role, if you don't want to kill him, I will." 



The words so startled J'role-he stumbled slightly. When he turned back to look at Garlthik, the ork stood without a bit of hesitancy in his posture. J'role simply shook his head, revealing neither his fear nor his anger. Then he turned back toward the trees and walked on. 



Garlthik followed. 



Sleep did not come easily to J'role. First his father's coughing kept him awake, and when Bevarden finally fell asleep, J'role couldn't sleep for wondering if Garlthik was waiting for the chance to slit his father's throat. Exhaustion finally took its toll, and with the coming of dawn, J'role at last dropped off to sleep. 



When he woke later that day, the sun was high above, brilliant as a dream. Garlthik sat against a tree, cleaning his sword. His father, still alive, slept. 



"Good day,' Garlthik said without looking at J'role. 



J'role glanced about, taking in his surroundings. Earlier he'd been too tired to really look around. Now he saw that they were in the midst Of about twenty trees, all three times his height and with thick branches spreading out overhead. From the rough branches grew long, large leaves that offered shade against the noon sun. J'role had never seen so many trees growing in one place. He wondered if magic was at work, for his village had needed magic to grow crops in the fields. To grow trees like these seemed just as difficult a task. 

He also wondered who could afford to use magic for something as frivolous as making trees when growing crops was so much more valuable. 



On the ground under the trees grew grass, green and several inches high. J' role had never seen the stuff before, but he had heard it said that grass was one of the things the Horrors had ruined. 



He touched the grass, so smooth and giving so easily under his fingers. He plucked a blade and examined it. So small, thin. What did it do? 



As he looked around for any other strange sights, J'role suddenly let out a gasp. 



Immediately beyond the copse of trees, the ground was as barren and brown as most of the other places they had traveled. But ahead, across a space of perhaps a mile, he saw a brilliant island of green: a forest. Catching the leaves, the sunlight shimmered emerald as the leaves fluttered slightly back and forth. 



"J'role? What is it?" asked Garlthik as he stepped up alongside him. 



Then the ork too began to stare at the forest, drawing in a long, deep breath. "Last night I thought that was a hill." 



J'role nodded slowly. When he looked around he saw that the copse to which they had retired was only one of several groups of trees circling the massive forest. It seemed to J'role that the copses were distant parts of the forest, and that some day they would all be linked together, forming a monstrous wilderness of trees. 



The thought terrified him. 



"Look.” said Garlthik, pointing to the north. Perhaps some three miles back was a trio of travelers descending a hill. Though none seemed to wear scarlet robes, J'role knew magicians sometimes covered their bright and colorful garments to disguise themselves. 

"If they've followed us this far, they might be able to walk right up to us." For a moment Garlthik pursed his lips together, then finally said under his breath, "He must have something. Something." 

Garlthik was already gathering his things and stuffing them into the sack he carried. 

"We'll have to move quickly." 



J 'role walked over to his father. The man's flesh was gray and his breathing very shallow. 

He shook his father awake, and as soon as Bevarden opened his eyes? The coughing started again. He reached up and grabbed J'role's arm. He looked J'role straight in the eye, but the boy thought his father did not recognize him. 



"Drink?" he begged. "I need something to drink." 



J 'role shook his head and dragged his father up to his feet. He realized suddenly that he was as tall as his father, probably had been for some time. Exactly when, J'role wondered, had he gotten bigger? Or his father smaller? 



Garlthik had already left the shelter of the trees and J'role ran quickly, dragging his father along, to keep up. The ork maneuvered their path so that the trees they had just left behind would hide them from the magician's sight for as long as possible. Bevarden smiled an idiot grin at the forests and actually increased his pace. 



J'role looked back and saw that Phlaren — he could see her long hair clearly now—had traveled away from Mordom, and was now signaling to Mordom and Slinsk, who remained hidden from view behind the copse. She was starting to get closer, slowly at first, but then at a run. 



"Come!" said Garlthik, running quickly toward the forest. 



J'role, still holding his father's hand, stood in place watching Garlthik dash away. He could not move forward, even with his father struggling against his grip to get to the forest. The forest was too big. It seemed to J'role that the overabundance of life would wrap itself around him and choke him. The thought of approaching the forest made him tremble. 



His father turned to him, leaning forward like a child held back from a treat by a parent. 

"A forest," he said plainly, a bit of a smile in his eyes. "Elves." 



"Come ON!" shouted Garlthik, with a wave of his arm. Phlaren would reach J'role any second now if he did not move. 



The wash of green filled his vision and rooted him to the spot. 



Garlthik took a few steps toward J'role, then t threw his arms out wide in frustration and started rushing toward the wood. In an instant he vanished, swallowed up-by the thick green. 



I don't stand a chance now, J'role thought weakly. His father stared at the trees and licked his lips. We don't have to go deep into the forest, J'role decided. We don't have to go deep at all. With a sudden lurch he started to run toward the forest. For the first time in the whole journey, his father kept pace. 



They raced toward the tree line, and as they got closer it seemed to sweep around J'role, arms coming to smother him. The brilliant green beauty of the leaves became dark and menacing, and the thick maze of branches and trunks became a single, powerful creature that would eat him as soon as he got near. It was too much life. J’role thought of the clean, straight corridors of his kaer, or the open plains of the rest of the world. But this forest . . . a jumble of angles and lines and life. 



Closer and closer. His breathing became heavy and labored. Bevarden began to stumble and then finally lost his balance completely. He and J'role tumbled to the ground, a tangle of limbs. J'role glanced back. He could see their faces now. Slinsk, dark-skinned, a hungry smile on his lips. Phlaren, closer, determined and impatient. Far beyond them walked Mordom, willing to let his two assistants handle the first melee. J'role scrambled back up and dragged his father with him. 



They ran, and now it was upon them, thick, shading leaves rushing over them like the maws of a dragon. Coarse vines crisscrossed between the trees and hung down to the jungle floor. Bushes caught their legs and scratched them. Birds sitting in trees suddenly took flight, the flapping of their wings like water flowing swiftly over rocks. 



J'role did not want to go in any deeper, but he heard the crash of footsteps behinds them. 

"Danger," Bevarden said, and giggled in glee as if the thought of impending danger was the best thing in the world. J'role ran on, holding his father's hand. 



They continued to speed through the trees, the sounds of their pursuers close behind at first, then growing more and more faint. Shafts of shadows cut across their route, and after fifteen minutes J'role realized that he had no idea which way they had traveled. 



He tried to listen for: Slinsk and Phlaren, but could hear nothing over the sound of his own heavy breathing. He noticed that the tree trunk against his hand felt exceptionally warm. He attributed it to his own heated state and did not think about it until he pulled his hand away. 



It was wet and sticky, the palm covered with blood. 



J'role stared at his hand and then at the tree bark, which oozed with blood where he had touched it. 



Then the tree moved. 



It uprooted itself and backed away from J'role. A face, formed from the knots in the tree, stared down at him in horror. It bellowed something at him in a language J'role could not understand. He only had time to catch the slightest motion out the corner of his eye before he realized that a flurry of activity was rushing toward him from all directions. 



He turned his head and found himself staring at a spear tip only inches from his face. 



The spear was made of wood, the tip of smooth stone, the point so sharp and perfect it had undoubtedly been created with magic. J'role slowly lowered his gaze down the length of the pole until he saw the hands that held it—gnarled branches lined with thorns. The hands belonged to a long and thin creature. It had legs and arms, a head and chest, but its entire body was made of branches covered with thorns and leaves. Though the creature had the shape of a person, its interior was hollow, like the cages containing beautiful colored birds that J'role had seen travelers carrying through his village. Like cages, the thorn men carried animals inside their bodies, but these animals—small birds, squirrels, rabbits—were all dead, the bodies in various states of decay. Even in the heads of the thorn men, where one expected to find a face, J'role saw only the rotted flesh of a ferret, now hairless and gray-pink, or the small, frail bones of a sparrow. 



Dozens of the creatures stood around them. His father smiled at them. "Hello," he said, and then asked, "Am I dreaming' He asked the question intently, obviously expecting an answer. 



Something fluttered down before J'role; a leaf, he thought at first. But as it hovered before him, he saw that it was actually a tiny human, floating on wings formed from two coarse brown leaves. The tiny woman's face was framed by straight white hair and thorns grew from her skin. 



No, he realized. They grew out through her skin. He saw a drop o f clear liquid ooze out one of the tears in her flesh. It rolled down the short thorn, hung suspended from her body for a moment, and then fell to the ground. She stared at him, cocking her head from one side to the other, then flittered off to look at Bevarden. Although she had tried to hide it, J'role had clearly seen pain on her face. 



No one said anything. More of the small winged people flew around the nearby trees; they stared, but none came closer. When J'role looked directly at them, they flew around a tree and out of sight. The tree he had touched spoke again, this time as if asking a question, and J'role heard some of the small people answer, their responses a jumble of chirping noises. 



The little white-haired woman came back and floated before J'role's face, her wings beating the air to hold herself in place. She said something to him, but he could not understand the words. A thorn man attempted to encourage an answer with the stone tip of his spear. 



"I . . . ,” said Bevarden, and all the thorn men and winged people moved back. 



The woman flew over to him. This time J'role could hear words he understood formed in the small sounds of her tiny voice. With faulty accent and many mistaken words she used the common dwarven language. "Why . . . ? Tribute . . . ? Queen." Bevarden gestured toward J'role, tried to form a word, and failed. Then he fell into a coughing fit and collapsed to the ground. Thick droplets of blood came up from his throat and spattered the ground. J'role was astonished to see the ground quickly soak up the blood, like parched earth drinking rain water. 



Oblivious to Bevarden's pain, the little woman repeated, "Tribute! Queen!" 



"I think we need a-present," said the creature in his thoughts. 



J'role knew he had nothing to offer. He spread his arms wide. 



"Good, good," the creature said sarcastically. "Confound them with your simple-minded honesty." Then it shouted in J'role's thoughts, "Give them the ring. Maybe they'll know what to do with it!" 



He had forgotten about the ring. Its magical touch had become a permanent hum against his perceptions. As soon as he thought about surrendering the ring, he felt like crying. He forced the idea from his head. 



The patience of the creatures had run out, and they began to chatter wildly. The thorn man in front of J'role tapped the tip of his spear against J'role, and though it did not pierce his flesh, a hot pain lanced through his chest. 



The winged woman circled about them and said, "Come!” The thorn men arranged themselves to escort Bevarden and J'role. J'role helped his father up, and soon they were on their way into the heart of the forest. 
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 When J’role had first stopped speaking, his parents said it was only a strange whim and he would grow out of it. The other children of the kaer could not understand such a concept. At first his friends were worried for him, but as the days, and then the weeks, passed, the other boys and girls began to sense that something was strange about J role now. They avoided him for his haunted eyes carried a weight of misery that even the high spirits of children could not shuck off. It was simply not fun to be with him. 

  

 After concern turned to avoidance, abuse set in. The children—even his best friend, Samael—began to taunt him, daring him to speak. But J'role never did, remembering his mother's instructions that he must not. 

  

 But how he wanted to! He knew something crawled in his thoughts, something so vile and corrupt that even his mother's mind had begun to splinter against the strange sounds he made when she asked him to speak to her. When the children pointed and laughed he wanted to open his mouth and let loose the horror in his thoughts; he wanted the perverse screeches and babblings to fly through the air and crash into their ears and replace their smug mockery with the misery that filled his mind each day. 

  

 He never did. His mother had warned him never to speak, and he did not. 

  

 So he listened to the laughter of the children echo down the corridors of the kaer, and imagined himself playing with them, which only made the creature in his mind taunt him all the more. 



Surrounded by the thorn men, J'role and his father walked through the strange forest. A chatter of talk came from the small winged people who swarmed among the trees. The trees were also filled with more faces, staring down at J'role as he passed, their eyes and mouths formed by blood-soaked knots. The leaves and branches of bushes and other, lower trees seemed to reach out for him, brushing against his flesh, examining him. After J'role and the others had walked for a while, he realized that the ground was more than soft—it was damp. With a shock he saw that the dark moisture oozing up around his bare feet was blood. 



At another point J'role was startled by the grotesque sight of a man, at least eight feet tall, staring at them through the trees from a hill thirty feet away. The man's flesh seemed torn in places, flapping like clothes hung out to dry, with wide stains lining the wounds. 

But the man was far away, and J’role wondered if perhaps his eyes had tricked him. 



The more he walked, the more he felt overwhelmed by the forest. The very ground seemed to shiver, as if something moved underfoot. And everywhere —  everywhere —

there was life. Moss grew on the rocks. Leaves formed a neatly impenetrable canopy overhead. Tiny plants grew in the absurdly fertile ground. Insects buzzed up close to his eyes and then flew away again. The never ending trees crowded around, reducing J’role’s range of vision to only a fraction of what he was used to. It was as though the forest were crawling over him, trying to smother him and absorb him into its overabundant life. His gaze kept shifting from one place— one living thing—to the next. 



Too much. Too much. 



They walked for an hour or more, and J'role wondered if the forest had somehow grown to cover the world the moment they had entered it. Then up ahead, just beyond the thick labyrinth of trees, he saw flashes of a gathering of people. They had been sitting on the ground, but were now standing and staring at the approaching entourage. J'role could just make out that the people were tall and thin, with high foreheads. Some seemed to have green complexions, while others were as white as the full moon. When Bevarden also caught sight of the strange people ahead, he covered his mouth with both hands, eyes opening wide. Then he looked down at the ground, his mouth still covered, like a child trying to pretend he hadn't caught on to a surprise. 



As they continued on J'role saw more and more of the people, all clustered in groups, all staring. Some were following the entourage now, but from a distance. Straining to get a better look at them, his eyes darting from side to side trying to catch glimpses of the thin strangers, he did not notice the clearing until they were almost upon it. 



Sunlight poured into the clearing like a heavy-rainfall, washing it with golden clarity. At the center towered a circle of eight giant trees, trees bigger than anything J'role had ever seen, their trunks as thick as taverns. The branches of the trees wound around each other in intricate patterns, as if they had been grown to become ordered and through the order, beautiful. 



Flowering vines grew between the trees, beginning on the ground and climbing high overhead. The vines grew thick enough to create walls—walls covered with huge green leaves and white and violet flowers at least two hand-widths in size. 



Throughout the wall of vines were openings, like windows, each covered in elaborate spider webs. The webs caught the gold of the sunlight and broke it into a rainbow of colors. 



The whole structure, J'role suddenly realized, was a castle. Though he had never seen one before, his father had often spoken about them. The castles in his father's stories were made of stone, however, not a single one supported this structure. It was all grown and made from the living earth. Its beauty caught at his throat. 



Next to him, Bevarden spoke a single word, his voice that of someone who feels finally justified in some secret argument with himself. "Elves," he said, and dropped to his knees His eyes were wide, as though trying to suck as much of the sight into memory as possible before the image suddenly vanished. Seeing his father's face, J'role realized how much Bevarden's tales had ment to him. His father hadn't considered them mere stories at all; he must have needed to tell them as much as the villagers needed to hear them. The need for hope had prompted him to give hope. 



And so another legend that J'role had dismissed as pure fancy was proven true. Would the elves be as beautiful and kind as his father had described? 



Opening outward at the base of the castle were two tremendous doors made from rose bushes grown so thick they blocked- all light. A flight of broad white steps led down from the doorway to the clearing. Staring at them, J'role realized the stairway was made of bones— bones of so many shapes and sizes he could not imagine- what kinds of creatures they were from. These strange, rare bones had been fitted and formed with careful craftsmanship to create flat tops and sides. 



At least sixty of the people—elves—who had followed them through the woods entered the clearing. They wore gowns and cloaks made of vines and flowers; and their skin was studded with sharp points, which J'role assumed to be some kind of armor. Some of the elves were quite human in appearance, with hair and stern faces. But others had leaves for hair, or arms formed like branches, or were not very human at all, seeming closer to being trees, walking on roots, with faces only visible when they blinked, revealing their knots to be eyes. 



As they arrived in the clearing they knelt, facing the opening doors. 



The thorn man next to J'role gestured down with his spear, and J'role thought it best to join his father and the others. The creature in his thoughts snickered at the display of respect. "Strange what you all think is important," it sighed. 



From the castle door stepped eight more of the thorn men. They flanked either side of the stairway, one guard to the side of each step. Then several elves walked out, each more elegantly adorned than the last, their elaborate garments created from roses and purple-flowered vines and wearing capes of lilacs that trailed to the ground. 



Following these came four elves with human shapes, but whose bodies seemed to be both flesh and tree bark. As the four moved stiffly down the stairs, they grimaced in pain as the tree bark shifted against their normal flesh. Their mouths and eyes were severely distorted, as if their bodies had not grown quite correctly. Each one wore the brightly colored robe of a magician. The robes were scarlet, and shone as if moist with blood. 



The magicians and the other elves took up positions on the stairs. Then all turned toward the door. From the pitch dark of the doorway emerged a phantasm of white and red; a woman so  beyond life that for a moment J'role stopped breathing. Her flesh reminded him of the white walls of the mysterious city; her red hair flowed down around her shoulders like watery fire. The wide white skirt of her dress was sewn from countless petals, and like the clothing of the other elves, it covered her, but left just enough bare to make her flesh enticing. Her long limbs aroused J'role, and rendered the ring that rested against his chest nearly impotent in its ability to focus his desires. 



He looked to the elves gathers in the courtyard, all kneeling. Their faces were upturned, staring at the woman. They did not smile exactly, but each wore an expression of profound comfort as if by her presence the woman bathed them with grace. From the way their bodies arched toward her, leaning forward slightly, straining, J'role knew each one longed for her approval, and that any one would, if need be, leap up and die for her at a moment's notice. Without thought. 



The woman stood on the white steps, slowly sweeping her gaze across the clearing, bestowing smiles on her subjects. They accepted the smiles like a lover's kisses. Finally her gaze came to rest on Bevarden, an old, tired man who stared at her with a plea in his eyes, and J'role, a young boy so afraid of showing his desire that he had made his face into a mask. She then walked down the last of the steps and crossed the clearing. 



As she drew closer, the rustle of her dress flowed into J'role's senses, and he felt himself swept away by the possibility of being near her.... 



The small, winged woman flew to the beautiful, red-haired woman, and they spoke softly as the woman in white continued to approach. 



And then she stood before him. 



"And so you have come to my forest," she said. Her words were in the dwarven tongue, but from her mouth the rough language seemed as beautiful as light rainfall. 



J 'role looked away, afraid of revealing too much, as if she could read his thoughts if their eyes met. But the temptation was too great... 



He gasped when he looked up at her. Beautiful she was, yes. But, like the small woman with dead leaves for wings, thorns also grew from her flesh. Long, thin thorns. Each one pure white, and each splitting her beautiful flesh from the inside out. He realized that what he had thought to be armor from a distance was actually these thorns that grew from within the bodies of the elves. Droplets of ruby blood rolled down from the thorns of the majestic elf before him. The droplets remained suspended for an instant on the tips of their thorns, then fell off, dripping down the woman's skin and clothing, but leaving no mark or streak of their passing. Only the woman's face betrayed the truth: a slight twinge of pain, almost completely masked as if by years of practice. She smiled like a gracious hostess. 



"Do I startle you?" she asked. Coyly. Mock surprise. Perhaps hurt. It was impossible to tell. 



J’role could only nod. He sensed her mood shift from generosity to sharp anger to soft playfulness. Like a wind in spring, he thought. She frightened him, and he wanted suddenly to be out of the forest. 



Then she lowered her hand to his cheek; her delicate white hand, the thorns small but razor-sharp. Just the tips of her fingers touched his flesh, the thorns so close, but not quite touching ... 



Warm. A tingle passed through his skin. What did she look like under the gown? 



"Ah, I frighten you, do I? Or"—and here she chuckled—"do you frighten yourself? You have desires that you believe to be dangerous." 



She slid her fingertips under his chin and up to his other cheek. So wonderful. And yet the thorns . .. 



"And my touch frightens you. The thorns. I see that your kind did not need to resort to such tactics during the Scourge. The Horrors seemed to find my people a particular delicacy. To protect ourselves we were forced to adopt desperate measures." She raised her hand before her, turning it, admiring it. "I used to wonder how we would get rid of them when the time came. The thorns, I mean. Now they seem so much a part of us." She looked down at J'role once more. "And I'll wager you sealed yourself up—well, not you, you being just a boy. But your people. Common enough, from what I remember. And you're still sealed up, aren't you? Like us, your defenses feel quiet natural." 



She waited for J'role to respond, and when he did not, she turned her head and stepped over to Bevarden. J'role's shoulders slumped in tremendous relief. How he wanted to touch her, and how glad he was that she was no longer close enough. 



"And who is this?" she said to Bevarden. His father tried to mouth a response, but only a small noise and a bit of spittle came forth. A look of distaste passed across the woman's face. J'role saw terror form in his father's eyes; his chance had come and gone. He realized that all his father had ever wanted stood before him, but he was incapable of even speaking. 



Then, with frightening speed the distaste left her expression, and she stepped back and smiled. 



"I am the Queen Alachia. And you are my guests. And now, what have you brought me?" 



J'role lowered his head, not sure what would happen next, but guessing that it would be awkward. Perhaps even dangerous. They had nothing to give. 



"You entered my forest. Surely you have brought a gift." When no response came, she laughed delicately and said, "Oh I think I see the confusion. You think I am asking whether you have brought something expressly for me. That's not at all what I mean. I mean, what are you going to give me?" 



J'role spread his arms and shook his head. 



"Nonsense. Everyone has something to give." She stepped up to J'role, touched her hand to his face once more. Her touch burned desire deep into his body and all he wanted was to bury his face against the palm of her hand, against her abdomen, against . . . 



Without warning she dragged a thorn in one of her fingers across his skin. It dug just slightly into his flesh, but he felt blood swell up and run down his face. He tried to back away from her, but the hands of two thorn men held him in place, their thorns digging into his shoulders, increasing his pain. "You see," said Queen Alachia, "there is always something to give. There is always blood." She removed her hand and the thorn men released him. 



The cut on his cheek felt like nothing he had ever experienced before. It hurt, yet he longed for more. 



A memory flashed in his thoughts, something hidden, as if in a nightmare: a flash of metal in someone's hand. "Come here," the person said. He could not remember who. The memory ate at his thoughts, and he suddenly forgot all the strange sights around him. 



"Very good," said the creature. "I thought I'd have to tell you everything myself." 



Then he was back in the clearing, the sun bright, the elf queen before him. 

"I don't want to kill you," she said softly. "I want you to decide what you will give me." 

She stopped suddenly. 



"What is this?" 



Gently she lowered her hand toward J'role's neck until her fingers plucked at the cord that held the magic ring. 



"Ah," she said with genuine delight as she lifted the thong and removed it from around J'role's neck. "Have you forgotten this?" She smiled at J'role. "I will take nothing unless it is offered. If you have nothing else, will you give me this?" 



She leaned down toward J'role, her breath warm—as intoxicating as flowers in bloom—

caressing his face. He felt dizzy, and the desire for her seized him again. "You want me don't you, boy?" she said softly. "I assure you, everything you feel is coming from within you. I have cast no magic upon you." She smiled. "Now, what will you give me? This ring?" 



The ring dangled before him, the sun's light glinting on it as it swung slightly on the cord. 

J'role could no longer feel the longing the ring had given him. He was unmoored now. 

Whatever he needed—and he still needed so much—he no longer knew where to go to get it. But he remembered the sensation—now no more than an echo of longing. The city promised so much, and he wanted so much to have the ring back, to taste the longing again. Even if the promises never came true, the belief that something could finally make him happy was so sweet. 



Yet the queen promised even more. Perhaps she would give him all he craved. Why go on the quest when all he desired, so beautiful, stood right before him? 



"Don't you do it, brat," the creature in his thoughts said suddenly. 



He looked up at the queen, pleased to distress the creature. 



"NO!" the creature screamed. "Don't give it up!" 



J'role nodded to the queen. 



"What a lovely boy you are." She coiled the cord around her hand until the ring reached her palm. She grasped it and a passionate sigh escaped her lips. She smiled down at J'role, her eyes alive with mischievousness. 



The creature raged and ranted in his thoughts but J'role lost himself in the smile the queen bestowed upon him. "This ring," she said, her breathing increasing in pace. “I know this ring." Her eyes looked off into the distances as if past the trees that circled the clearing, as if seeing something long ago that she could no longer place “ Where did you get this?" 

she asked. The commanding tone had left now; she wanted very much to know the answer to her question. 



J'role's jaw moved a bit. He so wanted to answer her, to give her anything she asked. But he could not speak He could never do that to her. 



"What does it matter now?" the creature screamed. "You've ruined the only chance for happiness you've ever had!" 



"No. Not the only," he told it, still looking at the queen. Yes, he knew now. His mother and the priestess of Garlen who had tended him as a child. Both had given warmth. Love. 

But this woman who stood before him could give him things he never dreamed of. If only she would hold him in her arms . . . 



She touched his face with her fingers, the flesh warm, the thorns kept from his skin. "I know you are not mindless. You are a bright lad. I can see it in your eyes. A clever, strong, handsome boy." 



His chin trembled. More, please, more. He was embarrassed at his love of her flattery. A trick, no doubt, but what a lovely trick. He let his thoughts slip away, allowing her words to have their way with him. Her lips moved only inches from him as she spoke. Their motion hypnotized him; the full red lips now, in his thoughts, separated from the rest of her. 



"I see you considering whether to speak. Yes? Yes. You choose not to tanlk. Won't you talk for me?" 



He had almost spoken! J'role pulled his face away from her hand. Clamping his jaw tight, he forced himself to think of his mother and his father and what had happened to them when they had heard him speak. 



She touched him again. "What is it? Don't you want to make me happy?" 



He turned his head toward her, again almost speaking. "Yes," he wanted to say. He nodded. 



She stood and extended her hand to him. "Come. I will show you my home." He took her hand, only their fingertips meeting, the flesh of his hand brushing against her thorns, but not cutting. She turned to the thorn men. “The other one will remain here until I return." 



J'role looked at his father. Bevarden was staring at the ground, but his shoulders shook slightly, and J'role knew he was crying for all the dreams lost, now passed on to his son. 
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 The flash of the blade caught the green light of the glow sphere. His mother, insane, held the blade. "Come here, dear. Come here." 

  

 His father was out telling stories at the Atrium. One thought crashed through all others: Home was supposed to be safe. 



The elf queen led J'role up the broad steps of the castle, each one formed from intricately placed, polished white bones. Some of the bones were large, some small, but all seemed strange in a way he could not identify. Thinking they might be the bones of Horrors the elves had killed during the Scourge made him wonder what the Horror in his head actually looked like. 



As they walked up the stairs they passed the courtiers and elven magicians who were still positioned at either end of each step. All had thorns growing from their bodies. The magicians stared at J'role with disdain, though their faces bled from the thorns and from the scraping of their flesh against the bark and small branches that grew from their bodies. 



When they came to the top of the stairs the elf queen gestured for him to pass through the great doorway. Plunging beyond the thick vine walls of the castle was a great hall under a spell of green twilight. J'role entered, followed by the queen, who touched his shoulder lightly, steering him through the corridors. Vines and trees made up the castle's inner walls, a wild profusion of flowers growing from them. Sometimes the flowers formed flowing patterns, other times they showed scenes of battle or portraits of elves. J'role saw that most of the elves portrayed in the flower scenes had no thorns in their flesh. 



At one point a shrubbery walked past them, carrying a tray made of dry leaves. Sitting on the tray were cups, each formed from a thick layer of petals. The shrubbery bowed low to the queen, then continued on its ways  



J'role and Queen Alachia then ascended a series of staircases that spiraled around tree trunks. The steps were branches carpeted with vines, and all the windows they passed were adorned with beautiful spider webs. The elves on the ground looked smaller and smaller as J'role and the queen ascended the spiraling stairs. Once he caught a glimpse of his father kneeling on the ground, surrounded by the thorn men. The other elves had moved closer, pointing at Bevarden and laughing. He almost felt a desire to be with him. 

But the queen's fingertips rubbed slowly against his shoulder. He let the impulse die quickly. 



Finally, after climbing many flights of stairs and traveling down many corridors, they reached the top floor of the castle. A long hall extended before them, the walls lined with tree branches that served as shelves. The shelves contained amulets and rings and gowns and silver cloth and countless other items that J’role suspected had served as gifts to the queen, and perhaps the rulers who had come before her. 



At the end of the corridor were double doors made from white rose bushes. The queen pushed the door open and J'role entered a magnificent bed chamber. The room had only three walls. Opposite the door, in the place where the fourth wall would have been, was nothing but a wide empty space. J'role crossed the floor, a springy surface made of tightly woven vines, and then stood staring out into the open space. 



Below him the top of the elven forest stretched on and on, forming a vast landscaping of shifting leaves. Beyond the forest lay all the brown of the world, the lands left dead by the Scourge. The stark contrast of the dead world against the forest made J'role reconsider his original fear of the forest. The abundance of life still disturbed him but he wondered what a world covered in trees would be like, and then he thought it might be wonderful. 



"A beautiful view," the elf queen said, suddenly behind him. He felt her breath on his neck, and then her lips touching his flesh, rubbing slightly, dry and arousing. The thorns along her body pricked lightly against his back as she pressed closer and ran her hands down his arms. 



Though he knew what would happen, he leaned back into her, desperate for her warmth to envelop him. The thorns on her body bit into his back, sending a delicious pain through his body. Yes, delicious, and so intense that he arched his back and uttered a low moan. 

The creature in his thoughts purred like a cat, bathing luxuriously in the agony. 



This was it, then, the touch and the pleasure and the pain, and J’role thought he could die at that moment; impale himself on the queen's beautiful body and know the pleasure he had always wanted while gaining a final rest so he would never feel longing again. Could anyone want more? 



She gently raked her hand along his chest, tearing his shirt open, drawing thin lines of red along his dark flesh. Though the temptation was great, J'role said nothing, only hummed through tightly clenched lips. 



She leaned in next to his ear, the morns on her throat pressing into the skin at the back of his neck. "No words of encouragement?" 



He sighed. 



“I know you can talk," she said, and the tip of her tongue pressed lightly against the inside of his ear. Her warm breath made him jerk, her thorns tearing his flesh. "What are you afraid of? What is it that you wish to keep me from knowing?" She removed her hands from his chest and he saw they were now smeared with streaks of blood. The leather thong was still looped about her hand, and she loosened it and slipped the ring onto her finger. She sighed and drew him tightly to her. He let out a soft gasp, but pressed himself even closer. Tears of pain formed and rolled down his face. He bit his lip to prevent himself from screaming, yet the pleasure was perfect. 



'This ring .. . ," she said, raking his flesh with the thorns in her hands. "I remember this ring . . . from so long ago . . . I was only a small child—four hundred, five hundred years ago—we made this for a city. Yes, Parlainth. I haven't thought about it in so long." As she suddenly pulled back, J'role felt the sticky blood pulling between their bodies. 

"Why?" she asked, her voice distant and distracted. "Why haven't I thought of it for so long?" 



Then, abruptly she turned him around, stared into his eyes—Ah, to be looked at with such desire! How wonderful!—and pulled him close. They kissed. The thorns drove deep into him now, but he did not dare stop for fear she would not kiss him a second time. 



But even as they kissed, he realized she was not responding to her desire for him. Instead, she was using him to fulfill the desire created by the ring on her finger. 



It did not matter. J'role would take her love in any form. She pulled away, blood on her face. She swayed as she tried to stay in control, gasping for air. "Where did you get this? 

What do you know of Parlainth?" 



He leaned forward to kiss her again, but she backed away, smiling. "You want me?" Her white gown, now smeared with his blood, parted easily as her hand pulled at the collar. 



He stepped toward her, and she retreated once- more. "Tell me where you got the ring. I haven't thought about Parlainth for so long. Not since . . ." She paused, lost in memories, and J'role nearly reached her. But she left her reverie just in time to leap up onto the bed a rectangular hammock made of vines and matted with a thick layer of broad green leaves. 

"Not since we helped them . . ." A memory seemed to come to her, and she smiled. Her face immediately contorted from the pain of the thorns. 



"We built the ring," she said ignoring him completely now. "And the dwarfs cut the stones for the walls. The walls held the magic to hide the city, and the ring . . ." She stared down at it, and then looked up at him. "You may go now." 



He swallowed. He spread his arms wide, asking for an explanation. Warm blood turned cold and wet as it dripped down his body. The pain began in earnest without the intensity of the moment to sustain him. He stepped toward the bed. 



"You can take the stairs if you wish. Or you may simply go out that way," she said, pointing to the opening that looked out over the forest. "Many of my lovers simply prefer just to die. I really can't tell about you." 



A fury built up inside him, a self-righteous anger similar to the one that had helped him steal while still living in his village. The fury mixed with his lust and he lunged for the bed. He would die, but against her, her thorns tearing him apart. 



From the floor, from the walls, sprang half a dozen thorn men, spears in hand. They blocked his way, dragged him to the ground, their thorny arms ripping wildly across his body. J'role gave a shout of pain, and as he opened his mouth he felt the creature take control. He decided not to fight it. 



But the queen sensed the danger even as the noise began. She brought her hands reflexively to her ears and commanded, "Silence him!" 



Two of the thorn men grappled his face and squeezed his jaw shut. Their thorns raked across his lips and over his eyes, and he tried to scream again, but could not. His tongue, controlled by the creature, moved wildly in his sealed mouth, but no words escaped. His sense of smell was assaulted by the decayed forest life trapped in the bodies of the thorn men. 



"Take him to the pit," the queen said. "I will deal with him later." 



Blood now rushed over his eyes and he could see nothing. He only felt himself lifted and carried off by the flesh-shredding hands of the queen's guards. 



Down the corridors and down the stairs they carried him. Then sunlight filtered through the blood that washed over his tightly shut eyes. He heard the laughter of elves and the chattering of the small, winged creatures, then felt himself tossed into the air. He fell, much longer than he expected, and braced himself for terrible pain. Darkness embraced him as he suddenly slammed into the ground. Though the ground was not hard, the impact still hurt horribly. Adding that to the pain of the queen's thorns and those of her guards, he was left with neither the energy to move nor the desire to do more than keep his eyes shut and fall asleep. And this he did. 



J'role woke to the sound of small movements, with little awareness of where he was or how he had gotten there. A slow groan rolled from his throat, and he carefully stretched out his legs and arms. Then he stopped quickly, for even these small motions sent pain cutting through his flesh. He paused to rest, eyes still closed, feeling damp, cool dirt against his cheek. 



"Hello?” someone said softly, and he realized it was his own voice, and all the events with the elves came back to him. 



J'role opened his eyes, carefully raising his hand before his face for fear of being stunned by bright light. Blood, dried and still sticky, held his eyelids shut for a moment and a panic seized him: would he never see again? But the blood cracked and his eyes opened. 



Darkness. 



He pulled his hand away from his eyes and discovered that he could just discern his father kneeling over him. Beyond that, nothing. He heard a soft voice, his father's, mumbling over and over, "I'm sorry, I'm so sorry. Your Highness. Please. I'm sorry." 

From the acoustics J'role guessed they were in a small room; a cave, perhaps a tunnel. 



He closed his eyes, and felt a deep, numbing darkness slide along his body. At the edge of his thoughts he remembered fully what had happened in the queen's bedchamber. His body ached and pain spread over him in odd waves, but he felt a warmth from the memory. He had finally gotten what he wanted. He had hated the queen for sending him away, but he was happy with the gifts she had given—the touch of her skin, cuts from her thorns. All his life he had waited for something like this. 



"All your life?" the creature asked coyly. 



"No," he said. "Ever since you arrived." 



"Yes. And if you liked it, it's because I'm here. I'm glad you appreciated it. I had a delightful time." 



But even as J'role drifted off to sleep, he knew the creature was wrong. It had begun when the creature entered his head, but there was something else. The drowsy darkness consumed him, and he fell into a deep sleep before he could remember what that thing was. 



Sunlight streamed down a vertical shaft about twenty feet away, creating a circle of gold. 

J'role propped himself up and saw that he was resting on the floor of a tunnel that extended out of sight behind him and beyond the circle of light ahead. The shaft was probably where he'd entered the tunnel. He didn't know how he had moved down the corridor away from the shaft. Then he noticed the shallow depression leading up to his own body, and realized someone must have dragged him. 



His father sat against the wall of the tunnel, fast; asleep. For the first time since they'd left their village Bevarden seemed peaceful. The tunnels undoubtedly reminded him of the kaer, the place where he had always gone to retreat. 



Carefully J'role stretched his limbs. They were still stiff and sore, but did not hurt as much as they had hours earlier. He got up, dizzy, and walked with weak legs to the base of the shaft. 



Above him rose a pit about twelve feet across; about twenty feet up, the lip of the pit opened into sunlight and trees. The dirt wall of the pit was lined with tree roots that poked toward the center of the pit. There seemed to be no guards at the top of the pit. Or at least no one staring back down at J'role. 



He looked at the tree trunks and realized that even without the thief magic that Garlthik had passed on to him, it would be easy enough to climb out of the pit using the roots as handholds. But with the magic, it would be no problem at all. He smiled inwardly; the elves were in for a surprise if they thought they could keep him in prison! 



Hunger chewed at his stomach, but the thought of escaping excited him, and he wanted to get to it as quickly as possible. Finally, he need not depend on anyone but himself. He was the hero of his story. 



He moved quickly back to where his father slept, fearful that thinking about the thief magic would make him want to leave Bevarden behind. J'role didn't know what else to do but try to escape and then struggle against the thief magic when he got out. 



He decided to wait until nightfall before attempting me escape. Shadows, Garlthik had taught him, are a thief's friend, and J'role wanted as much comfort as possible while trying to climb the pit. Wondering how long the queen had planned to leave them down in the tunnels, it suddenly occurred to him that she might never have thought of letting them out. She had probably forgotten about them already. 



When the sun set, the tunnels became solidly black. Not even starlight reached me tunnel, blocked by the large, dark leaves in the tree tops high above. His father sat in the darkness, giggling, sometimes coughing, and other times sobbing. "The elves!" he said, and gasped for air. "Where is the beauty now?" J'role listened to his father, his heart filling with pity and hatred. He knew Mordom had done something to his father, probably probed his father's mind for clues— and when he had discovered that Bevarden knew nothing, was, in fact, only at hopeless drunk—must have kept him around as a pet. 



J'role wished his father were stronger. He'd wished that all his life. Why couldn't his father have done . . . ? 



What? What hadn't his father done? 



The idea slipped just out of range of J'role’s thoughts. It was something he couldn't remember, yet he knew it colored everything about his life. 



"I wouldn't work so hard at remembering," said the creature in his thoughts. "You aren't ready yet." 



"You know something ..." 



"About you? I know everything." 



"Tell me." 



"No. Not yet.” 



J'role waited in the darkness, thinking the creature would taunt him, make him beg to hear what it had to say. But the thing said no more. 



J'role stood at the foot of the pit, blocking his father from his thoughts, thinking back to the initiation that had taken place at the tavern. The darkness of the night drew around him like a cloak, and he felt his concerns becoming smaller and smaller, until his cares extended no further than himself. 



It felt good. Comfortable. 



The roots above him were long shadows melded into the larger shadow of the pit's wall. 



Now. 



He crouched low, then jumped up, catching the end of one of the roots with his fingers. 

He swayed in the air, then reached out with his free hand to grab another root. Without effort he felt the rough grooves of the roots, knew their shape, gripped them just the right way so he could cling easily to them. 



He felt lightheaded. It was so easy being a thief. One had only to be alone ... 



He moved up the roots, hand over hand, using them to support his feet as he moved up the pit. 



No noise from above. 



He continued. He climbed two feet, five feet, ten feet. 



And then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw a shadow move slightly. He did not think much of it at first, for his concern was on climbing. But then, as he reached his hand up above his head to grab the next branch, the root directly in front of his face uncoiled from the wall like a snake and wrapped around his neck. 
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 He is mute, sworn to silence by his mother. His mother holds a knife in her hand. He is allowed to speak to her, but there is little point. He does not speak words; he cannot formulate his fear and confusion into sentences. There is nothing to do but slowly back away in terror. 

  

  All the while his mother speaks with a calm, loving voice. It is the same tone she has used all her life. Suddenly he wonders if any of her professions of love were real. 





The root quickly tightened its grip around J'role's neck. Startled by its animation, he let go his hold on the other roots in the pit and dropped away from the wall. Now only the writhing root that choked him like an hangman's noose held him in place while his arms and legs scrambled uselessly for purchase in the air. He gave a hoarse gasp for air, and then, arms flailing wildly, tried to grab hold of other roots to prop himself up and keep himself from strangling. 



His fingers came within inches of the roots, then he watched, eyes wide in terror, as each flitted just out of his grasp. No matter what he did, J'role could not gain a grip against the surface of the pit, meanwhile the first root bit deeper into his neck. Twisting wildly in the effort to grab another root for support, he felt all the cuts made by the elven thorns rip open. Warm blood spilled over his skin once more. 



J'role grabbed the root and propped his feet against the wall of the pit. With the wall as leverage he tried to rip the root out of the wall, deciding it was better to fall back into the pit than be strangled. More roots came at him, encircling his wrists and ankles, arms and legs crawling over his body. 



He was becoming lightheaded as he tried to pry himself free of the root. With what little strength was left he grabbed the root's tip and wrestled to unwind it from around his neck. 



Finally he gained the advantage over the root, uncoiling two of the loops from his neck. 

The root fought back, and J'role thought he felt muscles snaking about under the surface of cold, wet bark. Using two hands now he managed to completely uncoil it, holding the root up like a snake as the tip slashed at his face. 



Then all the roots let go at once, plunging J'role back down into the pit. His body tensed for the impact, and an instant later he hit the soft dirt. 



He lay there, groaning as his father crawled up next to him. "Don't try anything you aren't sure you can do," Bevarden said, his tone suddenly sober. Then he stretched out beside J'role and fell asleep, curled up next to his son. 



For a long time J'role stared up at the pit opening, despair weighing on his body. He'd never get out. 



That night he got no sleep. The cuts and bruises all over his body seemed like insects crawling up and down his flesh. What would it be like to die in the pit? No food was available, not even the berries and roots they'd dug up and eaten on the road. That meant he would probably starve to death. How long did it take? Maybe two weeks? In the kaer and in the village, J'role's people had used magic to keep food supplies available. There had been shortages, but no one had ever starved. 



Did the pit tunnels exit back somewhere out into the world? Probably not. It would be a very poor prison if they did. As poor a prison as J'role had originally thought when he'd decided to simply climb up the pit and escape. 



What was that? A sound? 



All his senses alert, J'role shifted, just slightly, so as not to give himself away. 



He saw the shadow of something, a faint shape, crawling along the darkness of the corridor. Whatever it was, it was only a few steps away. He slowed his breathing, trying to make no sound. Could he slip into the shadows now? Probably not. Not if it had seen him. 



Odd that he should know that, he realized. The magic, when he thought of it, just came to him. He was a part of it now, and as long as he lived by the rules of a thief, it would support him. 



The shadow came closer and closer, approaching with great caution. Then it stopped about a few feet from him. Sat up on its haunches. J'role thought it stared at him, but he couldn't be sure. It was small, only about four feet from the ground, perhaps taller when it stood. 



Then, as carefully and quietly as it had approached, it turned around and began moving back down the tunnel. 



A near panic came over J'role. Should he let the thing wander off? Or should he stop it now? It could be going off to get more of its kind—whatever that was. Or it might have decided it wanted nothing to do with him. Attacking it might only create new problems. 



And yet… 



It crept away, and when J'role thought that its guard was down, he quietly rolled onto his knees. The magic made his motion nearly soundless. On his feet now walking close to the wall of the tunnel, he began to follow his visitor back the way it had come. It might know of an exit. It might have a master—someone who had been thrown into the tunnel some time ago. Perhaps working together they could escape. 



J'role thought briefly of his father. Should he leave him? Would Bevarden panic if he woke and found J’role gone? J'role had difficulty focusing his thoughts on his father; concern for anyone but himself had all but evaporated from his mind. Instead he put all his attention on the placement of his next step. It thrilled him to make no sound as he walked. 



He followed the creeping shadow another twenty feet. Nothing was visible. But he heard the thing shift and sigh— perhaps it was standing now—and then continue on. It certainly sounded as if its movement had changed, and perhaps it now walked on two feet. 



As he followed, J'role ran his fingers along the wall to keep his sense of balance. They came to turns in the corridor, and finally intersections. Several times he had to stop and listen to determine which way his prey had gone. He made a mental list of the turns he had made, so he could find his way back if necessary. 



Finally, when he had gone a long way from the pit, J'role heard a few strange words spoken. The voice belonged to a girl. Then a bright blue light suddenly flared ahead of him. The light hurt his eyes, and J'role raised his arms before his face. 



"Oh," the voice said, definitely a girl's. "I thought so." 



Lowering his arms, he saw a short girl, about his age with a round face and long dark hair, staring at him. A blue fire burned from her hand. It took him a moment to adjust to the fact that she was not a monster. Nor was she—with mud streaking her face and hair matted with grime—like the elf queen at all. Pudgy, he thought. 



"Who are you?” she asked firmly. 



J'role spread his arms wide, and then pointed to his throat. He shrugged. 



"Did the queen send you here?" 



He nodded. 



She paused, looking at him carefully. Then said, "Me too. I've been here for months. I think. I don't really know. Didn't start keeping track until I'd been down here a while. She said she was going to take care of me later. I guess she forgot. Or maybe later for an elf is different than later for me. For her, later might mean next time the seasons turn. For me it might mean by the time I get bit by a poison spider and die down here. Was that a friend of yours back there?" 



Her rush of words startled him, and it seemed she was hungry for conversation. He nodded. 



"What do you want? Why are you following me?" 



He shrugged, unable to answer. 



"How long have you been here?" 



He raised his hand, held up two fingers. 



"Hours?" He shook his head. "Days?" He nodded.: 



"You're good at this. You've been mute a while, I take it. You don't have to stand there and think about how to communicate. You just do it. Impressive. Well, I'm going home. 

Maybe I'll see you tomorrow." She turned to leave. J'role realized she wasn't hungry for conversation. She just could talk a lot. 



He ran up to her. She was a magician and might well have the power to get them out. She whirled to face him, the flames glowing around her hands appearing to be very hot, but apparently not affecting her. "I didn't bother you. I don't want you to bother me." 



He pointed to himself, then her, then clasped his hands together, and then pointed up. 



"If I knew how to get out, I wouldn't still be here. I tried . . . What can you do?" She stopped suddenly, looking him up and down. "You must have put up some fight." 



Her remark confused him for a moment, and then he remembered his cuts, many of them still bleeding. He was embarrassed. A fight? Most of them, the most horrible ones, were from the elf queen herself, from touching her lovely flesh. He tried to brush the matter aside. He once again pointed at her, and then himself. Then up. 



She smiled. Her cheeks puffed sup, lines formed around her eyes. She suddenly became pretty, despite the mud and grime. "You're persistent. Nice. But you can't climb up the pit. The roots come to life...." 



He pointed to the thick bruise around his neck. 



"Ah, you found that out," she said, examining his neck. "I don't suppose any of your group are adepts in the discipline of thieving?" 



He smiled, poked his finger at his chest. She looked disappointed. "Well, maybe we'll talk later?” 



She turned again, and J’role touched her shoulder. She quickly whirled around once more. "Don't do that," she said flatly. J'role nodded and then pointed at himself. 



"Yes. You're a thief. I thought you'd be able to climb up the wall of the pit—or at least I thought a thief would. But you couldn't. Either it's too hard, or you're not very good. 

Either way, it's no help." 



She started down the tunnel. J'role stared after her, trying to figure out what to do. 

Darkness crept around him as she walked off with the blue fire that blazed around her hand. Frozen with uncertainty, he watched her turn a corner and vanish from sight. 



'Not very good," he repeated in his thoughts. He might not have thought much of her, at least compared to the elf queen. But she thought even less of him. He turned and retraced his steps, one hand running along the walls, finding his way back to where his father slept. 



The next morning he felt ashamed. The girl had sent him off as a useless boy. And hadn't the elf queen done the same thing? Yet there seemed to be a great difference between the two of them. The elf queen had asked that he give himself up to her. The girl—what was her name? he suddenly wondered—had asked nothing. 



J'role knew now it was possible to survive in the tunnels for a long time, even if it was difficult to get out. What did she eat? Had they thrown food down with her? No, she'd been down-in the tunnels too long. And he doubted they would have bothered to send food. This was the place for people the queen had forgotten. 



A dizziness passed over him, and J'role thought he might fall asleep again. He wanted so desperately to eat. It frustrated him to know that above him was the most enormous expression of life he had ever seen, and only a few feet below- ground he had nothing. 



Fearful of falling unconscious and never waking up again, he crawled around on hands and knees, looking for something he might have missed. Small plants. Deeper roots that he could eat. Something. He began to dig through the dirt floor, the ground wet and cool as he scooped it up in thick clumps. 



"Why don't you just let yourself die?" the creature asked. “If we're trapped down here with these two, what fun is that? There's no sport in talking to your father. Why don't you just scamper up the pit and let those fascinating roots rip the life out of you?  Give up your life, J'role.  Surrender to the misery of your life and stop feeling so bad. This hope you have is making you more miserable than you can imagine.” 



The creature's words surprised him, for J'role had never considered himself hopeful. Still digging through the dirt, he asked, "Why do you want me to die?” 



"Wait. Let me be clear. I don't want you to die. I want you to kill yourself. And to answer your question, I really don't think you're very happy being alive." 



J'role stopped scooping dirt. "Then why did you encourage me to go on a few days ago?" 



The creature said nothing. J'role waited a moment more, and when he realized the creature was not going to answer, he went back to digging. 



The hole was a foot deep now, and as wide. J'role sent his hands down once more and as they bit into the dirt he felt water rush up around them. Pulling away some more dirt, he peered into the hole. At its base was a small pool of water. Seeing a flash of motion he instantly jabbed his right hand down into the pool, trying to catch whatever had moved in the water. 



He pulled his hand up, then clamped his other hand over it, forming a small container. He felt something crawling around on his palms as he walked under the opening of the pit to get more light. Above him the sky and leaves caught the sun's light and turned it a soft green. 



Carefully he parted his hands to get a peek at whatever he was holding It was bigger than he; expected, black and brown, with shiny thick skin, and numerous legs. J'role sealed his hands tight before it could get out. 



He'd never eaten a bug before, but he'd known other boys who'd done it on a dare. He wondered if he should crush it first or eat it alive. Alive seemed too disturbing a thought, so he squeezed his hands together. When he thought he'd killed it, he brought it up quickly to his mouth so as not to look at it, and shoved it into his mouth. He chewed quickly, surprised to find it did not actually taste bad, and swallowed it. He got to work, digging for more food. Though it took hours, he found enough to feed himself and his father. 



"Does your father appreciate what you do for him?" the creature asked. 



J'role did not reply. His father's eyes were empty. 



As J'role sat contentedly on the ground, hardly full, but satisfied enough, he realized he'd made far too many assumptions about the nature of the tunnels, and promised himself never to assume a place was barren simply because it looked that way at a casual glance. 

He would have to examine the tunnels carefully, seek out what could help him, and perhaps learn of the dangers they possessed. 



He suddenly had the feeling someone was watching, and quickly turned his head. The girl stood maybe ten feet away, hands on hips, looking at them. "Do you usually just lie around?" 



J'role, to his own surprise, smiled. 



She laughed, then walked up to him. "My name is Releana. I see you're not always as grim as you seemed last night." 



J’role stood and shook her hand. "And this is . . . ?" she said, turning to Bevarden. 



J’role’s father simply stared at her, then whispered the word, "Despair." The word sent a chill through the corridor, and the three of them remained completely still and silent for a moment. 



“Is he all right?" Releana asked J'role. 



He shook his head. 



She weighed a thought, then said, “I really didn't know if I was going to come here. I've been alone down here for some time, and maybe I've started to like it. I'd given up hope of getting out, actually. And you know what they say about magicians: 'Where they are is where they stay.' But . . . but if you have a plan to get out, and I can help, I certainly will. 

I don't know if you do, but maybe we could come up with something together. I don't know." When she had finished, Releana took in a big gulp of air, and J'role realized that she had raced through her words, almost without breathing, as if afraid he would interrupt her. He almost laughed. 



J'role pointed to her, then shrugged his shoulders. 



Her lips pressed tightly as she tried to puzzle out what he meant. "I don't . . .," she began to say. 



J'role then raised his hands and waved them about in a broad imitation of casting a spell. 

Then he pointed at her again. 



"Oh. Right. What can I do? You have thief talents. I have magic. We have to take stock of our resources. Yes. Well, I'm an elementalist." 



They began to communicate. Faltering at first. But Releana was the most patient person J'role had ever met. She did not become frustrated with the gestures he used to communicate. If anything, she seemed completely captivated by the complexity of the problem of "talking" with someone who did not speak. 



Her enthusiasm was infectious, and many more times that day the beautiful smile he had seen the night before revealed itself. J role suddenly thought that being trapped wasn't so bad as long as you rose to the challenge of getting free. 



Together they built a plan. 
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 He is silent. His mother extends one arm the glint of the blade hidden behind her back in her other hand. Months have gone by since the thing entered his head. His mother asked him to speak to her. He thought it was dangerous, but she asked him to do it, and he did. 

  

 Over the many weeks a strange look entered her eyes. She became nervous. Often she stared at the walls, her attention frozen by the sight of something only she could see. 

 Nothing could bring her out of these spells. His father sometimes asked J'role if he knew what was bothering his mother but he only shrugged He knew it was his voice that had altered her mind; he felt miserable about it. He was driving her mad. 



Night. 



Above, the shadows of leaves. The last songs of birds. Thousands of insects chirping as one. The Blood Wood a single, giant animal breathing in and out. 



The shadows of night and loneliness passed over him, seeping into his flesh. J'role felt the magic that bound the world arcing through his body and out into the dirt of the pit. The magic spun outward, into the dirt beneath the whole of Blood Wood, and beyond that, in all directions, out into the world. Where he stood at that moment connected to the kaer where he had grown up, to the room where he had slept as a boy, to the burial pit that held his mother. The world itself formed a tapestry showing his life frozen at that moment. 



Releana stepped up to him. She had a spell, she said, that would help him climb better. 

Though he was only a beginning thief, such a spell would augment his thief adept talents and perhaps give him the skill he needed to get out of the pit. 



She took his hands in hers and very softly spoke the words of a spell. The words were in a language J'role did not understand, but in their sounds he heard deep age. She was tapping into the magic of the world, but in a different way than he could. He could only use magic to be a thief, and use it in a way the world allowed. Releana could take the magic and shape it to her own desires. As she spoke, her face became intent and thoughtful. 



A tingle passed up through his fingertips, along his wrists, and through his arms. The strange sensation—like being air, J’role thought—spread through his body. Leaving him giddy. He smiled. Releana saw this and smiled back. Her pudgy hands felt warm and reassuring in his his chest suddenly felt empty, as if ready to be filled with a new life. He swallowed. Releana wasn't at all the kind of girl he'd ever thought attractive. She had neither the slender beauty of the elf queen nor the thorns that had somehow drawn him to the elf's touch. 



Releana was plain by comparison. But good. 



Was that enough? To be drawn to someone who was good? 



She let go of his hands. 



He looked up at the pit opening, sensed all the parts that made it; the connections between the grains of the dirt, the grains that made up the clumps of dirt, the clumps that made up sections of the wall, the sections that made up the pit. All pulsed in its walls like veins filled with blood. 



He pressed his hand to the wall. The thief magic helped him know exactly where to put his fingers now; he sensed which part of the wall would give way and which would not. 

Releana's magic made him more nimble and light; he could feel it in his muscles and bones. 



He poked the toes of his right foot into the dirt then reached high above his head with his left hand, finding a spot to brace the weight of his body. A gasp came from Releana as he hoisted himself up and began to climb the wall. He moved like a light breeze. 



His long limbs, once so ugly to him, thin, like a spider's, he now saw as good. The muscles strong, thanks to Releana's magic. His flesh taut, thanks to his hunger, with no excess weight to hinder his progress up the wall. A new way of seeing himself, a climber of walls. Successful. His body helped him. 



Good. 



He glanced up. A few feet above were roots growing from the wall of the pit. Already he saw them shift slightly; snakes ready to strike, awaiting their prey. Their slight shifts of preparation sank through the dirt of the pit walls and up through J’role’s fingertips. Their tiny tremors pierced his sense of touch as sharply as shimmering starlight reflected off the stones of a stream. He stopped for a moment, taking it all in—it being the world, the sensations, his own body. The world of his youth now seemed so far away. Once, a long time ago, so much longer than the few days that had actually passed, he had been alone, trapped forever, in the village outside his kaer. Now... 



Now what? 



He wasn't. 



Now he was a thief using magic to escape the elf queen's pit in Blood Wood. 



He looked up, mapped out a path along the pit wall. He could see it all so clearly now. It would be hard. But now he could see the best path—how to avoid most of the roots, which portions of the wall would hold strongest. He might not make it. But then again he might. 



A slightly longer intake of breath, just before he began. He'd have to move fast . . . 



In some far corner of his thoughts he barely remembered his father. And the girl—what was her name? What could either one give J'role that he wanted? 



Up. 



His fingers dug deep into the dirt, so cold and damp. The dirt began to give way, his hand slipping out of the wall. But it was all right. He threw his other hand up and then dug his feet into the wall. Even as his new position began to crumble, his hands and feet scrambled for new holds in the wall. 



The roots came at him, sending tremors up his muscles like an earthquake. Thwap! The tip of a root slammed at the side of his head. Bits of dirt smacked his face. More roots came for him. The cacophony of sounds and the tumble of motion from the roots—all augmented by the magic— confused him, nearly sending him falling away from the wall and back down into the pit. 



But the thief magic came to him, a friend, draping its shadow arm over his shoulder and pointing to the wall. Focus, it seemed to say, but speaking through his muscles and not through his thoughts. 



He scrambled. 



Roots nipped at his heels. Bits of bark cut across his face. Before he even knew what was happening, a sharp sting passed over the back of his hand, and J'role knew that a root had drawn blood. 



But none had caught him. He moved too fast for that. He dodged one way, then another. 

Rarely did he move horizontally in trying to evade the roots. Always up. He knew the way to go, and the girl's magic helped keep him moving quickly. Each inspiration for movement came to him as needed, quickly replaced by the next. 



It all ended much more quickly than he would have thought. 



His hands clutching at the lip of the pit, J'role hauled himself up, staying flat against the ground. The darkness of night covered him like a thick blanket. 



His breathing came quickly, less from strain than excitement. He tried to remember what had just happened, and the memories seemed distant, as if they'd happened years ago. 

He'd been so alive as he'd climbed up the pit wall that memories hadn't time to form. 



He looked about and saw a few shadows of people walking about. Elves, he thought at first, but he wasn't sure; perhaps they were the thorn men. Trees towered overhead, and he could make out their leaves shifting in the wind, blocking his view of the stars. Several hundred yards away, at the center of the clearing, he saw the Queen Alachia's castle, gray now in the starlit night, gray like the flesh of a rotting corpse. 



He heard nothing from the pit below, but knew that the girl—Releana—was waiting for him to do something. To rescue her and the old man. His father. 



He looked about. It seemed safe enough. 



But should he? He felt something new twisting inside of him now. Not the creature, which he heard breathing lightly in his thoughts, apparently content that J'role had escaped the pit. Not the thief magic, which of course was telling him to leave the dead weight behind. Releana could come perhaps, for she had something to offer. But his father? His father, the thief magic insisted, was only a burden. 



But even beyond the force of the thief magic came a desire to leave his father behind. He did not recognize its source at first, because he'd buried it so long ago. But it came to him as he lay at the edge of the pit, his cheek pressed against the cool dirt. The new thing inside him was, oddly, himself. Smart, strong. Growing. He didn't have to wait on his father. He wanted to test himself against the world without the burden of his father's despair and misery. 



He could steal the ring back, travel on his own. Find Throal, somehow. Get the information he needed from the dwarfs. He could save the city. Get his voice back. He didn't need anyone else. The magic would support him. See him through the adventure. 



From below came Releana's voice, softly calling for him. "Are you all right?" 



Fury cut through J'role. How dare she take the chance of alarming the elves to his escape? 

What did she think he was doing? 



J'role waved his hand over the top of the pit, signaling her to be quiet. Silence followed. 



Now what? Leave them or help them? 



"Go," said the creature in his thoughts. 



The magic tugged at his muscles. Leave now, it said before he began to feel sorry for his father. His own instincts tumbled. He wanted to be free ... 



Suddenly an image came to him. It was the two of them: Releana and he walking across a field of grass, the world now regrown and green. They were older. Friends. They'd adventured for many years. Trusted each other. They now wore fine arms and armor. 



They topped-a ridge. Below them, a valley, stretching wide. A river wound through it, trees growing as thick as the elves wood. Within the sheltering darkness of the trees might be anything. Monsters, wild tribes of humans and trolls. Ancient ruins. Wealth and treasure and magic waiting to be discovered. Work to be done. And they would do it together. This valley would be their home, theirs to take and conquer. A base from which they would build their stories. Maybe J'role could speak; maybe he couldn't. It didn't matter. Releana didn't care. What mattered was that they had known each other for many years. A friendship forged in the midst of Blood Wood, many years before, when they had first started adventuring... 



He pressed his cheek close to the dirt, afraid to think any further. Such a thing …Could he actually have it? He felt tears build lightly in his eyes. He wanted it so much. 



His father's stories ... 



"No;" said the creature. "It is not for you, J'role." Something strange had entered the creature's voice. A touch of sincerity. Accidentally, J'role was sure. It knew something, had secret knowledge; knowledge of J'role's future. 



No. Not his future. His heart. 



"I want it," he begged the creature. 



"Want all you want," the creature said lightly. The mirth came back into its voice, a humor poisoned like standing water. "I do not care, nor does the world. You shall not have what you want. Some people don't get to be happy, J'role. Didn't anybody tell you? 

Your father wanted to see the elves. But I don't think these were the circumstances he had in mind." 



Fighting for comfort J'role said? "But he did see them..." 



"Very well. And you'll find your valley. But don't be surprised if it's littered with the corpses of those you love." 



J'role dug his fingers into the dirt. "Stop. Please, stop." 



"Go. Leave your father and Releana. They can’t mean anything to you. If they mean something, you'll only lose them. Why risk that pain?" 



"I can have them now," J'role thought, and he brought himself up to a crouch, a new resolve entering his spirit, "They can make me happy now." He looked around. He would use a vine to bring them up, but he must keep them safe from the branches. He had to find a way to do that. 



"What are you doing?" the creature asked with genuine surprise. "Your father's nothing but dead weight." 



J'role's vision flooded red, apache froze. "He is my father!" he thought fiercely. "I want to bring him." 



"Where was your father in your fantasy, boy? He didn't have a place in your little adventurers' group. He doesn't have a place in your life.” 



"Quiet . . ." 



"That's right. No place in yours. But you have one in his, don't you? Servant. Wine-bearer. You clean him up when he vomits. You take the blows when he can't abuse himself anymore . . ." 



J'role fanned fists and punched himself in the face, over and over. Appease the thing. 

Beat himself. It loved that. Make it stop talking. Choking back the gasps of pain, he slammed his knuckles again and again into his forehead and cheeks. He felt his face turning red, the dizziness coming over him as he held back his breath and accelerated the pace of the beating. Numb himself. Take all the pain away by rubbing the flesh raw. If there's nothing left that can feel . . . 



The creature purred. 



Enough? What would be enough? 



He stopped, fell forward onto the ground, supporting himself on his hands and knees. The ground beneath him rocked like mead in a drunken man's goblet. 



No more. 



Please. 



The creature said nothing. Content. Slumbering, as if sated with a full meal. 



J’role raised his head. He heard nothing from the pit bottom, but he knew Releana waited. 

He would help, if only not to be alone with the creature. 



Finding two long, thick branches, J'role carried them back to the pit, then placed one on top of the other over the pit's mouth. Next he found a sturdy vine long enough to stretch from a nearby tree all the way to the pit bottom. He tied one end of the vine around the tree, and then flung the rest over the crossing point of the two branches. Thus, the vine hung directly down the center of the pit, supported by the branches. 



It had taken Releana and J'role hours to work out all the details, J'role using only hand signals and drawing pictures in the dirt, but they had come up with a plan. All he could do now was try. 



In the darkness at the base of the pit he saw Releana tying the end of the rope around his father's waist. At her signal, J'role raised his father a few feet. He weighed little and came easily. Below, his father dangled right and then left, hanging from the rope at his waist. 



Releana lay down on her back beneath Bevarden. Spreading her arms wide and exhaling forcefully she let out a powerful rush of air. The vine in J'role's hand went suddenly slack as his father rose upward, propelled swiftly by the column of air from Releana's spell. 

J'role quickly pulled the vine up, hand over hand, racing to jerk back on the slack. 



The next thing J 'role knew Bevarden had slammed into the branches that covered the pit, shooting right past the roots before they had time to grab him. It had worked! 



Now all J'role had to do was get his father out of the pit. 



The vine was taut, with Bevarden's weight supported by J'role's stiff grip. Soft moans of fear escaped his father's lips as he twirled right and then left, suspended over the dark chasm. The long roots snaked and reached for his father from the wall, but they could not reach him. 



J'role let his fingers slide over the vine as he moved back to a tree a few feet behind him. 

There he tied the vine so that it held his father in place above the pit. Returning to the pit he clapped his hands softly to get his father's attention. In response Bevarden only whimpered. 



Realizing he would get no help from his father, J'role set his mind to coming up with a new plan. A desire to simply run off and leave the useless man hanging began to bubble up in his thoughts, but he forced it away 



He realized he could control his father's position by carefully maneuvering the ends of each of the branches supporting him. By sliding two ends toward each other, J'role could move the point where the branches met toward the edge of the pit. As the intersection moved toward the edge, so would the vine, and so would his father. 



He set to work, moving each branch closer to the other an inch at a time, fearful that if he moved them too quickly one might roll out of place and send: his father plunging back into the pit. Slowly but surely the intersection of the branches came toward him, and his father's body approached. 



Soon Bevarden hung only a foot away, the branches bending low under the uneven distribution of weight. J'role reached out and touched his father's head. Bevarden looked up, saw J'role, and smiled a child's grin. "Son," he said surprising J'role. He'd thought his father couldn't recognize him anymore. 



The thin, worn man reached out toward J'role, and his hands felt like well-worn leather. 

Too soft. They had the touch of death about them. 



J'role helped Bevarden up, led him to a spot a few feet away and sat him down. Bevarden stared at his son, perhaps with pride, but J'role could not be sure. He was no longer able to read his father's face. 



Returning to the pit, he lowered the vine to Releana, who waited with arms upraised. She tied the vine to her waist, and then J'role gave it a pull, lifting her a few feet off the ground. Facing down toward the dirt, she spread her arms wide as she had done before, and again exhaled forcefully. Once more, a terrible rush of air expelled from her mouth. 

The air crashed into the ground beneath her, spraying wet dirt upward. Then the massive blast of air rebounded straight into Releana, sending her up the pit. 



Her ascent was not as vertically straight as Bevarden's had been, and she careened into the pit's wall. Roots lashed out at her and J'role heard her choke back a scream as the vine tugged wildly in his hand. No matter. The force of the air blast kept her moving up the pit, and he continuously hauled in the vine's slack, tossing it behind him as Releana's body raced toward him. 



Suddenly the motion stopped and he heard her cry out in pain. Peering over the edge he saw her only a few yards down, hands clinging tightly to the vine. Several roots had wrapped themselves around her legs and waist. On her face was a mixture of pain and fear. 



J'role swung around the edge of the pit to get better leverage from the branches. He could no longer see Releana, but he heard her soft whimpers of agony. He pulled as hard as he could but the roots would not give her up. 



Again the thoughts came to him. Leave her. What did she mean to him? He had already saved his father. Wasn't that enough? 



He almost gave in to the impulse to drop the vine and run off as quickly as possible, when he felt someone come up and grab him from behind. In his surprise J'role jumped and nearly let go of the vine. But then he recognized his father's hands. The hands wrapped themselves around the vine, and close to his ear his father whispered, "I'll…" 



The voice trailed off, the thought incomplete. Then Bevarden began to pull, arms wrapped tightly around his son. Together they tugged as hard as they could. 



-A shriek came from the pit as the vine suddenly slackened, and J'role realized they had freed Releana from the roots. J'role and Bevarden hauled up on the vine as quickly as they could until Releana's hands came up over the edge of the pit. She climbed up over the edge, her legs bleeding with raw wounds 



J'role breathed a sigh of relief. 



And then he heard the barking of the dogs. 
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 His mother stepped toward him, dagger in hand. "No, no. Nothing to fear, "she said "It's all going to be all right now. Everything will be all right." 

  

 He turned to get away, to hide in his room, but she grabbed his wrist fiercely and snapped him back toward her. "I'm sorry," she said "I'm so frightened." She held him close for a moment, then pulled back, the smile leaving her face. "Why did you do these things to me?" 

  

 J'role wanted to know why too, desperately wishing he knew how to stop hurting her. But he didn't have the answer. 

  

Turning quickly, J'role saw two pairs of gleaming red eyes rushing toward him, moving low to the ground. One dog barked as it leaped through the air, trailing a mist of glowing red breath. Its night-black fur made it nearly invisible against the shadows; all he could see were the spectral eyes and mist floating from its mouth. 



Releana looked up, spread her arms, puffed up her cheeks and exhaled, just as she had done in the pit. A rush of wind poured from her mouth and slammed into the dogs, sending the one in mid-leap back over on itself and then tumbling to the ground. The other dog continued its rush forward, going straight for Bevarden, who screamed like a child waking from a nightmare. 



J'role's thief magic said, "Run!" Instead he threw himself at the dog attacking his father, tackling it, throwing his arms around its back. The two of them rolled off Bevarden and into the bushes. 



J'role had never felt muscles as strong as those that now rolled and bucked against his arms and chest. The dog turned its head left and right, straining back as far as it could, snapping and growling at J'role. The teeth finally caught his forearm, and the animal bit deep. Though J'role wanted to scream in pain, he clamped down on the urge, afraid of releasing the voice of the creature inside him. The pain made him lose his grips and the dog scrambled free. 



It rose onto its hind legs and whirled around, its breath summer-hot on J'role's face. It barked once, then lunged forward. The moment stretched out; the burning eyes seeming to come at J'role's face forever, then he rolled out of the way and the dog bit down on empty air. Now closer, it reared back its head for another bite, when suddenly the flesh along its neck was pierced by a spray of long needles. Blood spattered J'role, some of it falling into his open mouth. The dog let out a cry and its eyes rolled back into it head. 



"Over there!" someone in the distance called. 



"They're coming," said Releana. 



J’role tried to spit the blood out of his mouth, but the taste clung to his tongue. He looked around quickly. The two dogs lay on the ground, both pierced by dozens of long, thick splinters of dirt formed by Releana's magic. His father also lay on the ground, curled up like a child, whimpering softly. 



"Not now," J'role thought. 



"Now, and always," the creature said. 



J'role rushed to his father's side and helped him up. 



"What.?" his father screamed, terror blazing in his eyed 



"There!" came another voice from the distance. 



J’role clamped his hand over his father's mouth and pulled him up. Releana rushed ahead. 

At first J'role thought she was going to run off, but she waited for them to catch up. Then he saw that she was scouting their route, making sure they didn't rush into a thick wall of brambles. 



Then came more shouts, the sounds of more dogs. The leaves and branches and bushes dragged at J'role, Releana, and Bevarden as they ran, catching their legs and clawing at their eyes and faces. 



They ran for a few minutes when a thorn man suddenly sprang up from the ground, cutting them off from Releana. Bevarden said, "No, no, no." 



J'role grabbed a thick stick from the ground and raised it in front of him. He swung it wildly, blocking the blows of the thorn man's magical spear. Whenever the tip of the spear hit the stick, the air crackled with blue-white light. The energy shot up J'role's hands, and his flesh became more and more numb after each blow. 



Through the thorn man J'role saw Releana. She had her hands cupped a small flame appearing between them. Then she gestured her fingertips toward J'role. A bolt of flame raced through the air, through the thorn man, and then wrapped itself around his stick. 

The red flames frightened J'role until he saw them parting around where his hand gripped the stick. He felt no heat from the flames. Releana had augmented the stick with magic. 



The thorn man pulled back in fear too, though J'role did not know if it was the fear of a thinking person or of an animal panicked by fire. He swung the stick fiercely, the flames casting shifting red shadows among the branches and leaves of the forest. 



The thorn man retreated a few more steps, and J'role pressed the attack. Though he knew little of the art of combat, the magic flames from the big stick seemed to help his blows. 

Red sparks flared up as he struck the thorn man, illuminating the bones of several birds in its bramble chest. J'role smiled at his success. 



Yet even as he forced the thorn man back, a strange discomfort overtook him. Fighting so openly, with a weapon of bright fire, felt—wrong. There was no other way to put it. A desire crept through his flesh to retreat to the shadows, to hide from his attackers and strike when they least expected it. 



The agitation in his body drove him to a fury. He struck wildly at the thorn man, one blow after another. He knocked the spear out of the creature's hands, and the thing stumbled to the ground. With a final, massive blow he smashed in the thorn man's head, and dozens of sparks floated up like fireflies into the night air. 



Dropping the flaming stick, J'role looked around for Releana and his father. 



He found Bevarden leaning against a tree a few feet away, weeping silently but apparently unharmed. The next moment he looked around for Releana, and was greeted with the sight of two thorn men springing up out of the ground to attack her. She stood about thirty feet away. 



The backs of the thorn men were to J'role, and a surge of excitement coursed through his chest. Exactly, he thought, and picked up the spear dropped by the thorn man he had fought. The weapon felt oddly balanced in his hands but he knew it would be more effective than his stick. 



He rushed toward Releana's assailants, passing through the shadows like air, his footsteps wrapped in silence. The magic laughed inside him, seeing the perfection of his attack. 

Yes. J'role was certain he would hit. 



Releana dodged the thorn men's blows. Ducking and shifting left and right, she had not a moment's rest to prepare a spell. One of the thorn men slashed its spear against her right arm, and a crackle of blue energy burst on her skin, instantly leaving a black scar. 



J 'role reached her without having made a sound or leaving a trace of his movement. Even Releana did not spot him through the gaps in the thorn man's body. He pulled his spear back and drove its tip-into the back of one of the thorn men, wondering only at the last moment if such a weapon could harm a creature made of branches and thorns. 



But the spear's magical nature prevailed, and blue sparks flew wildly from the tip as it plunged into the thing's body. The creature's arms flew wide, its spear flung wildly away from Releana. The thorn man collapsed to the ground, then lay motionless. J'role whirled just in time to parry the thrust of the other thorn man. 



He heard Releana's voice, then flames sprouted at the tip of his spear. J'role felt oddly giddy, and the moment seemed to freeze in his awareness. Before him stood a creature made of brambles and magic. He himself held a magic spear, now made more powerful by the spell of a magician. Despite all that had happened in his life, and no matter what would come next, everything he might ever have wanted from the fantastic had come his way. 



His father hadn't lied at all. There was adventure in life. J'role knew now, however, that one could not define the terms of the adventure. 



The thorn man stabbed his spear at J'role, and caught him full in the arm. A horrible pain coursed through his flesh and he staggered back. Raising the spear just in time, he blocked another blow, and then shoved the spear forward. The creature leaped out of the way. 



The maneuvers cost J'role his balance, nearly sending him to the ground. He recovered just in time to dodge another blow from the thorn man. Jumping away from the attack, he whirled around and plunged his spear into the creature's right shoulder. The sparks flew wild, and the creature reeled back. 



The two of them stalked each other now, moving in a wide circle around an undefined point of contention. Behind the thorn man, J'role saw Releana grab dirt from the ground, speak a few magic words, and toss the dirt at the thorn man. The dirt transformed into the same kind of darts that-had killed the dogs, but the darts passed harmlessly through the thorn man's hollow body. 



The creature made a stab, then another. Each time J'role just barely dodged the attack. 



Releana looked startled as she stared at some bushes back the way they'd come. J'role saw her wave her hands in the formation of another spell. A moment later an elf, his flesh pocked with thorns that pierced his flesh from the inside out, broke through the bushes, brandishing a sword and shouting, "Here, here!" 



As J'role continued parrying with the thorn man, he saw Releana raise her hands again, and release another spell. A spear of ice formed under her fingertips and raced through the air. It slammed into the elf's chest, creating a red blossom on the elf's shirt of white petals. 



In that instant the thorn man turned his focus from J'role, slightly toward Releana. J'role lunged forward and pierced the thorn man's chest, which began to glow white-hot as fire and sparks from the spear cut through it. The brambles exploded into flames as the thorn man fell apart and dropped to the ground. 



"Come. We've got to go! Now!" Releana cried. 



J'role hesitated. He wanted to go back and get the ring. He knew where it would be. On the shelves outside the elf queen's chamber with all the other gifts. 



How could he leave the ring with the Alachia? 



How could he leave her? 



Without even thinking about it he began to walk back toward the castle a hand caught his arm and he turned sharply. It was Releana, looking concerned and confused. "We have to go!" she whispered harshly. "The Blood Wood, all of it, belongs to the elves. There's no place to hide. I already made that mistake. We have to get out. Now." 



He stared at her as if he'd never seen her before. Her words were full of practical, direct concern. Their abruptness seemed to pull him out of a dream. Yes. He had to go. They had almost died just trying to escape. What hope did he have of sneaking back to the castle, getting to the Hall of Gifts, and then escaping from the forest? He could not even explain to Releana what he would be doing. He would have to take his father with him ... 



No. No. There was no way. 



Releana tugged his arm again. 



"What is it?" 



Just everything, he thought. Just everything. 



"Not everything," the creature in his thoughts said. "The ork told you where to go next. 

That kingdom. Throal.” 



"Yes," thought J'role. "Throal." 



"Exactly. He's probably still on his way. You can catch up to him." 



"Yes. Yes. I can catch up." 



Suddenly inspired, J'role went over to his father and took the man's hand. "The elves," 

Bevarden kept saying over and over, as if he'd lost a child. "The elves ..." 



The three of them pressed on in the darkness. Neither elves nor dogs nor any other creatures bothered them, but J'role saw the silhouettes of trees moving all during their seemingly endless trek through the night forest. Then Releana spotted spheres of light floating through the air, apparently looking for them. With each step, leaves and branches tugged at their clothes and scratched their flesh. 



All J'role's wounds—from the spears, the roots in the pit, and the thorns of the elf queen—began to work deeper into his body. After a few hours he could barely stagger after Releana, who led Bevarden along in the night. He had no idea how long they had been traveling, though it seemed more than likely that they'd been wandering in circles. 

He had a waking nightmare of stumbling once more into the clearing where stood the great, living elven castle. There the elves surrounded him once more and threw him back into the pit. 



J'role's face soon began to feel prickly and he heard things he knew could not be real—

random words spoken by his mother, fragments of stories spoken by his father. But the words came so clearly that J’role thought he must be slipping in and out of the past, arriving in Blood Wood as if through some feverish nightmare—instead of the other way around. 



 "I'm sorry, " his mother said to him. "I'm so frightened. "She held him close… 



…He was confused. The dark trees, the shadows on the ground… 



 A flash of metal … 



Did Releana know where she was going? 



 "I want so much to see the elves," his father said. 



No. His father had said. Right now, in Blood Wood, his father was crying softly. 



 "They're so beautiful That's what my father told me, and his father before him. And now I tell you. They live in thick forests, and there is no being fairer or kinder than they. They are strict, but generous.” His father looked away and up, as he so often did after J'role's mother had been killed. The elves were a replacement for her, giving him hope in a world without hope. "I may not live to see them. But perhaps you may, J'role. What a thing, son. 


 What a thing. What a thing to see the world." 



There in the elven Blood Wood, J'role hastened his steps, caught up with his father and Releana. He took his father's hand in his. Squeezed it. His father squeezed back. 



They had traveled some short distance away from the forest before J'role realized that they'd left it. The stars, forming an eternal bowl of countless silver flecks, caught his attention first. That was wrong, he thought. He must have dreamed stars. 



T hen, he told himself, No, that's right. He looked up and around, saw the broad, barren expanse broken only by the mountains and hills in the distance. He could see and see and see. No trees towering overhead, no foliage blocking all sight. 



He dropped to the ground and rubbed his hands in the dry, chalky dirt. Lovely. No life, no moisture. It was a land he understood. The forest, he thought, had tried to suck him into it; had tried to make him one more living thing among countless other living things. 

Here, on the dead soil, there was no confusion. He was himself, no more and no less. 



“Grim?” someone said. Who? 



He looked up. Yes. Releana. She stared down at him. "Come. We've got to hide." 



Yes. Hide. He had forgotten who he was hiding from, but it was good to hide. 



Why did he answer to the name Grim? he thought, rising clumsily to his feet. His name was . . . what? What was his name? 



A voice in his head said, "I think she's nicknamed you Grim. You are Grim. It's a good name." 



"Yes." J'role thought. "I am Grim." 



"Do you want to know what happened, all those years ago? What happened in the kaer? 

You've remembered more than I thought you ever would. You're so close....Do you want to know?" 



A tremor passed through J'role, and he felt his chin shaking in fear. He continued to walk, following his father, who now staggered after Releana's lead. But his thoughts froze. Did he want to know what happened, all those years ago? 



A blackness swarmed over him. No. No. No. He did not want to know. He was too close. 

He'd remembered too much already, and all that he only wanted to forget. 



 His mother, holding him, "Shhh. Don't tell anyone.... You'll die if you ..." 



"No," he said to the voice in his head. "No, don't tell me." 



The creature said nothing. Purred. 



Soon they reached some rocks piled up on the barren plain. "Here," Releana said, and J'role obeyed by lying down on the ground. Now he could truly rest, for which he was immensely grateful. 



He spread out, pressing his face to the cool, dry earth. Home again. Home is lifeless. 

Home is safe. Home is where the heart is frozen. 
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 She pulled him tight once more and he felt her body tense. There was no doubt in his mind what she was going to do with him. Do with the knife she held. 

  

 He did not struggle, did not pull away. She was his mother, and he wanted so much to make her happy. To finally cease causing her so much pain. Whatever he had to do. 

  

 Why did his voice makes her so sad? Why couldn't he speak to people? Something had happened, but he couldn't remember what. 

  

 Even in his dreams, your father's secrets within secrets remained deeply hidden. 

  

The sky above, now full of rain-bloated clouds seemed to swirl slowly. His body shook and ached, and he thought it would be better to be dead. 



"Then kill yourself," the creature in his thoughts; said wearily. 



"Quiet," he told it. 



Looking around, J'role saw his father staring up at the sky and saying in a flat, detached voice, "Rain. Rain. Rain." 



Beside J'role was the spear he had taken from the thorn man during the fight in Blood Wood. He didn't remember keeping it, but apparently he'd never loosened his grip on the weapon. 



Also lying on the ground was Releana, still asleep. It was the first time J'role had seen her in full light, albeit the light of a gray day. She wore an emerald green magician's robe, now smeared and nearly hidden under a layer of mud. The robe's pattern showed a person—a child, J'role thought—running. The running child raced for a lone tree standing in leafless silhouette against the green background. 



J'role had never seen such a stark magician's robe before. It chilled him, though he did not know why. 



Releana's long black hair was loose around her face, her features as plump as the rest of her. Compared to the sharp edges of the elf queen, Releana's soft curves were wonderfully appealing. He wanted to roll over and snuggle up against her. 



But even that seemed like too much effort. Skin raw and muscles brittle, J'role could do no more man close his eyes and fall back to sleep. 



Releana had built a fire. J'role drew as close as he dared, trying to warm his body, which felt chilled to the bone. Bevarden still stared up at the sky. "Rain," he muttered. 



"Feeling any better?" Releana asked, sitting down beside J'role. She, too, was wounded, her legs covered with thick welts, and on her arm the strange black scar from the thorn man's spear. 



J'role shook his head. 



"Well, you will soon. The wounds are clean now. You just need time." She sounded confident, but J'role knew she was lying. Releana couldn't know for sure. Without a healer he might well die. They both might. Wounds were like that. They started as one obvious point of penetration, and if they didn't kill you immediately, they often festered slowly, draining all the life out of you, corrupting your health until ... 



Until what? How did you actually die? J'role didn't know. Maybe your body just got too tired to go on. 



A drop of rain plinked against his temple, startling him. His muscles tightened, but instead of the deluge he expected, the rain began slowly. Big drops that splashed into the fire and fizzled with steam. They landed on his face, cold at first, but soothing somehow, He raised his hand to his forehead and smeared the drops over his cheeks, across his lips, and onto the tip of his tongue. 



Bevarden tilted his head back and opened his mouth wide. J'role did the same, rolling onto his back. The drops fell into his mouth at unexpected moments, but they tasted wonderful. 



“I've never seen you do that before," Releana said, her voice teasing. 



J'role looked at her, puzzled and curious. 



"Smile," she said. "It's the first time I've seen you smile. You are often Grim, but I'm glad to see you've got more to you than that." 



He looked away, uncertain how to respond.  Unable to respond. Why was the creature in his head ... ? 



Seeing his deep concentration, she changed the subject with a bright tone, "So? Where are we headed now? Do you have a goal, or were you just wandering like I was? Each has its advantages and disadvantages, and I'm not saying one is better than the other. But if there's some place you're going, and you wouldn't mind, I'd like to come along with you. If that would be all right with you. I mean, I don't have a destination, and I'll tell you," she said smiling, "I'd sure like to have some place to go." 



He hadn't thought about that: about her actually coming along. How would he explain it? 

How could he possibly explain it all to her? How could he communicate the enormous complications of a magical ring, a hidden city, the strange, blind wizard with the eye in his hand, the one-eyed ork, and so on . . . Just thinking about it overwhelmed him. 



He decided to start with little bits of information. She was a magician. She was smart. 

J'role figured she'd be able to put some of it together herself. 



He propped himself up on one arm and raised his other hand a few feet off the ground. 



Releana looked at him quizzically, then her face lit up as she realized he was trying to answer her question. 



"A child?" she asked. 



He shook his head. 



"A short stick? A wand! No? Longer? A staff!?' 



He shook his head and rolled back onto the ground, already frustrated. 



"No, no, no," she said quickly, her voice happy and excited. "We just need to make up more rules. Listen, when I get closer, point your thumb up. When I start guessing worse, point your thumb down. Now. Is a child closer than a wand?" 



J’role propped himself back up. She waited for his response, leaning in hungrily, a child waiting for the next round of a game. He found that he liked her immensely. 



He held his thumb up. 



"A child. It's like a child. A person?" 



He mined stroking a beard, just as he'd seen his father do years ago, in the kaer, when telling a story about dwarfs. 



"An-old man!" 



He raised his hand again, then lowered it closer and closer to the ground. "A small old man!" 



He shook his head. 



"A dwarf!" 



Her correct guess started him for a moment, and then he smiled. It had worked. And it hadn't been too difficult. "You're going to see a dwarf." she asked. 



Not exactly, he thought. How do I communicate Throal? 



He did it just as he had communicated dwarf. With patience. 





"I've . . . the dwarven kingdom. Actually, I've never seen a dwarf. Only heard about them. 

Strange, isn't it. I'm speaking to you with their language, but I have no connection with them. Or, I have a strong connection with them, but it's so strong I'm not even aware of it. 

I'm babbling. Sorry." She stood quietly for a moment. 



J'role realized that she wanted to talk to him. He was supposed to answer. A conversation. Not his father's incessant apologies and dreams, but an actual exchange. At the same time, unable to do anything about it, he felt his fever winding its way into a headache. The pressure to interact was too much to bear. 



"Why do you keep doing that?" she asked, abruptly curious. 



He looked at her, exaggerating the confusion on his face so she'd know he had no idea what she was talking about. 



"Look like that, I mean. So upset. You're always so serious. Not always. But you seem to retreat to it all the time. Retreat? Is that what I mean?" She thought about her question for the briefest of moments, then answered herself. "Yes. That's what I mean. Retreat. I called you Grim as a joke. But you seem too—serious. I don't know." She drew in a breath and looked at him. 



Her words made him feel bad, though he didn't know exactly why. Then he realized that the words struck a chord because they were true. He was often serious. And all he wanted was to be light-spirited. 



He could not speak, so he said nothing. 



"I'm sorry," she said, realizing she'd depressed him even more. 



The words, echoing his father's perpetual refrain, sent a buzz of frustration through his head. The last thing he wanted was to be responsible for making Releana sound like his father. He got up quickly and took her hand-in his. Looking into her eyes he shook his head slightly. 



As he touched her hand he realized how good it was to have someone near him who actually paid him enough attention to tell him the truth about himself, even if it was truth he didn't particularly like. How else was he going to know how others saw him? How else would he know if his behavior was actually different from what it could be? 



Could be? 



Yes. Exactly. He was serious all the time because it was his defense against all that had happened to him in his life. He'd assumed it was the only way to survive. Releana questioned his seriousness. Implicit in the question was the -notion that- he didn't have to be serious. 



She assumed he could be happy. She wouldn't have asked the question otherwise. 



She met his gaze briefly, then looked down at their hands, then removed her hand from his. J'role sat back down, almost disappointed to lose her touch, but not really. Someone had really paid attention to him. It was so wonderful in itself. 



"I . . . uh . . . ," she began faltering. He smiled at her. In the two days they'd known each other it was the first time he'd seen Releana at a loss for words. 



He raised his hands, waving them, signaling that she dismiss her concerns. She stopped trying to talk and he stood up, carefully. When he was up he gestured for her to sit down. 

She did. 



With Releana and his father watching, J'role began to do something he'd never done before. He began to tell a story, just as his father had done in the kaer years earlier. His father had used words, but he had also portrayed all the people and creatures with his body. Drawing on the memory of his father's talents, J'role began to tell Releana of the day he stood in his village seeing Garlthik One-Eye approach. He mimed how they had met and later gone to Brandson's Tavern, and how J'role had seen Garlthik gazing spellbound at the ring on the stairs at Brandson's. 



As he introduced new elements of the story, he and Releana played a guessing game of nouns and words until she guessed correctly. It took time, but she was curious and energetic and full of life and loved the challenge of figuring out what J'role was doing. 



Hours passed and the rain continued to fall. His father applauded. The day wore on. J'role told his story. 



That night the rain stopped and the clouds dispersed, leaving the stars clean and shiny in their wake. Stretched out on the ground, Releana and J'role and Bevarden stared up at the sky, a fire crackling beside them. 



Earlier that day Releana had gone off to one of the copses that circled Blood Wood, later returning with enough berries to feed them well. 



J'role had not been so happy in a long time. Doing something other than glowering provided its own energy. 



Releana said, “My parents were killed by a Horror two years ago. I had already started my apprenticeship as the village wizard. But just a few months ago . . . I don't know . . . I didn't want to be around the death anymore." She turned to him. "Does that make sense?" 

She did not wait for a reply. "Death is strange. So I left. I've been wandering, waiting for something to happen. Something exciting, I mean. When I came to Blood Wood, I didn't know what it was. The elf queen asked me for my gift. I didn't have anything. She threw me into the pit. I thought the elves were supposed to be nicer." 



'The world," Bevarden intoned to no one in particular, "is dying." 



J'role thought that an odd statement. Hadn't the world been growing itself back from near devastation in the past few decades? Or maybe that didn't matter. Maybe deeper down it was dying. Maybe it was already dead and no one knew it yet. 



"No," said Releana. "Parts of it are dead. Our parts. But there's life out there." 



Bevarden began a coughing fit. Blood came up from his mouth and fell on the ground in thick drops. Releana and J'role both got up and held him. J'role rocked his father. 



"We've got to get him to a questor of Garlen," said Releana J'role nodded. His father quieted. 



"So we're going to Throal?" 



J'role nodded again, smiling and relieved. She hadn't yet said she would travel with him. 

Now he was glad to hear she would. 



"Good." 



They sat up with Bevarden until he fell asleep. At one point Releana extended her hand and squeezed J’role’s. "You're nice," she said. Then, with a laugh, she added, “I’m glad we were miserable together. We might never have met." 



They walked south toward Throal. All three were weak, but the need for help and food and healing drove them on. 



Releana talked. "The ring makes people care very much about it. And thus keeps people searching for the city.'' 



J'role nodded again, this time listening carefully to Releana. He liked it when she reasoned. He'd never met anyone who did it so intensely. 



"So, when you wore this ring, you wanted to find the city?” she said. 



J'role nodded, confirming what he had told her the day before. 



"It made you long for the city," she said thoughtfully. Then she suddenly added, "A geas!" 



J'role touched her arm, then shrugged when she looked at him. 



"A geas ... it's a spell. A powerful one. I haven't the faintest idea how to do one, but I've heard about them. But never one like this . . ." 



She started to drift off into thought, but J'role tugged her arm again. 



"Sorry. Thinking. A geas . . . It commands a person to go on a quest. If I cast a geas on you, and command you to go find a particular magic sword, you will go off and find that sword. Whether you want to or not. You  do want to." Her hands were moving quickly in the air now, as if she were casting a series of spells as she spoke. "You want to so much that it's ... it's like being in love. And not fulfilling your quest is like having your love rejected. It hurts terribly. It hurts so much you become ill. But if you fulfill the quest, everything is right in the world." 



She fell silent just long enough to draw in air. 



"Anyway. I've never heard of a transferable geas before. I mean, the spell is cast upon a person or a group of people. That's it. I give you, Grim, a quest. And you do it. But this ring ... It seems to pass the quest on from one person to the next. Do you still want to find the city now?" 



He thought about it. Yes. But not as intensely as when he wore the ring. He didn't know how to express that. But he knew what she was getting at, he definitely felt differently about Parlainth when he'd possessed the ring. He shook his head no. 



"But you still want to get the ring?" 



He thought about that. Yes. Very much. Why, though? he wondered. Because he wanted the longing for the city to come back. He wanted his soul tied into the quest for the city. 

He nodded. 



"So the ring doesn't pass on the geas. But it leaves a memory with all the wearers. They all want to own the ring. And if you own the ring, you want to find the city." 



This revelation troubled J'role. The longing had been so intense he'd thought it was just his and Garlthik's. To discover that everyone had felt it ... Mordom and perhaps countless others . . . It made him feel stupid. It cheapened it. Of course, Releana could be wrong. 



"Of course, I could be wrong. As I said, I've never heard of anything like this before. It would take a great deal of magic, a knowledge far beyond that possessed by any other magician I've ever met." 



J 'role gestured behind them, toward the elven Blood Castle. 



"The elves . . . ?" Releana asked. 



J'role nodded. Queen Alachia had said as much. 



A moment passed in the still darkness, and then Releana said with quiet excitement, "The elves made the ring." He nodded again. 



"Well, it would still be hard, even for them. But with enough time. And enough elves working on it … But what's it for?" 

"It's for drinking," said Bevarden, his tone ugly. His mood had begun to shift unpleasantly in the last few hours. 



Releana said, "Well, it's to make people find the city. That's it." 



J'role tugged on her arm once more, and shrugged again. 



"Right," she said. "Why would they create a ring to do that? If they wanted to know where it is, why didn't they just send someone out to find it? Maybe they don't like to leave Blood Wood. But then how did the ring get outside Blood Wood?" 



Releana fell silent. J'role thought, If the elves made the ring, how did it get outside Blood Wood? Then he remembered what the elf queen had told him: the elves had made the ring hundreds of years earlier. Before the Scourge. Probably even before the city was lost. But then why did the elves build a ring to find something that wasn't hidden? 
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 His father came home just as his mother pulled the blade back to slay J'role. The door opened and his mother froze, a thief caught in the act, not knowing what to do next. 

  

 Bevarden stood smiling at them, for a moment not realizing what was happening, seeing only his wife holding his son close. 

  

 When he saw the blade in her hand, his face blossomed into horror. Rushing forward, he wrestled her to the ground, knocking the knife from her hand. 

  

 She began screaming, crying for J'role's death. She clawed at Bevarden, tears streaming down her face. 

  

 Through the open door her shouts and screams carried out into the corridors of the kaer. 

 Within moments other people began to arrive, thinking a Horror might have invaded the kaer. They entered the room and saw the knife on the floor. Saw Bevarden pinning his wife down. Heard J'role's mother screaming for her son's death. 

  

 J'role backed into a corner. A woman from the kaer came over and picked him up, held him tight. 

  

 Charneale arrived, tall and imposing, and everyone stepped aside to let him pass. He studied J'role's parents as if from a great distance. Then he waved his hands, and in an instant J'role's mother fell unconscious. Startled, Bevarden turned to look at Charneale, fear weaving itself across his face. 

  

 "Your wife," the magician said dryly "is no longer herself is she?" 

  

 Bevarden only stared at J'role. 



Subsisting on plants and insects, they traveled a few hours a day, enough to keep increasing the distance between them selves and Blood Wood, but slow enough to give themselves a chance to rest and heal. After five days the wounds had scabbed, the fevers had passed, and it looked as if no elves had followed them. With a clear sky above, they walked a half day south toward Throal, and then traveled another full day after that. Each time they topped a hill all they could see waiting ahead were more dry, rolling hills. 



J'role never lost his desire to get the ring, but kept telling himself he no longer needed it. 

It was the only way to resist the impulse to abandon the others and return to Blood Wood. 

He also reminded himself that it was the dwarfs who built the stones for the city, and if the stones were the source of the magic, then the dwarfs might have the answer to rescuing the city. And his ultimate goal was, of course, to find the city. 



"If they built it four to five hundred years ago, as the elf queen said, it would have been just before the Scourge began," Releana said. She spent more and more time talking about the mystery of the ring, chipping away at the ring's puzzle, trying to find the one crucial crack that would reveal all. She moved her hands the whole time, as if drawing elaborate diagrams in the air for future reference. “Let's go over it again. The ring makes you want to find this city ..." 



J'role nodded. 



"Was it ever really there? I mean, were you seeing something from—I don't know, another plane?—or was it a city that used to be there, and you were seeing its ghost?" 



J'role thought about it. The words he had spoken did not seem to paint a picture of a city the Horrors might have built, though of course he could not be sure. But he held up two fingers, indicating the latter possibility. 



"Second ... You were seeing a ghost. Then where did it go? Cities don't die. They don't haunt places. Also, you spoke to people, describing this city when you wore the ring?” 



J'role nodded. 



"But from what you've indicated to me, this city is tremendous. The Therans are the only other people who have achieved that scale of architecture and magic." 



"Therans," Bevarden echoed to himself. 



"And why has no one heard of the city? You said the ork thought the magician—

Mordom—knew something about it. But I've never heard of it. And neither have you.” 



J 'role stopped, furious. He felt her taking away his hope. He grabbed Releana by the shoulder, and pointed at his eyes. 



"No, no. You saw it. I believe you. But why does no one remember—" 



He made the symbol for the elf queen. 



"That's right. You said she remembered." 



He nodded vigorously, still angry. Then he recalled that it was in holding the ring that the elf queen's memory of it suddenly returned. And it was only after wearing the ring that she had remembered the name of the city. Parlainth, she had said. He raised his hand, indicating a stop in the conversation, then shook his head. 



"She didn't?" 



He shook his head, then mimed putting the ring on, then nodded. 



She said, "The ring made her remember." 



He nodded. 



"But it doesn't make sense that she wouldn't remember it before. If she helped make the ring ..." 



"Hide what you hold most dear," Bevarden said. 



Releana and J'role stopped walking, but Bevarden continued placidly along, looking sometimes at the clouds above and sometimes at the flowers that struggled to crack the surface of the dirt. 



Releana raised her hands to her head and rubbed her fingers against her temples. "Oh, my." 



"They hid the city," Role thought. 



"From the Horrors," Releana said. "They hid the city from the Horrors." 



J'role felt the creature slide across his thoughts, but it said nothing. 



"The entire city," Releana whispered. "And then Hey made everyone forget about it. 

There may have been records of it. Maybe they used magic to wipe away all records of it." 



The implications sent vertigo through J'role's body and mind. 



"They removed all traces of themselves, not only moving their home somewhere else, perhaps to another plane, but even taking away all thoughts and memories. Not only would the Horrors be unable to find the city during the Scourge, but neither could they possess some person outside the city and find out that the city was hidden by reading the person's thoughts. Safe. Very safe." 



"But what about the ring?" wondered J'role, and he formed his fingers into an O. their symbol for the ring. 



Releana paced in a tight circle. "That's it!" she said excitedly. "That's the key. Maybe to get the magic to work there was one big, magical cost: they couldn't get back by them selves. They and the city were trapped wherever they are. Only someone on the outside can bring them back. But no one on the outside knows what happened. Doesn't even know about them, for reasons of security. If they told someone four hundred years ago, 

'Come get us when the Horrors are gone,' the secret could have been exposed. So they had to come up with a subtler way of getting 'rescued' from their hiding place." 



"The ring of longing," J'role thought. 



"Whoever touches the ring wants to find the source of the longing. They'll work to solve the mystery, just like you did. And the ork. And the magician. It'll be slow going at first, but they'll work to do it." 



J'role smiled. He was going to rescue the city. 



Releana saw his smile and smiled back. "Much better," she said. 



The happiness left J'role within a few hours. He kept his concerns to himself as they walked, his face a neutral mask. But inside his thoughts he asked the thing in his head, 

"Am I leading you to the city? Is that why you want to help me find it?" Although the Scourge had ended and most of the Horrors had gone away, many of the creatures, like the one in J'role's thoughts, remained. Would they attempt to attack the city if it returned to the world? 



The creature said nothing. J'role knew it did not matter. Would he have believed the thing no matter what it said? 



And did it matter? If Horrors still roaming the world were to locate the city—Parlainth— 

wouldn't the city have enough power to beat them back? After all, the people of Parlainth had successfully hidden themselves from the all out assault, not just a few monsters. 



J’role comforted himself with that thought. Thinking any other way might make him want to give up searching for the city. And if he did that, the people of Parlainth would not be grateful to him for saving them, and they would not help him remove the creature from his thoughts. Then where would he be? He needed to move forward and hope or else the creature's prompting of suicide would take its toll. 



A mist had settled over the land by the time J'role woke. A thin layer of water covered his skin, while an endless barrier of gray spread out in all directions. He got up and woke the others, and soon they were on their way, eager to get moving and warm up their bodies. 



The mist dissipated as the sun came up. On they walked, a little further until they realized they were approaching the lip of a valley. Across a broad emptiness they saw land covered with green trees and grass. Bushes and plants dotted the ground where they walked. 



When they reached the lip of the valley they were met by an astounding sight. The ground sloped down, rushing toward the base of the valley. Trees and grass covered the sides of the valley, but J'role was delighted to see that the greenery was not as dense and writhing with life as in Blood Wood. 



At the center of the valley ran a chalk-blue river at least a mile across. Hovering above it was a thin layer of mist that coiled its way through the air like myriad wary snakes. To the right and to the left the river ran on, winding out of sight as the valley curved tightly in either direction. 



'The Serpent," Releana said with awe. "It just keeps going. It goes on forever. That's what my mother told me. It just keeps going. 



J'role could not fit such an image into his head. Instead he focused on the section of the river below him, and the sight was no less startling than the idea of an endless river. 



Rising out of the river grew spires made of stone, grouped in tight clusters. The river's current crashed against the spires, washing around them in a thick spray on either side. 

Just below the surface of the water J'role saw the base of the towers spread out, becoming wider, as if they led to underwater fortresses. Docked at one of the spires was a big ship with a huge, broad wheel made up of several dozen paddles at its rear. It seemed to J'role that the wheel must have something to do with how the ship moved, but he could not tell how. 



The upper decks of the ship looked more like a large hill carved with dozens and dozens of caves, though the ship was- in fact -built of wood. No stairs led up to any of the doors, but ropes hung from countless vertical and horizontal poles growing out of the ship; it seemed that these were intended to provide access to the doors for people who felt comfortable climbing and swinging. The ship was painted bright blue and green, giving it a festive air. A word written in glyphs J'role could not understand was painted near the front of the ship. 



"Look," said Releana, and J'role turned in the direction she pointed. Another ship, this one red, black, and gold, moved upriver toward the docked ship. The wheel at the ship's rear turned, and J'role realized that the paddles on the wheels pushed the ship forward, using the water as a momentary brace. Thick clouds of smoke poured from chimneys scattered without any apparent pattern or design across the top of the ship. 



J'role saw no sign of anyone on board the new ships but looking back at the first ship, he noticed a sudden flurry of activity. A dozen thin people swarmed out from the spire where the ship was docked. The sun caught their green- scaled skin and bright yellow hats and bright red jerkins. From the water came more of the creatures. They bobbed up to the surface of the water, grabbed the ends of ropes hanging into the river from the ship's poles, and rushed up them like squirrels scaling trees. Thin tails swished behind them. They swung in wide arcs on the ropes, then used their tails to catch other ropes to swing further along the ship. 



Now J'role could see reptilian sailors also scampering about on the second ship as well. 

Large, long black tubes appeared from the windows, all pointed toward the first ship. 

Sailors were all over the roofs and walls and ropes of both ships now, all jumping up and down and waving swords and shouting at one another. 



The sailors of the docked ship pulled in the ropes that tethered their vessel to the spire. 

The paddle wheel began to turn, and smoke poured out of the ship's randomly placed stacks. 



Suddenly the red, black, and gold ship's black tubes began to billow red flames and black smoke. The crack of thunder rolled out across the river and echoed along the valley. 

Huge balls of fire rushed through the air toward the: blue and green ship, but then fell short and crashed into the water. Giant plumes of steam rose into the air like illusory pillars. 



A tremendous cry went up from the sailors on-the blue and green ship. Their vessel banked right, revealing an array of black tubes just like the one-on the attacking ship. The smoke poured out faster from the ship's chimneys as the vessel picked up speed, traveling a path that kept the fire cannons pointed at the red, black, and gold ship's bow, which was mounted with few fire-cannons. The red, black, and gold ship turned wide, trying to escape the barrage of fireballs that would certainly be coming ... 



But too late. The blue and green ship cut loose volley of shots that ripped through the air, half finding their target as the distance between the ships continued to close. Six fireballs ripped into the red, black, and gold's upper decks, with two more crashing into the ship just above the water line. Another cry went up from the sailors on the blue and green vessel. 



Fires erupted on the struck ship, and J'role saw one of the sailors raise his hands to cast a spell. The incantation brought a huge wave of water rising up from the river and splashing down over some of the flames. 



The fires spread as the ship continued its turning. Coming about, it fired three more small volleys, simply trying to keep the blue and green ship at bay. Soon it had turned completely around to beat a retreat downriver, even as its sailors continued to combat the flames. 



J'role thought the blue and green ship might pursue, but instead it turned and headed back for the spire where it had been docked. 



Releana and J'role looked at each at first with surprise, and then with broad smiles. "I never heard about anything like this before." said Releana. 



J 'role had. His father had told the people in the kaer about the t’skrang years and years ago. But J'role knew so little that he didn't bother trying to mime it out for Releana. 



"Ah. Some of it is still here. What will become . . . ?" his father said, and then fell into silence. 



Releana looked quizzically from Bevarden to J'role, then shrugged. "if we're going to get across the Serpent," she said, "we'd better find out who those sailors are because I don't see how we're going to do it without their help." 



J'role tugged on her sleeve. When he had her attention, he pointed at each of them and then across the river. 



"Yes. We have to . . . look." She pointed downriver. It took J'role a moment, but then he saw. Shrouded behind a white mist in the distance was a huge range of mountains. "That must be where the kingdom of Throal is. I can't imagine there being a bigger mountain range in the world." Her voice became excited as she spoke of the mountains. And looking at them, J'role could understand why. They were huge, and the way they were wrapped in mist seemed to promise something magical. All that was visible of the mountains were vague, hazy blue shapes. The peaks rose into the clouds and out of sight, seeming to ascend all the way up to wherever the sky ended—perhaps touching the stars themselves. 



The dwarven Kingdom of Throal. 



J'role did not know any longer which mattered more. Rescuing Parlainth or reaching the mountain kingdom across the Serpent. 



I could do both, he thought, and smiled. 



Laughing, Releana said, "Grim is happy again. I'm going to have to get him another name." 



J'role grinned back. Another day, a day only two weeks ago, he would have become angry. Her teasing would have made him afraid, and his fear would have aroused the need to stay separate and become indignant. But not now. 



"Son," his father said abruptly, "where is your mother?" Bevarden looked around as if she might just have wandered off for a moment. 



An echo of loneliness passed through J'role's heart, and he saw the smile quickly leave the face of his companion. Releana had asked about his mother the other day, and he had communicated that she was dead. 



He took his father's hand in his, and felt it shaking. A tremor of fear crawled up his own flesh, and he wondered how much of his life would be taken up sharing the loss of his mother with his father. Grim his name would remain for some time. 



The valley's side was steep in spots, but many trees grew from the sloped ground. They traveled with relative ease by sliding down from one tree to the next. Bevarden was often afraid to rush down to the next tree, but Releana gently coaxed him down the slope. 



J'role knew he could have used the magic to move with greater ease. It would surely be easier to climb down a slope than to climb up a vertical pit with writhing roots. But he knew the magic would draw him away from the others. And even in his silence, he enjoyed being with them. 



Soon the work of getting down the hill had him sweating and breathing faster. Focusing his mind on getting from tree to tree, he turned the work into a game. With the thorn man's magic spear held at his side, J'role raced down to the next tree with Releana to prepare to catch Bevarden. Soon they were nearly slamming into the trees in their efforts. 

Releana laughed out loud; J'role, for fear of- releasing the creature, did not, but smiled broadly. Once more his despairing thoughts left him, shunted out by physical concerns, and he remembered that back in his village he used run to feel better. 



Motion was his ever-present friend. 



After half an hour the slope of the valley became gentle. Slowing their pace, both J'role and Releana began to limp, the effects of their wounds taking a toll after their spirited exertions. 



From beyond the trees they heard the continuous running of the river. They walked on for another twenty minutes, the water getting louder, becoming something just under a roar. 



Then J'role heard voices in the distance. He raised his hand for the group to stop. Releana did so, taking Bevarden's hand to keep him calm in the face of whatever would happen next. 
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 His mother cried softly. Charneale closed his eyes and said, "I've suspected for some time that something had entered the kaer. You are to be respected, Bevarden Storyteller, for your attempts to protect the woman you love. But that is not who she is anymore. Or at least, that is what I suspect. We will take her and examine her." 

  

 The woman holding J'role thought he was being very brave in the face of all the noise and screaming- and the dagger. It had look as if the mother had actually intended to actually kill her own son. J'role was stiff and lifeless and very well-behaved. 

  

 All the while his impulses were telling him to squirm his way out of the woman's arm and somehow protest his mother's innocence. It was all his fault, that much he knew. 

  

 But he was so frightened. He really did not want to die. 



J'role, spear in hand, moved forward silently toward the voices. The trees at the base of the river valley provided excellent cover, but he let the magic seep through his muscles and bone anyway. Within seconds the feeling of closeness he had shared with Releana dissolved, and he wondered for a moment why he had indulged in it. The strength that came from the magic, the knowledge that he would be safe as long he looked after only himself, far outweighed any benefit he gained from being with her. Though he might travel with her as it suited his need, he saw no reason to let her matter to him beyond that. 



He moved forward, his senses once again reaching out into the world. His feet intuitively stepped over twigs and around rocks and he made not a sound. Working his way through the bushes, J'role noiselessly pushed them out of the way. 



After traveling a bit he came to a wide brown road. One way led down to the river, for he could clearly see the Serpent framed by the trees, the sunlight shimmering off the swift-running water. The other way led through the trees, and J'role assumed the road worked its way up to the valley's top in an easier fashion than the route he had taken to get down. 



Up the road, away from the water, he saw a group of six people walking toward him. The first three wore no more than rags. Around their necks were collars of leather, and their arms were held behind their backs; most likely tied to their collars. They bent heads low, and their feet barely shuffled over the ground as they walked. 



Behind them ... 



Behind them walked Mordom, Phlaren, and Slinsk. Phlaren looked serious as she held the leashes of the three bound prisoners. Mordom's spirits seemed high. 



"No, it doesn't matter where they're going," Mordom said, his eyes white and blind, his hand raised high so he could walk safely. "They were heading south. They'll have to get across the Serpent, and so will we." 



"How much do you think we'll get for them?" asked Slinsk. 



"At least passage across. Maybe some food." 



"That would be good," said Phlaren. 



They were only a few feet away now, and J'role tucked himself under a bush and stayed out of sight as they passed. 



Slinsk asked, "What about Garlthik?" 



Mordom answered, "What about him?" 



“I want another stab at him" 



"He's clever, that ork. Cleverer than I would have guessed. I don't think he's worth my trouble. And I suggest you think the same thing. He's gone now." 



Phlaren said, "He keeps turning up." 



"No more," Mordom said with certainty. "He's halfway out of Barsaive by now. He didn't speak with the elf queen. Has no idea which way the brat went.'' 



Their voices became softer and softer as they moved on. Slinsk said, "All right. I just want that ring back. Wearing that ring is even better than thinking about shredding Garlthik's flesh with my blade." 



“I still think that elf was lying ...” began Phlaren. 



''The elf queen would not lie to me. If she said the boy stole it back, then he stole it back." 



Slinsk and Phlaren exchanged looks behind the magician's back. Then Slinsk asked, 

"What makes you so certain?” 



Mordom shrugged. “I have my reasons.” 



"You have some secret to tell her in that private meeting you had with her," said Slinsk. 



J'role could not hear Mordom's reply. 



When they had gone too far to hear, he crept back to the others. When Releana asked what he had seen, J'role raised his hand and pointed to the center of his palm. "Oh," she said. 



J'role pointed to himself, then indicated the direction in which Mordom and the others had gone. Then he pointed to them and pointed to himself. Without waiting another moment, he started back for the road, hearing Releana gasp, "What?" 



When he reached the roads J'role moved cautiously, but fast enough that he would catch up with Mordom. Glancing over his shoulder he saw Releana and his father following. 

Releana kept her pace slow, and J'role knew she had figured out what he'd meant—he would follow Mordom, and they would follow him. 



Coming to a bend in the road he slowed down, raising his hand for the others to stop. 

When he had made the turn and saw Mordom and the others still far ahead, he signaled his companions to continue. Then he moved along the roadside, ducking in and out of bushes. 



The road ahead dipped down, and Mordom's group vanished from sight as they reached the Serpent's edge. J'role ran quickly. When he reached the top of the dip he saw that the road led down to a wooden dock painted bright green, purple, and red. He wondered if the colors referred to the ships, and if a huge green, purple, and red ship owned the dock. 



Mordom's group reached the dock, where many other people waited. Most of them were human except for a few orks. Some had carts loaded with goods, others stood beside large boxes, which J'role assumed had been delivered by carts that had already come and gone. 



J'role had enough time to take in this impression of the scene when behind him he heard footsteps. He turned to find Releana and his father, whom he motioned into the shelter of the trees and bushes to the right of the road. They made Bevarden sit down against a tree a few yards back. The man was pale and almost skeletal, his breathing shallow, his body shaking as if very, very cold. It occurred to J'role that his father was dying. Dying quickly. It wasn't just the wounds and the exertion of running and the lack of food. It was the drinking, and the lack of it. It was his life. 



J'role started to feel very bad, and discovered he didn't want to. The thief magic offered him a choice. He took it. He closed off all his feeling for his father. He turned and headed back toward the slope to see what Mordom was up to. Releana followed. 



Even hidden behind some bushes they had a clear view of the dock. J'role noticed that the other travelers and merchants had moved away from Mordom and his companions and the three prisoners on Phlaren’s leashes. 



A single, loud note carried over the waters of the Serpent, and J'role raised his gaze to see the blue and green riverboat approaching. The people on the dock began to bustle-about, preparing themselves and their wares. Mordom, however, stood placidly, almost like a ruler of the land, his body straight, but unconcerned. 



Within a few minutes the riverboat docked, and a dozen t'skrang men and women dressed in outlandishly gaudy colors swung down to the docks on the ropes that hung about the ship. On their hips they wore scabbards with thin swords. The sailors cheered and cried out in excitement, as if they loved nothing more in life than docking ships. They grabbed lines and tied them to the dock's pylons; they prepared the entrance ramp to the ship's belly; they danced a little. 



Seen closer now, the strange bodies of the creatures disturbed J'role. Their long, thin tails twitched back and forth, and he was keenly aware of the long row of bones that must extend from the sailors' spines down to the tips of the tails. Their large eyes moved independently of each other, taking in details from all over the dock. And as they stood stock-still in neat rows, the jerky, segmented movements of their hands, necks, and arms were boldly accentuated. 



Mordom stood unimpressed during the whole proceeding. One man, his cart stacked with goods, and two orks, greeted several sailors with handshakes, receiving big smiles in return. The reptilian features of the t'skrang looked friendly somehow. They had large eyes, like a child's, and their snouts were rather cute. 



As soon as they had secured the riverboat at the dock, the sailors suddenly leaped around and did handsprings and backflips, eventually forming up into two neat rows running the length of the dock. At one end of the rows stood all the merchants and traders and potential passengers. The rows led to a Ramp that had extended out from the ship and now rested on the dock. 



Without warning the sailors whipped out their swords and cried, "Ah-ha!" 



Everyone on the dock jumped except the merchant with the cart, the two orks, and Mordom, presumably because the first three had seen the display before and because little could startle Mordom. All the sailors looked up, and everyone followed their gaze. 



Standing atop the highest point on the ship—a pole towering above all the others on the uppermost deck—was a female t'skrang wearing at huge hat with green flowers attached to one side. She was dressed in garments of bright purple and green, with big, puff sleeves and leggings. With sword upraised in one hand, she took the end of a rope in her other and jumped off the pole. 



She plummeted down, arcing her back and curving away from the pole until the rope snapped taut. Then she swung back up. When the rope was almost horizontal, she let go and flew through the air, her arms swept back, suddenly as elegant as a sparrow. Her hat, tied with a string under her chin, fluttered wildly behind her head. She caught another rope, and swung around again. Then another and another. Her motions caught everyone who watched her off guard. Just when everyone was sure she would continue to swing left, she would grab hold of a rope and toss herself around to the right. When they thought she was about tot drop fifty feet to her doom, she startled by suddenly grabbing a rope and swinging up higher than she'd been before. J’role became dizzy watching her, but the site was so exhilarating. Motion was hers to command. 



She caught the end of one rope and suddenly careened toward the docking swinging in so low that J'role was convinced she would slam into the deck. But she scrambled up a few feet along the rope as she swung down, rushing in between the two rows of sailors, all of whom stood at rigid attention. They did not so much as flinch as her feet ran along the deck and her momentum carried her into two forward flips and finally an astounding double roll, her sword tucked in tight across her stomach. She landed on her feet with perfect balance, raised her sword high, and shouted, "Ah-ha!" with tremendous mirth. 



Around her the other sailors echoed her cry. 



"Greetings, fellow travelers," she said in dwarven, her accent strange to J'role's ear. "I am Captain Patrochian, and this is my ship, the  Breeton. With proper passage you will be lucky enough to sail aboard her!" 



She greeted the man with the cart warmly, then the two orks the same way. All of them paid her coins, which the captain dropped into a sack held by a sailor to her right. J'role heard snippets of the conversations, in which the captain asked the passengers what they carried and then set a price. One person after another paid the captain, and then walked up between the double rows of sailors, some carrying their cargo by themselves, others getting help from the sailors who dropped down from the ship. 



Mordom and his party were last, and J'role saw the captain's body stiffen as Phlaren approached with his prisoners. 



"What cargo have you?" asked the captain. 



"None but ourselves," said Mordom. "That is, me and my two companions, Phlaren and Slinsk Gore." 



"And these three?" she asked. 



"These are our payment. We are currently short on funds ..." 



A tremor ran down the length of the two rows of sailors, like wind traveling through rice stalks. 



”They are slaves?" The question was uttered so softly that J'role barely heard it. 



Mordom paused, as if confused by the question. "Yes. Slaves. They are in excellent condition, I assure you." 



J'role remembered hearing about slavery from his father and the others while he lived in the kaer. The thought of slavery had always terrified him. Being trapped by another. 



"There is no slavery in Barsaive," said Captain Patrochian. "You have made a mistake. 

Release these people at once." She did not move, and neither did her crew. It was a test, J'role knew immediately. She wanted to see what Mordom would do. The slaves themselves turned their heads cautiously toward Mordom. 



"I ... ," Mordom began slowly. "It is not my place to correct you. But Theran law is explicit on the issue of slavery. It is allowed. It is common." 



Thera! J'role had not given the old empire much thought since the days of his father's stories back in the kaer. The Theran Empire had extended over the entire world. It was the Therans who had encouraged local trade, and thus made the dwarven tongue the common language of the land. But when the Scourge ended and everyone emerged from their shelters, no word came of the Empire. Years passed, and everyone eventually came to assume that the core of the Theran Empire, far to the south, had fallen prey to the Horrors. It was sad, for the Therans had spread the glory of art and architecture throughout the world. But it was also a relief, J’role remembered, for the issue of slavery did not sit well with many of the people of his land. But now Mordom called upon Theran law to justify his actions. Was the Empire really gone? 



The captain cocked her head to one side, examining Mordom carefully with her large blue eyes. "Strange that you should cite Theran law. There is no Theran law in Barsaive. 

The dwarfs rule this land, and they have declared slavery an offense punishable by death. 

Free these people." 



Mordom actually took a step back in surprise. "Captain, I know the Therans have not yet returned, but Barsaive is a province of the Theran Empire. Until Thera chooses to release—" 



"The decision has already been made, magician. Those who wish to live in the Theran Empire should travel south. As for we natives of Barsaive, King Varulus of Throal has made his intentions quite clear. We are free of Theran rule and laws." 



"Free! What—" Mordom caught himself, tripping on his words, and then deftly continued. "We were saved by Thera. They gave us the knowledge to build the kaers and the citadels to protect ourselves from the Horrors. They created the trade ties throughout Barsaive. There would be no Kingdom of Throal had it not been for the Therans." 



J' role saw the captain nearly lash out, then just as quickly become smiling and cool. "The issue is worthy of a long debate over a good dinner. I suggest we postpone the matter until you are on my ship and we can dine together. But the decision stands. I cannot accept these people as payment…” 



"Then I'll find another ship that does! And don't bother telling me the other t'skrang captains don't buy slaves. I've traveled up and down the Serpent for some time now." 



"I wouldn't, because it doesn't matter. Not only will I not take these people as payment, but you will not be leaving with them." The slaves relaxed a bit, but J'role saw one of them smile. Mordom saw the smile too, and he slapped his eyeless hand against the back of the woman's head. 



Two dozen swords suddenly came unsheathed with a sound like wind passing through metal chimes. The captain's blade was out and pointed at Mordom's chest before anyone realized it. "I trust you won't make me kill you. We've only recently painted the dock, and blood stains are so difficult." Her long jaw clacked twice, and a shiver ran over J'role's chest. 



Mordom, Phlaren, and Slinsk all tensed. None moved, but in each of their bodies J'role saw readiness far an attack. Both groups stood off like this for a moment, bodies poised, each side ready for a fight, willing even to die to save face. Then Mordom said flatly, 

"Very well." 



He turned and walked away, leaving Phlaren and Slinsk stunned. Then they too walked off, leaving the slaves, who dropped to their knees and began weeping. The captain pulled out a dagger and cut their bonds. 



"Where are you from?" 



The woman answered. "A village, four miles from here. Up river. We were planting seeds . . ." 



"Yes," the captain said. "I can guess the rest. Well, you're too tired and ill-fed to travel back now. If you would honor me by traveling with us a few days, you'll rest and eat well, and then we'll deposit you up river." 



"We have nothing to pay you with ..." 



"What? Have you not already given me enough? I was given the chance to do a good deed this day. In the eyes of Lochost I am now blessed. Please. Enough pain is enough. 

Come aboard." With a flourish she indicated the two rows of sailors, all of their swords now sheathed, marking the entrance way to the ship. 



"Thank you," they all said at once. 



"And thank you, for accepting my invitation." 



The former slaves stood and walked down the dock and entered the riverboat. 



"We'll wait another hour," the captain shouted. "Double the lookouts. I don't want any surprises from that magician and his cohorts." 



The sailors on the dock and on the riverboat sprang into action. J'role could not tell exactly what they were doing— there seemed to be a great deal of random movement—

but they seemed very happy. 



Releana said, "I'd rather be on this ship than one that takes slaves as payment." 



J 'role nodded. He would like to get to know the t'skrang better. 



"But we've nothing to pay the captain.” 



An idea came to J'role. He made the symbol of the city. 



Releana looked confused. "We give her the city?" she asked. 



J'role nodded, then picked up a clump of dirt, held it in his hands before her. He made the symbol of the city once mare, then pulled a portion of they clump of dirt away. 



"A piece of the city," Releana said, thinking it through. "Oh. A piece of the reward. If we save the city, we will give the  Breeton  a piece of the reward." She paused and looked doubtful. "Captain Patrochian seems the hands-on sort. I don't know if she'd take passage on a promise ... Then again, who knows? We can ask. I think it's a wonderful idea." She smiled at J'role. 



J’role felt flattered. The sensation wrapped around- him like Comforting arms, and for a moment the thief magic retreated. 
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 Charneale, the kaer's magician, took his mother away after she tried to kill J'role. No one saw her for many days. 

  

 His father remained at home, and no one came to visit. The two of them, Bevarden and J’role, sat in their home, both silent. At first Bevarden simply looked out beyond a place that did not exist. A few days later he began to cry on occasion, and held J'role close. 

  

 After that he began to stare at J'role strangely. J'role spent more and more time in his room. 



J'role, Releana, and Bevarden waited a few moments on the dock while one of the sailors went to get the captain. Four other sailors remained behind, and J 'role thought their clothes even more startling close up. Scarves wrapped around their heads, baggy blouses and loose vests, pants that billowed around their thin legs. The colors were an eyesore of lightning blues, sunrise reds, sea of grass greens, and midday sun yellows. Although they had green scales for skin and long, sharp talons for fingers, their good natured smiles seemed perfectly at home on their reptilian features. 



"You've never heard of the Breeton!" exclaimed a sailor named Voponis in response to Releana's question. He wore shiny yellow and scarlet clothes and a rapier at his side. 

"Why, of all the t'skrang ships that sails the Serpent, there is none finer!" 



"Then we'll be fortunate to secure passage on it." 



"Him," the sailor corrected. 



"Him?" 



"Captain Patrochian calls the ship a 'him,' and so will you. Captain's choice, you know." 



"No," Releana said with a smile, very interested. "I didn't know that." 



"That's one of the rules. The sailing life is full of rules, as I'm sure you understand, you being a magician. When you live by the rules, the river carries you and you float." 



"Stories say the Therans had air ships," said another sailor. "But what sport is that? Give me water roiling under me, a river as big as the Serpent. Then I'll show you moving!" 



"When we stood at the lip of the river valley," Releana said, "we saw the Breeton fighting another ship ..." 



"The  Restorii," said Voponis. "They don't want us setting up trade ties with the kingdom of Throal. Stupid   fekas. They're afraid the dwarfs will get too much power now that the Therans are gone. But we need someone powerful if we want to trade. The dwarfs promised to help us." 



"The captain knows people in Throal?" asked Releana. 



"Indeed. We'll be meeting envoys from Throal a ways down the Serpent in a few days." 



Releana turned back and smiled to J'role. 



"Have you an interest in Throal?" asked the sailor. 



"It is our destination." 



"Then you are in luck!" cried Captain Patrochian as she slammed onto the boards of the dock, landing in the center of the group. She flashed her triangular white teeth in a broad grin, whipped off her hat and bowed low. "Captain Patrochian at your service," she exclaimed, then extended her long green hand to each one in turn. 



"Releana," said Releana, bowing to match the captain. 



As the captain put her hand out to J'role, J'role took it with a bow as well. Releana said, 

"He cannot speak. I call him Grim." 



At that all the sailors pulled back from J'role, and he thought for certain the creature in his head had pushed through the skin and suddenly appeared on his forehead. He touched his temple, but felt nothing. 



"What is it?" asked Releana 



"A ...," began the captain, scrutinizing J'role's face. Then she smiled, forcing an ill notion from her thoughts. "Just a superstition ..." 



"A silent man brings silence for all," intoned Voponis. The other three sailors seemed to side squarely with him, and remained tense. 



"We have customs about many things," said the captain. 



She turned slightly to the other sailors. "We shouldn't take them all equally seriously." 



Voponis looked as if he wanted to believe her but couldn't quite bring himself to do it. 

The other sailors didn't seem to change their position, and, if anything, eyed the captain with suspicion. 



Releana said brightly, "Then there is no problem, for he is not yet a man." 



Silence reigned for a heartbeat, then the captain said, "Ah! There it is." She turned to the other sailors. "He is almost there, but is certainly not a silent man." 



The sailors did not seem convinced. But Voponis said, "If you say so, Captain." He sounded relieved. J'role noticed the t'skrang had taken a liking to the strange entourage that wanted passage on the Breeton. 



"And you would be?" the captain said, turning to Bevarden. 



"He's Despair," Releana said without thought, then caught herself and winced. "Grim's father. He's not in very good shape." ' 



The captain put on a strained smile and said, "Well, you wish to go to Throal?" 



"Yes," said Releana. 



"Four dwarven gold. Pricy, but you must admit, you're a strange lot." 



Releana looked to J'role, and then said, "We have no gold to offer. But we have something else. Something that might gain you more than four pieces of gold." 



"And what would that be?" 



Releana looked at the other sailors. "It's a bit of a secret...." 



The captain eyed Releana carefully, then J'role and Bevarden in turn, as if weighing them in some arcane mercantile manner. "What you can say to me, you can say to them." 

Releana paused, then opened her mouth to speak Just as she was about to begin, the captain said, "But if we're going to bargain, let's get some food. I'm famished. Please, whether you travel with us or not, be my guest for a meal." She took a long look at Bevarden. "He, in particular, looks as if he could do with one." 



An intense rumble emanated from J’role’s stomach at the words, and though it had only been two weeks since he'd left his village, his mind strained trying to remember his last real meal. 



As he walked up the wide loading plank to the ship, the image of the last fine meal he'd eaten suddenly hit him. It was the lamb Garlthik had bought him the day J'role had been initiated into the way of thief magic. For just a moment he thought wistfully of Garlthik, the man who had dragged his wrist into an open flame. Then the feeling left and J'role thought only of the good, hot meal he was about to eat. 



It was wonderful, though strange. Long, succulent fish, dressed with colorful vegetables the like of which J’role had never seen, sat on silver plates on a long wooden table intricately carved with pictures of mountains and dwarfs at work in forges. Wine poured freely from pitchers made of cut glass almost as beautiful as the diamond Garlthik had traded to the tavernkeep. They sat in a wide, low-roofed room with the captain at the head of the table. Another sailor, who the captain introduced as First Mate Nikronallia, sat to her right. Voponis serve them food, more of which seamed to appear each time they had cleaned their plates. 



J'role started his meal by wolfing it down, but soon the taste so caught his senses that he let the food rest for a moment or so on his tongue, so he might enjoy it more. Releana rushed food into her mouth as well, and no one spoke a single word for some time. 

Nikronallia glowered at them, seeming impatient at their silent, ravenous behavior. But the captain smiled to see them sate their hunger. 



After several minutes J'role realized that his father was not eating, only swallowing down one glass of wine after another, knocking it back in terrible gulps. J'role leaned over and cut up a slice of red fish on his father's plate, trying to encourage him to take some true sustenance. Seeing what J'role was doing, Bevarden knocked his son out of the way, nearly throwing J'role out of his seat and spilling his plate to the floor. 



Voponis quickly appeared to clean up the mess and give J'role's father a new plate of food, which the man steadfastly ignored. J'role wanted to apologize to the captain and the others, though he did not exactly know for what. Perhaps, he realized, it was simply to put the matter behind him; a little ritual over an incident that truly needed no comment. 

Unable to say anything, he simply looked down at his food and continued to eat. After a moment he glanced up and found Releana staring at him. He could not guess what she was thinking. 



"She thinks you're a freak," said the creature in his head. "And she feels even more sorry for you now that your father has shamed you. Don't think she feels anything for you other than the lowest form of pity." 



"I don't think she feels anything for me ... ," J'role began to think angrily, to defend himself. But he let the thought trail off. What did it matter? The creature was right. He wanted to look at Releana again, but he blocked the impulse. Instead he remembered her, thinking that her face was pretty and her eyes large. And he liked the way she smiled. 



The creature laughed at him, dismissing his pleasure. 



After the eating had gone on for some time, Captain Patrochian said, "Well, I think we can let the stuffing slow down to steady intake now. What say we discuss this proposition of yours?” 



Releana and J'role looked up loath to slow their eating. But Releana set her fork to the side, and J'role followed suit. Bevarden continued to drink. 



"We are on a quest," said Releana  



Nikronallia snorted, but the captain waved her hand at him, and leaned in toward Releana. "What do you seek?" she asked. 



"A city. Lost during the Scourge." 



The captain crinkled her eyebrows in concentration, which had the disturbing effect of making her reptilian face look positively terrifying. "The city's name?" 



"We do not know," answered Releana. 



Nikronallia snorted again. J'role wished he could say the name, Parlainth, which the elf queen had spoken to him. But he could not, nor could he write it. 



"We believe that all memories of the city were removed from the world shortly before the Scourge. Rather than build the kind of defenses the Therans taught us to use, this city hid itself . . . somewhere else. In another plane, I suppose." 



"If I might be so bold," said Nikronallia, leaning in, a condescending smile lifting the corners of his mouth, "How do you know about this city if it is not in this world and everyone has forgotten about it." 



"There is a ring that makes the wearer seek out the city." 



'Stop- annoying our guests, Nikronallia," said Captain  



Patrochian. "Your attitude bothers me as much as it does them." She turned toward Releana. “This ring? You have it? Is this what you wish to trade?" 



“No," she said. "We lost it in Blood Wood. To the elf queen." 



"The elves," Bevarden said suddenly, "have thorns that grow from within their bodies!" 

He spoke to the captain, his tone full of pain. "The flesh is torn, and the blood runs in smooth droplets down their flesh. They have ruined themselves, you see. They were a dream once." He paused, and everyone stared silently in amazement. "I had dreams once. 

So did my son." He closed his eyes, and J'role realized his father was going to cry. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry." 



"Voponis," the captain said quietly. Voponis nodded, stepped up next to Bevarden, then took the man's shoulder and helped him stand. 



"I'm sorry," Bevarden said again. 



"You need rest, my friend," said the captain, and Voponis led him out of the room. J'role stood to go with him, but the captain motioned for him to sit. "He will be given a cot to sleep on. He . . . looks as if he could use a rest." The captain eyed J'role. "It looks as if you could use some, too." 



J 'role nodded, and sat back down. Unexpectedly he found himself relieved that his father was gone. One less disaster waiting to happen. He relaxed into his chair and listened to the rest of the conversation. 



"I take it you no longer need the ring?" asked the captain. 



“That's what we think," said Releana. “We need to get to Throal and do some research. 

We know where the city should be. Grim has been there. With the aid of the ring he saw it. We just have to find out how to bring it back." 



"And where is my pay?” 



"We think that the people of the city hid themselves before the Scourge to protect themselves from the Horrors. By hiding all memories of themselves, they were safe, but they might well need someone to bring them back. If we rescue them, there will most likely be a reward. We will give you a share of that." 



The captain thought it over, then asked, "Why me? Why this ship?" 



"This ship is safer than other places," said Releana, "safer even than other ships on the Serpent. We saw you turn away a magician with one eye on his hand earlier, and that man and his companions are searching for us and the ring. And I trust you." 



J'role hadn't thought of that, but it made sense. Until they got off the boat, Mordom would not be able to find them. J'role then saw Nikronallia staring at him. As soon as their eyes met, the sailor turned his gaze away. J'role turned away too, frightened, for he knew something significant had just occurred, but he did not know what. 



“Very well," said the captain. "An enemy of my enemy ... And so on. Passage is granted. 

We will not be going all the way to Throal, however. We are meeting another ship, the Chakara, in five days' time. They will have come from Throal, and will be sailing back there after a trade meeting between us and the dwarven envoys the  Chakara is transporting. I will guarantee passage on the  Chakara for you, and cover the cost to the Chakara's  captain. This is my investment in your quest." 



“Thank you, Captain Patrochian," Releana said with visible relief. 



The captain raised her glass and said, "May we all find what we seek most." The others at the table followed suit, even Nikronallia, who now kept his gaze set on the table. 



A dizziness came over J'role, and he realized it was a good thing the captain had granted them their passage, for he felt as though he couldn't move another three feet after stuffing himself with food. He stood, then cocked his head to one side and closed his eyes. 



"Ah, yes," said the captain, and J'role opened his eyes. "Your appetites may have stuffed you all a bit too full." Voponis returned then, and the Captain said, "All is set. Please take them to a cabin. And get Ofreaus to visit them and tend their wounds. Though they were too polite to ask, they're all in need of some help." 



Voponis nodded, and everyone got up to follow him. As the t'skrang closed the door to the captain's luxurious quarters behind them, he smiled and said, "I've already set up your quarters. I know the captain. She's a fine lady, generous, with a sense of business. I knew you'd be coming aboard even as I listened to you begin your tale." Neither of them answered, for drowsiness had overcome their senses. Voponis said, "Here, I'll get you to your rooms quick." 



He led them through the maze of rooms and corridors that made up the ship. Every once in a while they caught glimpses out the windows of the rushing blue river and the green trees along the banks. The sun was bright in the late Noon, and the world sparkled with light reflecting off water and leaves. The world, J'role realized, was stuffed with beauty. 

But it was easier to comprehend when viewed from a window frame, rather than when caught up in the middle of it, as in Blood Wood. 



They passed other t'skrang, who casually glanced at them. The sailors walked with a swagger down the corridors, or sometimes leaped out the windows, grabbing ropes and swinging out of sight. Luckily, the ship had stairs for the non-sailors aboard, and the group ascended several decks. The sunlight became sparse as they moved away from the edge of the ship, then vanished, replaced by magical, burning stones set into sconces in the wall. The corridors began to remind J'role of the kaer; not as it had been when he was young, but in recent years: his father's refuge lit by torchlight. 



Voponis opened a door and J'role saw his father, deep in a drunken sleep. He felt ill for a moment, but forced himself to relax, and the sensation passed. 



"Here you are," said Voponis, indicating two empty bunks. Gracefully he extended a hand to Releana, and helped her up to the upper bunk. J'role collapsed into the one underneath. "If you need anything, just come and get us." He then left, closing the door behind him. The light in the room dimmed and J'role closed his eyes. The world rocked under him as he began to drift off, and he thought once more of the priestess who had held him in her arms when he was a boy. Then his thoughts turned to his mother. 



 "Don it tell anyone,"  he suddenly remembered her saying. Why had she said that? Not, Don't talk to anyone,  which was a sound warning, but  don't tell anyone.  What wasn't he supposed to tell? 



“Do you really want to know?" the creature asked. 



The creature's glee disturbed J’role, and he thought, “No." Better not to know. To leave it all be. 



The darkness and the rocking slowly swallowed him, and as J'role fell asleep he felt phantasmal fingers upon his chest, memories of the past come alive. Then came a dream . 

. . 





22 



 The dreams. Fragments of the past, shaped into a language of sights and sounds only the unconscious could comprehend. The memories came now, but only because his awareness was safely shut off from the truths buried within. His mind coiled around the key question. What had happened between the arrival of the shadow in the corner of his room and the death of his mother? Somewhere between those two events was the moment of true terror. 

  

 J'role's thoughts searched and searched, but each time only found the void. 



He woke, startled by the dank, wet smell of the ship. The gentle rocking. The darkness. It took him a moment to remember where he was. When he did, he also remembered how tired he'd been, and wanted to roll over and fall back asleep. But his body was alert now, and curious. Despite his wise desire for more rest, part of him wanted to be up and about. 



After fruitlessly tossing and turning several times, he sat up, realized he was wide awake, and climbed out of the bunk. He stood a moment, his bare feet touching the wooden floor. Cold. Wet. Comfortable. He listened, hearing the breathing of his father and Releana. Then, echoing up through the wood of the ship, the rhythmic churning of the ship's paddle wheel. Beneath that, the slapping of water against the hull. 



He realized his body did not hurt as much as before. A questor of Garlen had obviously arrived and tended their wounds. For that J'role was very grateful. 



Standing in the cabin he had the strange sensation that he was watching over his father and Releana. It comforted him. 



He indulged in the feeling for a moment, then left the room, closing the door behind him. 



J'role wandered down the corridors, looking for Voponis, but found neither him nor any other t'skrang. After turning and twisting through the ship's warren-like structure for a while longer, he suddenly found himself outside. Night had fallen while he slept, and stars dotted the sky. 



He stepped out onto a ledge running the length of the ship, a board no more than two feet wide. Below, the dark waters of the Serpent roiled away from the  Breeton as the ship cut a path toward its meeting with the  Chakara. The paddle wheel churned through the water with a clean, rhythmic swooshing, sending a spray of water back down into the river. 



J'role began to walk carefully along the ledge toward the front of the ship. 



A shadow suddenly rushed at him, and he pressed himself tight against the wall. "Good evening," a sailor said in dwarven, swinging by on a rope, his loose clothes flapping as he passed, the rapier at his side momentarily brilliant in the starlight. 



J'role waited a moment, letting his breathing calm down, then sighed and continued on. 

Soon he reached the bow of the  Breeton, where the wide ship narrowed, though the ship's font was flat. Thick metal spikes and two wooden prongs fifteen feet long adorned the flat edge, and J'role thought they might be for the purpose of ramming other ships. 



"Good evening," said Captain Patrochian, and J'role jumped nearly falling into the river below. "I'm sorry," she said, grabbing him by the shoulder. "Didn't mean to startle you. 

Out for some air?” 



J 'role nodded, then turned away slightly, embarrassed that he could not say more. 



The river stretched out before them, amazingly wide. The rushing surface of the river caught the reflection of the stars, which seemed to bob and toss in the water. J' role thought of all the times he'd looked to the stars for answers, searching for patterns he could not read. Now the stars floated along the watery path the ship traveled, as if finally leading him to his fate. 



“I love this river," the captain said with warm cheer. Her thin tail slowly snaked its way back and forth across the ledge, making J'role wonder briefly whether it had a will of its own. After a moment, she asked, "Are you far from home?” 



J'role decided he was and nodded. 



"Any rivers like this where you come from?" 



J'role shook his head. 



"Is the land dry?" She asked the question in a friendly way, not pressing him. Curious. 



J'role nodded. He then mimed casting a spell, his hands wide apart and busy. Then he bent down, and slowly raised his fingertips all the way from the floor to his standing height, as if following the growth of a plant. He reached into the air and mimed plucking a fruit, then took a bite. 



"Ah. Yes. Magic for the crops. We had to do that at first. Or rather, my parents did. But the Serpent is so fertile ..." Her voice trailed off, obviously full of love for her home. 

J'role wondered what that would be like, to live in a place that one loved, that one didn't want to escape. 



Ahead, on the far right side of the river he saw a riverboat docked among several of the spires rising out of the water. J'role pointed at the tableau. 



"I'm sorry ...," the captain said, uncertain. 



J'role raised his arm vertically, then pointed again. 



"Ah. The spires. Those are the tips of our homes. We t'skrang live in communities under the waters of the Serpent. The spires lead down to our towns. That's where we hid during the Scourge." 



How extraordinary! J'role wondered if he might someday visit an underwater town. He would wait until he could ask the captain if he might visit. With words. Until that day, his focus would be on finding the means to remove the creature from his head. 



An image flashed through his mind: his body on the ground, bloody gashes across his wrists. The creature in his thoughts laughed. 



"You've seen the elves?" the captain asked abruptly. "Your father said ...” 



J'role nodded, somewhat surprised by the captain's question. What interest would a citizen of an underwater town have in the elves? Didn't living in such a strange place offer enough delights? 



"I've never seen them. My parents heard stories of course. Passed down through the generations in the kaer. They're supposed to be wonderful." 



Yes, wonderful and terrible. And he had seen them and Captain Patrochian had not. She stared over the bow of the  Breeton, out over the river, eyes full of anticipation of excitement. She had what she wanted, her ship and her travels, yet seemed to long for even more. 



Turning back to J'role and meeting his eyes, she gave him one of her frightening smiles, the corners of her mouth pulling down grotesquely. "You are not yet a man, but you have already seen a great deal, haven't you?” 



At first J'role thought she was talking about the elves and other extraordinary sights like their thorn men. But a part of him suddenly realized that the captain was referring to the darker, subtler sights that he could not remember, but knew were buried in his memories somewhere. He answered her question with a nod. 



"Have you ever swung over the stars at night?" 



The question confused him. He shook his head no. 



"Come." She addressed him the same way she did her sailors—with the expectation of being obeyed. They walked along the ledge until they came to a hook driven into the wall. Wrapped around it were several ropes. She grabbed the end of one and said, 

"Watch." 



With a mighty push from her legs she swung in a wide arc out over the river. The rope hung from a wooden arm that pivoted on a thick pole, and her momentum carried her toward the rear of the ship. J'role thought she would slam into a wall, but she pulled up her legs and braced them against the impact. At the exact moment the captain made contact with the wall she pushed again with her legs and swung out over the water once more. She swung back toward J'role with a mighty rush, landing on the ledge with perfect balance, wrapping the rope around the hook in the same deft motion. 



"You try." 



"Me?" J'role almost said. But before another thought could come to him, she'd unhooked one of the ropes and was holding it out. "Just hang on tight. I'll catch you on the way back. Stopping is where the training comes in. And make sure to look down." 



She put the rope in his hands. As he thought about giving it back to her, he felt the rough hemp fit comfortably against his palms and fingers. It was just like climbing a wall, he realized. And if he could climb a vertical pit lined with writhing roots, he could certainly cling to a rope. 



Without hesitation he turned toward the wall, and with a sharp exhalation of breath he pulled up his legs, braced his feet against the wall of the ship, and pushed . . . 



He swung out into the darkness, the red lights of the ship flashing in and out of his sight as he spun wildly around. 



"Look down,” the captain cried. 



He did. 



The stars . . . ! 



The stars bobbed up and down in the wake of the  Breeton's passage. They whirled around beneath them as if he'd flown up from the earth and now lived among them. 



"The wall!" the captain shouted. At her warning he looked up and gained his bearings. As his body rushed toward the wall, J'role used the thief magic to balance himself and pull his legs up toward the wall. 



Even sooner than he expected his feet slammed into the wall, buckling his legs. As if he'd been practicing for years, he pushed off the instant his forward momentum stopped, and was out over the water again. 



He looked down again. This time he saw his own shadow, his silhouette, rush through the night sky. He gasped as he watched his life finally given a place in the stars. 



"Grim!" the captain said, and he looked up to see her only a few feet away, an arm outstretched. He pulled his legs up again, and slammed into the wall feet first. The captain reached out and grabbed the rope, one hand on the hook for balance. J'role nearly swung back out over the water, but Patrochian held him fast and pulled him close to her. 

Her body shook with laughter 



"Well done, softskin! Well done!" 



The motion of her laughter passed from her into his body and he found himself floating in his emotions. The thief magic sulked away like a disappointed child, promising to return when he had room only for it. He wrapped his arms around Captain Patrochian to prevent himself from falling off the ledge, and she held him tight. 



"Well done," she said again. "How would you like to put yourself to some use during the rest of the trip? Nothing required, of course. Just something to occupy you so you don't go  restas while on board. You seem to have the spirit." 



J'role looked up at her, uncertain what she wanted from him. In that moment a chill passed through his flesh. 



She caught-the expression on bus face. "No, no. Only if you want to. Maybe you'll like it." 



An offer, he realized. Simply an offer. She was giving him something—a chance to work aboard her ship. She loved the  Breeton, and so it was an offer to share something dear to her. His fear changed to embarrassment. He realized he did not know how to accept a gift that he had not first begged for. 



But he wanted to try. He nodded. 



The captain kept him busy doing anything that needed doing, and Releana soon joined in. 

From the storage holds to the engine room, they carried the magic coals that moved the paddles. They cleaned the fire-cannons, the long tubes that fired the magical balls of fire at enemy ships. They helped the crew carry the cargo on and off they ship as they docked at one port after another along the Serpent. 



J’role had never had much opportunity to work. He'd coveted the food his fellow villagers grew, but had never seen any appeal in the act of working. His only occupation had been lounging around, carefully observing the moods of his neighbors for the right time to beg for scraps. Though begging was intense work, emotionally draining in its shame, it did not offer the physical release and satisfaction of cleaning the ship and hauling goods aboard. 



His muscles strained, his breathing quickened, sweat formed over his skin. The physical thrill was heightened, not by his magic—which separated him from others—but by his cooperation with Releana and Voponis and the other t'skrang. Though many of the sailors shunned him out of fear of his silence, J'role quickly became a fiercely active work force on the  Breeton. 



He went to bed tired each day, fell into a deep sleep, and woke up ready for more work. 

He ate hearty meals on a regular basis, each one as sumptuous as the food Garlthik had bought with his ill-gained diamond. 



The days passed, and the Throal Mountains loomed ahead, their tops vanishing into white mist. Like his future, existing, but unseen. 



"The dwarfs only control a small portion of the mountains," said Voponis, gesturing at the towering mountain range. "But that small part is still very large. Instead of their homes being laid out flat, like ours in the Serpent, they stretch up and down within the mountains. The surface of the mountains is wild territory, full of strange creatures." He looked embarrassed. "Or so I'm told." 



"Grim," Captain Patrochian said, suddenly behind them. Her voice was brisk, as always when J'role was "on duty." "Need more coals for the paddle wheel." 



He nodded and rushed off, with barely a glance to Voponis. 



The coals were kept in small boxlike containers of a golden metal called orichalcum. The orichalcum could contain magical elements, such as the coals of elemental fire used to power the paddle wheel and fire the snip's guns. 



The ship had forty such containers, and Releana told J'role that they were as valuable as the magical fire elements within. She explained that there were magical elements for fire, earth, wood, water, and air. Orichalcum, an enchanted earth alloy, made transportation of the elements safe. She had never seen the boxes before, but had been told about them. All magicians, she said, knew about them, and most sought out containers made from the metal. 



The boxes were stored in neat stacks of two layers, four deep and five across. They were cold to the touch, but J'role knew some contained fiery coals that perpetually burned until released from their boxes for use in conjunction with magic. 



Boxes that were empty remained on their side, with the small square door on one side left open. Bending down to pick up one of the filled boxes, he suddenly heard voices coming through the wall in a neighboring hold. One he recognized as Nikronallia’s. The other was familiar, but he couldn't place it immediately. Curious, J'role leaned closer to the wall, finding a crack that let him peer between two boards. 



"Have you spoken to the crew, as I told you?" asked Garlthik One-Eye. He sat on a pile of stained tarps, his thick, gray-green body reclining on the cloth like some decadent king holding court. J'role nearly gasped out loud. 



"Those I trust," answered Nikronallia. 



"And how many is that?" Garlthik seemed bored with the question, as if Nikronallia was certain to disappoint him. 



J’role watched with fascination as Nikronallia twitched with concern and tried to please the one-eyed ork. "Most. All but seven. Most can't stand her flaunting of the customs." 



"And the  Breeton meets with the dwarven envoys tomorrow?" 



"Aye. We must—" 



"We will. Tonight. We can't risk word of the mutiny traveling downriver ahead of us. But tonight ... in the darkness. There will be no time for warning to reach the other ship." 



"The dwarfs will be the ruin of us all ...," the t'skrang said bitterly, looking down at the ground. 



Garlthik shrugged and stood up. "Not my concern," he said. Nikronallia opened his mouth to speak, and Garlthik raised his hand. "I told you I'd help you," he said. "I needed passage across the river, and this is my fare. But I don't care who rules. I just want their money. Now, of course, I want the boy." "And you shall nave him." 



Garlthik blinked at him. "Do you think I need your permission?” 



"No." 



"Then grant me no favors. And once the dwarfs are dead, you'll sail us to Throal." 



"But . . ." 



"We'll all go That's where I'm headed. But kill the father and the other one during the mutiny. I just want them gone." 



Nikronallia nodded. 



Garlthik paced absently, and then smiled. "To think I should stumble across the boy this way. When you came down to tell me he was on board ..." 



"And you will kill the captain? Tonight?" The fear in the t’skrang’s voice revealed why Garlthik was necessary for this mutiny. Apparently no one on the ship felt capable of taking Captain Patrochian’s life. "Tell me when." 



Nikronallia hesitated, as if he had one more question to ask but could not bring himself to do it. 



"I'm as good as you've heard," Garlthik said impatiently. "Your captain shall sleep in her own blood this night. Have no fear." 



"She is ..." 



"She is dead by my hands. Consider it already done." 



Nikronallia hesitated again, his departure imminent, but delayed. "How did the boy escape you then?" 



A terrible ire crossed Garlthik's face, but then his expression softened to something pitiable. "That magician you told me about. He has an affinity with the Horrors. There are some things even I am afraid of." 



Nikronallia’s wide eyes widened more, then he nodded and left. 



Fearful of being caught, J'role quickly pulled away from the crack, searching for some excuse to look busy. 



He remembered the request for the fire coals, and reached down and picked up one of the golden boxes. His breathing felt tight in his chest as he walked toward the door and turned the thick metal ring to open it. Everything done plainly, easily. See. Not doing anything. Just an errand. Captain told me to. 



He stepped out into the corridor and closed the door behind him. 



He turned. Down the corridor stood Nikronallia, staring at him. 
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 One nightmare comes back to him regularly. When he wakes, it is vivid in his memory. 

 Sometimes it is the only thing he can think about for the rest of the day. 

  

 In the nightmare Charneale arrives at J'role's home in the kaer. The door slams abruptly open. The magician is laughing maniacally. J'role's mother is at Charneale's feet, weeping and screaming for mercy. But her words are not words. They are the same strange sounds J'role makes when he opens his mouth. 

  

 "It is time," the magician intones, and from his chest pours countless rocks. They rush out onto the floor, like water poured into a cup. 

  

 Just before he is smothered by the rocks, J'role is suddenly transported to the Atrium. His mother now stands in the fountain. The statue of Garlen hovers behind her, but the statue is covered with a thick tarp. The spirit of Garlen should never witness what is about to happen. 



J'role and Nikronallia stood facing each other in the corridor neither moving, both their faces expressionless. J'role was certain that Nikronallia somehow knew that he had overheard the conversation with Garlthik. 



But as the moment stretched on, J'role realized that Nikronallia stared at him not from knowledge, but from uncertainty. He didn't know if J'role had overheard him plotting with Garlthik. And so the two of them stood, the tall, thin boy and the reptilian sailor, each waiting for the other to make an accusation. 



When the suspense became unbearable, they nodded to one another, a terse greeting designed to force the issue. As they mirrored each other, they both relaxed, each believing they were after all, safe. Each added a stiff smile, and then both turned and walked casually away in different directions. 



J’role’s hands felt awkward and clumsy holding the golden box. He carried it toward the paddle wheel room, desperately sorting out what should be his next action. He knew he had to warn Captain Patrochian, but Nikronallia had said most of the crew would soon betray her. He couldn't reveal his knowledge of their plan by acting suspiciously. The captain had given him a task, and he had to carry through on it. Then he could return to her, as if for another assignment. 



How would he tell her? 



He slammed the thought shut. That wasn't the problem now. For now all he had to do was seem calm and unconcerned. Two sailors approached, laughing and chatting in the native t'skrang tongue. Their enjoyment ceased as they stared at him. He'd seen the same looks over the last several days, knew they reacted to him this way because he was mute and because of their superstition. And yet... 



Did they know something? Were these two part of the plot to kill the captain? Releana? 

His father? 



The sailors passed, talking once more, though it sounded to J'role as if they used softer tones now. 



Soon he reached the ship's engine room. It was located at the back of the riverboat, a large room with a massive metal container—the engine. The container was as thick and hot as the belly of a dragon. The engine, the t'skrang said, was a gift from Upandal, the passion of construction. No other race had been so blessed. 



From either side of the engine extended long, thick wooden poles that disappeared through holes in the back of the ship. J'role knew that the ends of the poles attached to the paddle wheel. Driven by the engine, the poles moved back and forth, sending the paddle wheel round and round, and thus moving the ship through the water. 



A t’skrang, dressed in a velvet robe covered with images of water and flames, smiled as J'role approached. Although he was part of the  Breeton's crew, this was not a sailor but the ship's magician. "Good," the t'skrang said in dwarven. "Good." He took the box from I' role and carried it to the engine. There he opened the box. Heat bellowed out, the air above the opening shimmering. The magician spoke some words and waved his hand over the elemental fire. 



Then he grabbed a thick wooden handle on the engine and yanked it up. A door opened to reveal an interior full of blazing red light and scathing heat. For a moment J'role stood transfixed by the sight; the blaze seemed to beckon with the promise of enclosing safety, but at the same time the overpowering heat within the metal walls made him tremble with fear. To find safety in the engine was to be consumed. 



The magician threw the contents of the box into the engine and the flames roared, a blast of new heat rushing from the interior. J'role watched the magician staring into the flames, apparently very pleased, still holding the box that J'role was to return to the store room. 

He walked up to the magician and tugged on his elaborate sleeve. 



The magician whirled, glowering at J'role, then handed him the box without a word. 

J’role rushed out of the room and down the corridors toward the storeroom where the orichalcum boxes were stored. He would have preferred to go straight to the captain, but carrying the box around on the upper decks would have raised too many suspicions. 



Several sailors eyed him as he ran past, and J'role couldn't be certain if it was from suspicion or curiosity, but he no longer cared. Nightfall was only a few hours away, and that was when Garlthik said the mutiny was to begin. 



He returned the box to the storeroom, then ran to find Captain Patrochian. 



Passing throughout the twisting corridors and out along the ledges of the ship, J'role encountered many t'skrang sailors. He couldn't help but wonder if they were part of the mutiny. Finally he reached the captain's quarters and knocked on the door, hoping desperately to find her here. "Come in," Captain Patrochian said. 



He entered to find her sitting behind her desk, quill pen in hand, ledger set out before her. 

"Grim," she said, obviously surprised to see him. She studied the concern on his face. 



"What is it?" 



J'role closed the door behind him, wondering how was he going to do this. Some matters were too complicated for gestures ... 



Betrayal ... 



She stood up, anxious now. "What is it?" 



He raised his hands, as if an idea would come to him if he started gesturing. But his mind was as blank as before. 



She waited. She wanted to understand. He could see that in her eyes so clearly. All he had to do was try, and she would try as well. 



He looked around the room, searching for an object he might use to represent Nikronallia. 

Swords. Maps. The ledger. Her hat. The windows on either side of the ship; wooden frames with small panes of glass. The four-posted bed with the yellow and scarlet sheets. 



A panic rose up in him. He saw nothing that might help. 



He looked back at her. "Grim," she said, "I have—“  



He slammed his hand on the desk, desperate to make her understand that what he had to communicate was exceedingly urgent. She pulled back, startled, then leaned in again. She swallowed. "Do you want me to get one of the others? Will they be able to understand you?" 



A knock came at the door The captain moved toward it quickly, then opened it to reveal Nikronallia framed in the doorway. As the captain stepped aside to let him enter, the t'skrang sailor's eyes locked with J'role's. 



"Nikronallia, Grim has something apparently urgent he wants to tell me," Patrochian said crisply. "Do you know of anything wrong on board?" 



Nikronallia looked hard at J'role, then said. "No.” 



"I'm going to get his companions. They might be able to help decipher his concerns. Keep an eye on him, and J'role, keep trying." Without further ado she rushed out of the cabin, shutting the door behind her. 



Nikronallia and J'role watched her energetic departure, then turned back to one another. 



"So you are concerned about something, are you?" 



J'role swallowed. Nodded. 



Nikronallia took a step closer, cocking his head to one side, "What is it?" 



J'role shrugged, not knowing what else to do. 



"Oh, now it seems less important than a moment ago?" Nikronallia leaned his head forward now, intent. "You little curse," he said softly. "Let's see. If you ... tried to steal the ledgers, I caught you, we fought a… Yes." Suddenly Nikronallia drew a dagger. "It's a shame your parents didn't drown you at birth and save me the trouble.” He lunged toward J'role. 



 "He's killing me," his mother panted, trying to keep her grip on the knife and scramble back up. 

  

 "He's just a boy. Our son." 

  

 "A monster. He speaks with the voice of a monster. I can't listen to him anymore. Please. 

 Please, let me kill him …" 



The images stunned J'role, and he froze in place as Nikronallia’s knife plunged deep into his chest, the warm metal splitting his flesh, fat, and muscle. J'role gave out a dry gasp, his arms flailing wide, and he saw blood gush from his body to spray Nikronallia and the objects around the room a deep red. Nikronallia grinned wide, and jerked the dagger out. 

A new pain, hot and jagged, cut across J'role's chest, spreading over his body like sunlight on a warm day. 



He turned and stumbled away. He felt his life leaving him, and was suddenly terrified. An incredible loss came over him, for he had seen the elves and met Captain Patrochian and was on his way to Throal and no longer lived among the villagers who despised him, and had made friends with Releana... 



For so much of his life he'd wanted to die, but now he wanted to live. He didn't know how things would turn out, if he would ever get his voice back, if he would ever truly be happy .. . But he wanted to find out. 



For the first time in his life he wanted to grow older and see what life held. 



He stumbled across the room and pulled his hands away from the wound in his chest. 

Alien and red, his hands caught the sun's light through the nearby window and turned bright and shiny. 



He glanced back. Nikronallia approached, stalking carefully, forcing J'role into the corner. "Make it easier for both of us. I can finish you quick." 



"He's right, boy," the creature in his thoughts said. "End it now. Surrender. Oh, did I ever tell you what happened when you were seven years old? I can't tell you unless you ask. 

Part of a bargain." 



J'role turned away from Nikronallia and shut his thoughts to the creature. Though it babbled and taunted him, he heard none of the words. The pain helped in this regard. 



To his left was a window, its dozens of glass panes separated by wooden frames. Outside, hanging from some unknown point, the end of a rope. 



He drew in a dry, raspy breath, then charged forward. As he smashed through the glass, J'role heard Nikronallia gasp from behind him. The sound of the shattering glass echoed terribly in his ears, and the shards cut across him like the elf queen's thorns. 



Even as he jumped J'role drew the magic around him, extending his hands, becoming alone once more. He caught the rope as he flew forward, the momentum carrying him away from the ship. Below the water roiled wildly, brown and bubbling. He swung around the rear of the boat saw, the paddle wheel churning. He wanted to swing just above the wheel, but felt his grip already slipping. The pain tired his arms. 



"Just let yourself die," the creature said. 



Ahead J'role saw another rope. He could reach it. Maybe. He didn't know. 



He tried to regulate his bathing, to calm himself. To focus only on the rope ... The thief magic spoke to him: Need no one. Depend on no one. Love no one, and let none love you. 



He drew in a breath, reached out a hand ... 



His rope jerked back, taking him just out of reach. 



He stretched as far as he could. 



Got it! 



He looked up and saw Nikronallia slicing through the rope with his dagger. 



J'role's hopes drained out of him like his blood. The rope snapped. 



He floated for a moment, a thrilling sensation. Then drops lets of water splashed over him, and the air turned suddenly cool. 



He slammed into one of the paddles, and for a moment the world turned black as his knife wound tore open wider. Moving hurt so much; J'role was desperate for a grip on something. 



The paddle was wet and slick; eight feet across, too big to grip easily. His hands scrambled uselessly for a moment, then he put his trust in the magic. If he lived alone he could survive. 



He had its He felt the wood grains under his skin. Even as the wheel spun, he found a grip on the edge. 



Then the river washed over him. His throat filled with water, around him a world of water and swirling bubbles. The pressure of the water pushed him, and he clung to the paddle with all his strength, fearing that if he let go he would be slammed again and again by the other paddies turning. 



"You're going to die now. Do you want to know what happened?" 



He could not even think to answer. 



Crack! The surface of the water. Light! Water splashed all around him as he gasped. The water around him ran red with his blood. 



He felt dizzy. Knew he would pass out soon. A shadow far above, Nikronallia watching his demise. J'role pressed his cheek tight against the paddle. Wishing so much that his whole life had been different. 



The paddle reached the top, then started back down to the water. 



"Tell me," he thought. 



The creature sighed. The memories flooded in ... 



 The thing in the corner—the creature—said, "Give me the boy, I'll leave you and your husband alone." 

  

 "I can't." 

  

 "Think about it.... 



He crashed into the water, barely aware of his surroundings, the memories so sharp, so real.... 



Water. 



 "Will he know? I don't want him to know." 



 "Tell him you don't want him to talk about it. He'll only remember what he feels comfortable speaking about...." 



Air again. He wanted to die now. He could not.... How could he live any longer? 



A shadow from the sky. Death coming to finish him off, swinging down from the blue sky. 



He welcomed death. 



"Truly?" the creature asked, pathetic with hope. 



Then an arm around his waist lifted him into the sky. 



He had no idea what was happening, but surrendered to it. 



He turned his head. Captain Patrochian's was looking straight ahead as she hung onto a rope with one hand. 



Now they were on the upper deck. She lowered him gently, letting him lie on the ground. 

She called for help, barking desperate orders. 



J'role had to warn her somehow. 



He reached up, grabbed her bright yellow sash with his right hand, staining it light pink with his blood. She looked down at him, and he strained his mind. How could he tell her? 

A bitterness raced in, a fury at his mother ... 



His mother! 



He could warn the captain now if not for his mother. He could have spoken all his life. 

He could have lived his life! 



Sailors rushed up around them now. "Relax, rest. Our healer will be here soon," Captain Patrochian said. Then she noticed the stab wound. "What happened?" she asked softly. 



Nikronallia arrived on the end of a rope, landing gracefully. Whether the sailor heard the captain's question or not, J'role would never be sure, but without pause Nikronallia said, 

"He tried to steal your ledgers and escape out the window, Captain. He drew a knife. We fought ..." He trailed off, shrugging his shoulders as if to suggest the rest was obvious. 



The captain looked into J'role's face. He could see her wavering. Releana arrived. She knelt down beside him, touching him gently. Panic overcame J'role, and his breathing quickened. He knew he had to do something—he might die at any moment. If he couldn't warn the captain, perhaps he could force Nikronallia to start the mutiny prematurely— 

now—before all was in place. This might give them a chance, at least. 



With the last of his energy J'role stood and rushed toward Nikronallia. No one expected the sudden movement, and he crashed into the first officer, knocking him to the ground. 

The exertion almost made J'role black out, but he scrambled over Nikronallia’s body and pressed his mouth close against the slit that was the t'skrang's left ear. 



The muscles in J'role's mouth and tongue let loose once more, and he babbled the sounds and cries and tortured noises of the creature. He pressed his lips against Nikronallia’s scaly skin, straining to keep the sounds as quiet as he could. The creature in his thoughts squirmed with pleasure. 



Then hands were upon him and he cried out. Immediately he slapped his own hands against his mouth. His jaw and lips moved wildly against his palms, and he tasted his blood as he tried to force the sounds back down his throat. 



Someone threw him to the deck, and he rolled over and saw Nikronallia get up, clutching at his head. The next instant the sailor had drawn his sword, pointing it at J'role. 



His eyes revealed fury and hatred and a longing for a taste of vengeance. 



"Nikronallia!" The captain cried. 



Nikronallia hesitated, wobbling as if drunk, then sliced the air with his rapier and pointed the tip of his blade at the captain. 



"Nikronallia," she said again, this time with quiet surprise. 



"Your time is through," he answered, his voice raspy, still touching his head with his free hand. With a gesture toward J'role, he said, "You let this thing ...," then gave a great sob, and lowered his hand from his head. "I want you dead, so very, very badly." He laughed, as if his words both surprised and amused him, and three other sailors drew their blades. 

The mutineers looked at Nikronallia oddly, as if they knew something had gone wrong. 

But this was obviously the start of the mutiny. 



"What?" asked the captain, thoroughly baffled. "What are you talking about?" 



Ignoring her, Nikronallia said to himself, "No, not yet. Not yet." He looked around, confused. "We're supposed to ... tonight ..." 



The captain looked down at J'role, and he nodded back to her. She understood. He relaxed and rolled onto his back as Captain Patrochian drew her blades. Then he heard the sound of someone screaming a battle cry and the fight began. 
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 He did not throw stones at his mother, though in the nightmare he does. In the nightmare the stones are sharp and rough against his hand, and he feels them rub his flesh raw. 

 Blood pours forth. He hurls the stones at his mother, and as the stones float for that singular, frozen, nightmare eternity arc of fall, each one drips his blood. 

  

 The stones are still in the air, yet forever moving toward his mother the strange paradox that only dreams can allow. The stretching of time makes J'role anxious in his sleep, as if he himself is falling forever, toward a pit bottom he cannot see. All he wants is for the stone to reach its destination; his life is stuck as the stone floats along its never-ending path. 



"Move him!" Captain Patrochian shouted to Releana, leaping forward to engage the mutineers in swordplay. Her sword clacked sharply against Nikronallia’s, then she parried one of the mutineer's blows. Voponis engaged the other two mutineers, and the deck became a flurry of silver swishes of swordplay. 



Releana ignored the captain's instructions, preferring to aid her instead. She waved her hands, then cupped them, palms facing forward. Frost formed on her hands, then a spear of ice appeared from out of her cupped hands and flew toward the mutineer who fought alongside Nikronallia. Sparkling in the sun, flakes of ice trailed the spear, then floated down to the deck. J'role, prone and helpless on the deck, looked up at the sight, thinking. 

"How beautiful,” even though he knew the observation made no sense at the moment. 



Releana's spear drove deep into the mutineer's chest. His clawed green hands flew wide as he screamed and fell back on the deck. The spear shattered, sending chunks of ice skittering around his corpse. 



Seeing his companion fall, Nikronallia made a panicked stab at the captain. 



She parried, smiling, her triangular teeth nearly ghoulish in her love of the fight. Off Nikronallia pulled back, then lunged once more, his breath forced from his lungs in an angry hiss. 



The captain parried again, then added a riposte that Nikronallia parried just before the captain's blade would have sliced through his shoulder. 



Meanwhile Voponis drove the other two mutineers across the deck. The swordplay was fast and sometimes the three rapiers seemed no more than a momentary sparkle of wind, somehow magically induced to reveal itself for one extraordinary moment. 



With a sudden switch in tactics, Voponis laughed with tremendous bravado, brought his rapier up and under the sword of his opponents, swung his weapon in a wide arc and sent each of the other t'skrang's swords flying off the edge of the ship. The two sailors stood stunned for a moment, then Voponis slashed the air harshly with his blade. Both sailors gasped and jumped back, vanishing from sight over the edge of the ship, splashing into the water below. 



Nikronallia saw all this and gave up his fight with Captain Patrochian. Running for a rope attached to a swinging mast, he jumped for it. With one hand on the rope and the other slashing his sword through the air, he swung over the ship shouting, "Now! A call to arms! Follow me! The time to strike is now!" 



The captain almost followed, rushing toward another rope, but Voponis caught her arm and spoke quickly in the t'skrang tongue. She looked at J'role, taking in the whole truth of what he'd wanted to warn her about: it was not four sailors who had mutinied, but the entire ship. She would need a plan. She nodded, crossed to J'role, add helped him up. 



"We've got to get to the engine room," she said. "If we can take it before the mutineers do, we'll still be in control. Come. We'll use the interior passages. Less obvious that way." 



The four of them moved quickly down the steps, across the descending decks, through the winding corridors. Voponis and Releana helped J'role, and the captain went ahead. 

Hearing shouts ringing through the ship, they came across two corpses. "They probably refused to join the mutiny" Voponis- said sadly. 



Minutes later they came across a fight between five sailors; three against two. When sailors noticed the captain and the others, the group of three turned and ran, pursued momentarily by the other two sailors until the captain called the loyalists back. Their numbers thus strengthened, they continued toward the engine room. 



They were almost there when Voponis said, "Despair . . . Grim's father!” 



J’role remembered Garlthik's desire to have Bevarden killed. 



“We can't split up now," the captain said. "We've got to take the engine room. If we succeed at that, we'll decide what to do next." 



Releana looked at J'role as if ready to comfort him, but he killed all his feelings, kept his face stony. 



As they continued on, the only other individual they encountered was the ship's questor of Garlen, who also joined the group. "I saw three crew members killed in their sleep," he said. "I awoke just in time, saw the murders, and ran off. The ship is hosting a bloodbath." He glanced at J'role's chest as they walked. "I'll tend to that as soon as we're settled,” he said. "You'll be fine." 



A terrible feeling came to J'role as they walked down the last corridor. If the engine room was so vital, shouldn't they have encountered trouble by now? But they had not. He suspected that the delayed trouble would be even worse. Though no one spoke of it, the others must have been feeling the same. Their bodies had become more tense, and their rapiers quivered in their hands. 



Reaching the door to the engine room, everyone took up a combative stance after they set J'role a few feet back on the floor. 



A hesitation. Thoughts evoking the passions of Thystonius and Floranuus. The thrum of the engine grinding the arms that pushed the paddle wheel. 



Voponis stepped forward, opened the door. 



Through the crowd of legs J'role spotted the engine room's magician. He turned from the engine, slowly, looking surprised. "What? What is it?" he asked. 



Everyone relaxed, and in that moment the wizard raised his arms and a ball of fire erupted from his hands. 



"Down!" Voponis cried, and even as they all fell back, the fireball rushed across the engine room and caught Voponis full in the chest. He screamed out, and a spray of flames cut down the corridor and splashed over J'role's head. 



The captain shouted "NO!" The acrid smell of burnt flesh cu through J'role's senses. 

Releana, screaming with wordless rage, leaped to her feet and faced the t'skrang magician. She dug her hand into a pouch on her belt and produced a pinch of dirt, which she threw into the air before her. She cast her spell and the dirt seemed momentarily suspended. The magician was in the midst of preparing another spell when he looked up, saw what Releana was doing, and gasped. Even as he was deciding which way to run, the dirt before Releana transformed into crystalline needles that shot through the air and slammed into the magician's face. The needles ripped through his green scales and pocked him with bright red wounds. He stood still for a moment eyes hidden beneath the blood then fell forward, dead. 



Suddenly the doorway filled with mutinous sailors, their swords drawn. Behind them all stood Nikronallia, smiling. "A little late, Captain!" he shouted. Captain Patrochian replied tersely. "Really? I think your death will be most timely." 



The loyalist sailors jumped up, and the two sides charged each other. Then began a fury of flashing metal and the sharp clanging of swords. Looking back J'role saw that the corridor behind them was empty. He tugged on Releana's leg. She looked where he pointed, then shouted, "Come!" She leaned down to help J'role up, and the two of them began moving away as quickly as possible from the fierce battle. 



Four mutineers appeared before them swords Drawn, Battle fury on their reptilian faces. 

Before J’role could even panic, Releana threw more crystalline darts forward in two waves, each wave cutting a mutineer. The other two t'skrang ran off. 



J'role glanced back Nikronallia and his followers drove the captain and her loyal sailors down the corridor. 



J'role and Releana made their way down several more corridors, the captain and her men following as they tried to keep the mutineers at bay. When J'role realized that they had entered the ship's supply holds he tugged on Releana's arm, pointing down a corridor to the right. 



Releana did not know why J'role wanted to turn, but she followed willingly, as did the others. 



J'role knew exactly where they were, however. Ahead, on the right, was the storeroom with the fire-coals. If they couldn't hold the engine room, J'role decided they would at least control the materials needed to make the engine work. He indicated the door, and Releana pushed it open. 



Two mutineers, alerted by the sound of the door opening, stood facing the doorway, swords drawn. Both lunged forward as Releana dropped J'role to the ground. She fumbled trying to get more dirt out of her-pouch, and the bag fell to the ground. Both mutineers drove their rapiers into Releana's shoulder. She cried out in pain. J'role struggled to get up, though he could feel his chest still wet and sticky from the blood drawn by Nikronallia’s dagger. Then a rapier appeared over his head, and someone dragged Releana out of the way. Captain Patrochian had arrived, and she cut down the mutineers with four precise stabs. "Good. Good," she said. "Everyone in." 



They got a huge wooden bar braced against the door just as the mutineers began to pound on the door to get in. From his corner spot, J'role took stock of the group: Captain Patrochian, Releana, the questor, and one other sailor. Everyone else had died or fallen in the retreat from the engine room. Including Voponis, most likely killed by the fireball back at the engine room. 



"Captain—" the questor began. 



Patrochian cut him off. "See to the boy. I need to think." 



The pounding of the door continued, and J'role did not see how the captain could contemplate anything, given the racket and the knowledge that her ship had fallen to traitors. She leaned against a wall and closed her large blue eyes. 



At least they were alive, he thought, not killed in their sleep. There was that. J role realized that sometimes sheer survival was the challenge, and success in that the victory. 



The questor approached, probed his wound, then began to speak in the t'skrang tongue, with its many long S and T sounds. A sense of well-being drifted through his flesh, and he felt the same sheltering warmth he'd known as a little boy so many, many years ago. 

Soon he was lulled into a light sleep  



He woke when he heard the captain ask, "Why, though? Why did he do it?" The questor now stood near the, door, listening. Everyone else sat on a few scattered boxes. 



J'role was instantly alert to the question and caught the attention of Releana He made the gesture they'd invented for Throal when the had left Blood Wood. 



“Throal," Releana said to the captain. 



The captain blinked. "The dwarfs . . . ? That idiot is still . . ." She sighed, leaned against the wall. "Getting people to move forward ... is so difficult." 



"What is it?" asked Releana  



"The dwarfs. I've been trying to set up contacts with Throal. I want to use the  Breeton as one of their agents to reunite Barsaive under their control, instead of waiting for the Therans to return. If they return. But some of my kind fear the power of Throal. I had no idea most of my crew belonged to that camp." 



A pounding began al the door. Everyone else stood up, alert and tense, but drowsiness had begun to overtake J'role. His consciousness wavered for a few minutes but finally the pain and loss of blood took its toll. Drifting, sleeping, dreaming; he left the crisis at hand and hid in the safety of his thoughts. 



"J'role? J'role?" 



He opened his eyes and saw Releana looking down at him. Something bothered him, something was wrong. How did she know his name? 



"J'role!" came a cry from outside the door. 



Garlthik. 



"Is your name, your true name, J'role?" Releana asked. 



He nodded, and slowly raised himself. He felt better. The questor sat next to him, touched J’role’s forehead, and nodded. J'role looked down at his chest and saw a thick purple scab, six inches long. 



"Someone is calling for you," said the captain, "though I don't know who it is." 



"J'role," Releana, said, taking his hand and shaking it. "It's a pleasure, to meet you." 

Despite the desperateness of the situation, she smiled.=  



J'role looked to the door. Three large crates had been set against it. From beyond the door Garlthik. said, "J'role, listen to me. I know you can't speak, lad. But I've got your father. 

You've got to acknowledge that. I don't, want to harm him, understand. But I can't speak for these cutthroats. You've got to open the door, boy. That's what they told me to tell you. Now, you've got to answer me. There's no telling what they might do. J'role!" 



J'role looked to the captain, who nodded. 



J'role walked over to the door, climbed up on one of the crates and knocked twice. "Ah. 

There's a lad." Garlthik lowered his voice, and J'role strained to hear. "I don't know if it's really you yet, so I'm going to have to test you. Knock once for the first answer, twice for the second. Did I initiate you in a building or a field?” 



J'role remembered the night of the initiation at the inn.  e knocked once. 



"Ahhh. And did I initiate you with fire or water?" 



J 'role remembered Garlthik grabbing his hand and moving his wrist over the open candle. The memory overwhelmed him. He grabbed his wrist with his other hand. It felt warm to the touch. But he also remembered the terrible pain with fondness, Garlthik's strong arms holding his wrist in place. He found himself suddenly missing Garlthik. He thought back to their time together on the road. J'role lowered his forehead against the door. He then knocked once. 



Garlthik’s voice became something close to a whisper. "Now, once for no, and twice for yes. Do you know the ways now, lad? Do you enjoy being a thief?" 



J'role hesitated. Yes. And no. The pause lingered. Finally he knocked once. And then twice. 



“Well, then there it is," whispered Garlthik. "For only a thief knows how confusing his talents are. Boy, listen. They're going to bash this door down. They would have blown it open already, but for fear of the fire-coals within. But they will enter.  Make things easier. 

I've spoken for you and your friends. As a thief, I've got a certain influence with folks like these. They asked me to help them and in return, I'm getting to Throat. I want to take you along with me. I've stopped them from killing your, father. But I can't hold them off for much longer." 



J’role’ was stunned by Garlthik's bold lies. For a moment he wondered if Garlthik had changed his mind. Maybe he would come through. 



No. He wouldn't come through. He realized now he had pinned his hopes on Garlthik's when they'd left the village, just as he'd once had hopes for his mother. Don't hope, he told himself. People don't come through. 



"Now," continued Garlthik, "I know you won't be able to persuade the others to surrender. And not just because you can't speak. They'll hold out until the end because they'll be hoping things will turn their way. This is no time for hope, J'role, except for hope in me. I can save you. I can save your friends. At some moment, soon, you'll have to open the door. There'll bet a flash of activity, but I'll get it settled quick. Will you do this? 

Twice for yes." 



J'role hesitated, not sure how to answer, not sure if Iying would do much good. But it seemed it would buy them time. He knocked twice. 



"Good lad. Good. I'll be waiting." 



J'role pulled away from the door, and found the others waiting expectantly. He pointed to himself, then mimed pulling the bar up from the door. They all nodded. "Who is that person?" asked the captain. J'role shrugged, uncertain how to answer, too upset to try. 



"What about your father?" Releana asked. 



What about his father? His chin began to tremble. He hated this! Why did he always have to look out for his father His mother had put the thing in him. Where had his father been? 

Why couldn't his father just be dead and gone? 



After a moment the captain gathered everyone to the far side of the room. When they had all formed a tight group, she whispered, "I estimate we'll reach the  Chakara within a few hours. I imagine that they'll try to attack her and kill the dwarven envoys. Since the Chakara won't be expecting the attack, Nikronallia will be able to get close enough to board her, and take her. He can stop the dwarfs, cause enough trouble to slow trade with them, and he gains another ship in the bargain." 



Her strong, determined tone pulled J'role up from his misery. She paused, and everyone waited expectantly. 



"I can't let this happen. I can't let the  Breeton be used for this purpose. I'd rather see her sink. And sink she will. We have the means to do it, right here," the captain said, gesturing at the golden boxes containing the fire-coals. "We can burn the ship down." 



"Captain," said Releana. "I'm not sure this would help, but I have some elemental air with me." She tapped the small pouch with her magical supplies. "I could combine it with the elemental fire—the fire-coals—to produce an explosion ..." 



The captain smiled. "We can rip a hole in this room, right at the water level, and the ship will flood. There is a chance we can survive the explosion if we're crafty, but no guarantees." She looked at each of them. "I cannot make this decision for any of you. If you would rather surrender ..." Her voice trailed off. 



J'role knew that of anyone in the room, he was the only one who might survive if they surrendered. But he had no desire to surrender. These were the people who had stood by him. He would rather die with them than sacrifice them for his own survival. In his mother's own painful way, she had taught him that much at least. 



Each one nodded in turn. They would sink the  Breeton. 
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 The rocks, in his nightmare, fly through the air and strike his mother's forehead. The other inhabitants of the kaer throw stones at her, too. Children, adults. Everyone. 

 Charneale has gathered everyone for this purpose. 

  

 She stands in the fountain at the center of the Atrium, covered with her own blood. It runs down her face, soaks her gray robe. She is weeping, screaming for mercy. The blood splashes the cloth covering the statue of Garlen. 

  

 She screams for mercy, but none is given. She is possessed by a Horror, so the magician Charneale believes, and the ancient ritual of cleansing the kaer must be performed. 

  

 J'role sees his father in the far corner of the Atrium, just behind the ring of people throwing stones. Bevarden leans against the wall, weeping. 

  

 In the nightmare J'role is suddenly beside his father, who does not see him. J'role stares up at his father's face. At first he thinks his father is grieving for his mother, on her knees now, barely alive, swaying back and forth in the fountain. 

  

 But as J'role looks into his father's eyes, he realizes something else is at stake. There is another pain his father carries. 



Captain Patrochian explained where the fire-coals should be placed for best effect. Some on the floor, forming a wide circle that would let the Serpent's waters rush in. Some on the wall that faced out toward the river, to help get water into the hold. Some against the door, so the water would flood the rest of the ship. And some placed on the walls that led to the storerooms on either side. 



"Our job," she said, "is to get as much water into the ship as possible. As the water rushes in, the ship will sink a little more, and then more water will come in, and so on, flooding more and more of the ship." She hesitated, her large blue eyes looking down, then "Until the  Breeton on is dragged to the Serpent's bottom." 



Everyone got to work, setting up the boxes where the captain had indicated. They pulled the nails from packing crates and pounded them into the walls and floor to make braces to hold the boxes in place. While hammering all the nails, they could shear the mutineers shouting to know what was going on inside the hold. "Ignore them," the captain said tersely. 



Then Garlthik arrived, pleading with J'role through the door, telling mm to think of his father. J'role steeled his heart, and set his focus on the task at hand. 



Finally the mutineers began to batter the door down. Nikronallia promised they'd bring out a cannon if they had too, despite the threat of the fire-coals. "If you care at all about the Breeton, Patrochian, you'll open up now!" 



"It's not mine anymore you idiot," the captain answered under her breath. "I don't care at all" But J’role knew she was lying. 



Everyone but Releana began to drag the crates they'd set against the door back to one corner of the hold. The crates would serve as their shelter from the blast. 



They hoped. 



With the crates gone from the door, only the wooden bar remained in place. As the mutineers continued to beat and pound on the door, the bolts slowly began to give way. 



Outside the door J'role heard someone shout, "Captain Nikronallia, we've spotted the Chakara! We'll be on her in minutes!" 



"Be up in a minute," Nikronallia called. Then, "It's all over, Patrochian. Surrender." 



"We're still thinking it over." 



"Bah!" 



The mutineers continued to pound on the door. It shuddered and creaked and began to crack. 



As Releana set to work opening each of the golden boxes, the room's temperature immediately began to rise. From her pouch she withdrew her own golden box, which J'role assumed was also made of orichalcum, though it was smaller than the ship's boxes. 

She opened it and then seemed to be pulling out a string though nothing was actually visible. 



She walked to each of the boxes and appeared to be tying knots out of something invisible at the edges of the heat that flowed out of each box's opening. Every so often she reacted with pain, as if she'd burnt her fingers. Watching her actions J'role imagined Releana tying strands of air and fire elemental together, as if they were made of long, invisible tendrils. 



All magic passed through the astral plane, the place where it was most real. Thus, it might be possible that the bits of elemental air and fire existed in one form in the physical world and in another form on the astral plane. Watching Releana work, it occurred to J'role that she, a magician, could probably see into the astral plane and manipulate those parts that were the true magic, the parts that existed on the astral plane, using actions on this plane, the plane of earth. 



Hearing a sharp creak coming from the door, J’role turned to see a huge gash running down its center. Releana also turned to look, then began working faster. After three more loud thumps came from the door, the bolt began to bend. Releana had just finished her work and huffed over to the crates, ducking behind them with the others. It looked to J'role as if she were still holding a piece of invisible string. 



"Never mix magical elements," she said with a mischievous smile. "Very unstable.” 



She waved her hands as if about to cast a spell, but Captain Patrochian interrupted, holding up a long green finger. ”I wouldn't want anyone to miss the show," she said with grim humor. 



At that moment the door crashed open. The captain dropped her hand and Releana let loose her spell. Flames jumped from her fingertips, each one like a flying mouse made of fire, all rushing about in the air on their own little errands as they followed the path of the elemental air Releana had tied all around the room. 



J'role stared at the mutineers, all of whom looked totally surprised. Then the captain grabbed him by the shoulders and dragged him down behind the crates. 



One explosion after another ripped through the room, bathing the walls in harsh red light. 

Screams and the shriek of wood ripping apart filled the air, following by the sound of rushing water. J'role unfolded himself and felt water spray over him. 



"Out! Out!" cried the captain. Everyone scrambled up from behind the crates. Water rushed up like a fountain from the hole in the center of the hold and more water poured in from the hole on the side of the ship. Water already covered the floor completely, spilling into the two adjoining rooms through the holes created from the blast. The corpses of the three mutineers who had charged into the room lay on the floor, the blood from their ruined bodies seeping into the flood. 



As three more mutineers tried to rush into the room, Captain Patrochian jumped forward, her sword flashing, and drove them back. "GET OUT!" she screamed at J'role and the others. 



"A captain abandons last," said the questor quickly. "If we want her to leave, we'll have to get off first." 



The water was already ankle-deep, and still rushing in fiercely. J'role had no idea how they would fight their way through the pressure of the water. He felt hands suddenly grab him, and heard the questor shout, "Hold your breath!" J’role had just enough time to grab some air and close his mouth before the t’skrang were stuffing him out through the hole in the side of the ship. The water rushed against face, forcing his eyes closed. 



Suddenly the pressure against him changed to become a pull back into the ship. Opening his eyes he saw that he was in the water, the surface only a few feet above him. Shining through it, the bright sun shimmered and wavered in and out of focus. He moved his arms and legs, trying to swim as the captain had instructed when they'd been setting up the fire-coals. 



But the water rushing into the  Breeton pulled him back. He slammed into the hull of the vessel, and then started to crawl along the ship, trying to get away from the breach. His lungs began burning for air. He almost gasped instinctively, but years of resisting the impulse to open his mouth kept him from doing so now. 



Hands grabbed him, and then he did gasp, water rushing into his throat and down into his lungs. He tried to scream, afraid death had finally caught up with him. A moment later he broke the surface of the river. He coughed up the water he'd swallowed, and air poured back into his lungs, sweet and wonderful. The sailor from the storeroom floated alongside him. "All right?” he asked awkwardly, as if not familiar with the dwarven tongue. 



J'role nodded, looked around. The  Breeton towered above, already listing in their direction. Releana, Captain Parochial, the questor, and the sailor who had helped him all bobbed nearby in the water. 



-'”Yistorl!" cried the captain to the t'skrang sailor. “Take J'role. I'll help Releana." The sailor took J'role under his arms from behind. Then, with J'role resting against his stomach, he started swimming on his back away from the  Breeton. J'role turned his head and saw another ship, probably the  Chakara, approaching. With the t'skrang doing most of the work, the group began moving quickly toward the  Chakara. 



Nothing happened for a few minutes, and J'role thought that their greatest worry would be getting to the  Chakara before the t'skrang tired. But then he saw red flames blossom from the  Breeton and fireballs cut through the late afternoon sky. Most of them arced overhead, flying toward the  Chakara, but some fell short, splashing into the water around them. Thick pillars of steam rose up, towering over them, and the water became uncomfortably hot. 



Under the captain's encouragement, the t'skrang swam on, slowed by their young companions, but pressing on nonetheless. The  Breeton, now listing sharply, turned, changing its course to run them down. If anything would save them, it was that the ship would be considerably slowed by the water it was now taking on. 



Though the  Breeton did not rush toward them as fast as Nikronallia surely would have liked, it did gain on them. J'role thought it only a matter of time before the ship overran them, catching them in its wake and then throwing them against the paddle wheels to be battered and crushed to death. 



His mind had ample time to turn the image over and over, until, unexpectedly, shadows loomed above and behind him. Startled, J'role jerked his body around and fell off the sailor into the water. When he spun around, he saw a group of t'skrang in a long, low boat. The  Chakara had sent out a boat to help them! 



Some of those aboard shouted words in the t'skrang tongue and began helping the group into the boat. A sailor extended his hand toward J'role, and soon they were all aboard. 

The  Chakara’s sailors grabbed oars and began rowing as quickly as they could. Still the Breeton  followed, bearing down on the small craft as it raced toward the  Chakara. Both Ships began shooting balls of flame at one another, and as the long boat neared the Chakara more and more of the  Breeton's fireballs splashed nearby. 



J 'role looked forward and saw the  Chakara turning about, realizing he'd been wrong about the intent of the  Breeton. The ship wasn't trying to run him and the others down. It was tong to intercept the  Chakara. The long, sharp prongs that extended from the bow of the  Breeton loomed near now. 



As the  Chakara turned, the ship's sailors dropped rope ladders down to the longboat. 

Shouts of encouragement and cheers of enthusiasm filled the air as the sailors waved the crew of the long boat and J'role's companions up the ladders. They had only begun working their way up the ladders when a fireball crashed into the stern of the longboat, shattering it and igniting the remains. Spurred on by the heat, they all rushed up the ropes and again Releana and J'role were aided by the t'skrang. 



J'role had just put his feet on the deck of the  Chakara when the ship shook violently. He looked to his right and saw the  Breeton towering above; its prongs had pierced the hull of the  Chakara. 



Immediately dozens of t'skrang sailors swung overhead, slashing with their swords as they passed one another. With the t'skrang in their bright, gaudy clothes, the scene looked like a produce cart had overturned sending fruits and vegetables flying wildly through the air. Cries and shouts and curses rang out. The sailors landed with elaborate flips and dives and rolls on each other's ships. It was terrifying and glorious; deadly serious and absurd. A gurgle of giddy excitement rushed up J'role's throat, and he thought for a moment he might both cry and laugh. 



A mutineer dropped down beside them, and the captain cut him through the abdomen without a thought. "I'll never have enough of this river," she said under her breath. 

Suddenly the ship lurched again, this time to starboard. "The  Breeton!" she cried. "It will drag us down as it sinks!" J’role looked over the side and saw that the Breeton's two prongs deeply embedded in the  Chakara. When the prongs and the  Chakara's breach reached water level water would pour into the  Chakara's lower decks, plunging the ship down to the bottom of the river along with the  Breeton. 



'What can we do?" asked Releana. 



The captain looked back at the  Breeton—wistfully, J'role thought—and then said, "We've got to back her up. Get to the wheelhouse and turn the paddle the other way." With that she ran for the edge of the riverboat and threw herself over, grabbing a rope at the last moment and flinging herself over to the  Breeton. J'role could think of nothing he would rather do than try to keep up with the captain's headlong, reckless energy. He rushed forward and imitated her, swinging back over to the  Breeton. Releana followed immediately behind, shouting, “I just hope I live so I can tell someone about all this!" 



When they reached the deck of the  Breeton, J'role grabbed a sword from off the deck, prying it out of the hands of a dead sailor. He waved it once through the air, the swishing sound making him suddenly giddy. The captain looked down at him, winked, and then the three were on their way, running along the deck to the rear of the riverboat. The wheelhouse was located on the top deck at the stern, and they had a long way to go. 



They fought their way through the mutineers, engaging them in groups of up to six at a time. The captain fought with her skillful swordplay. Releana with her magic. And J'role, slipping his thief magic around him, sneaked up around their opponents, striking from behind. Skirmish after skirmish they fought, each of them taking nicks and cuts. By the time they were halfway there, each was trailing drops of blood in his or her wake. 



The captain, who had taken the worst of the damage, finally fell to her knees. "Go on, go on," she said. "Pull the lever all the way back . . ." 




"But ...," Releana said. 



"GO!" 



They went. They fought on. They made their way along decks and up ropes. They were wary now, avoiding fights when they could, fighting quickly when they couldn't. Around them a choppy sea of conflict—swords, shouts, the clinks of rapier against rapier ... 



They reached the wheelhouses a square room sitting atop a platform and surrounded by windows on all sides. They came up low, under the windows, intending to catch the mutineers inside off guard. With a signal to Releana to wait a moment, J'role walked up the stairs to the wheelhouse door, and tried it. Locked. Inside he saw two mutineers. They seemed content to wait safely inside as the battle raged around them. Nikronallia was not among them. 



It occurred to J'role that, being a thief, he should be able to unlock a door. He didn't k now how to do it exactly, but like so many other things about being a thief, he trusted it would come to him if he lost himself in the magic. He quieted his thoughts. Let the loneliness soak into his muscles and bones ... Yes. It came to him now. He placed his fingertips against the lock ... Yes ... 



No. He felt his magic falter. He was positive he should be able to manipulate the lock by using magic; he sensed the magic within, wanting him to do it. But he knew the task was simply too difficult to accomplish without some practice and thought. That was for a later time. 



He signaled Releana to come up the stairs, then stood and smashed the glass of the door with the pommel of his sword. Quickly he reached in and undid the lock. As he pulled his hand out, one of the mutineers jabbed his rapier into J'role's arm. He fell back just as Releana cast a spell. She dropped to the ground and breathed onto the floor. A thick layer of ice rushed across the room, suddenly sliding under the feet of the startled mutineers, who slipped and tumbled to the floor. 



J'role jumped into the room, driving his rapier into the chest of one of the t'skrang. 

Releana killed the other one with an ice spear she produced from her hands. 



J 'role spotted the lever. Though it was labeled in t'skrang, it was pushed all the way forward, and it seemed obvious that pulling it all the way back would reverse the Breeton's direction. J'role scrambled for the device, slipping on the blood and ice that covered the floor. He reached it, and pulled it all the way, then he and Releana breathed a sigh of relief as they heard the paddle grind to a halt and start up again. He looked out the rear window and saw the wheel in full reverse. Slowly the ship began to back up. 



J'role turned toward Releana His smile quickly vanished, for right behind her stood Nikronallia, blood stained and grim. 



Even as Releana turned in response to J'role's visible fear, Nikronallia was pulling back on his sword, getting ready to run Releana through. Releana just had time to cry out in surprise and terror when a knife flashed in the door frame and caught Nikronallia full in the neck. The mutiny leader gurgled blood for a moment, then fell backward over the stairway railing. 



"Lad!" Garlthik One-Eye exclaimed, his bulky ork body filling the doorway. "Are you all right?" He paused for a moment, taking in J'role's reaction. When J'role only stood there impassively, he said, "Thank the gods and goddesses you found help. I've been a prisoner to these—" 



J'role rushed forward and slammed into Garlthik, sending the ork over the railing. The ork bounced on the deck below, then plunged into the Serpent. 



"We've got to get off!" shouted Releana. As if confirming the urgency of the danger, the ship listed sharply and threw them to the deck. 
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 Her dreamed of her putting the thing in him. His mother stood beside his bed, her fingertips pressed against his chest, gently massaging his skin. "Like this?" she asked. 

 The white shadow in the corner replied, "Yes." 



As the ship rocked and listed sharply, J'role and Releana fell to the deck. Dazed, he lost the impulse to get up and move, but Releana was quickly at his side and tugging on his armn. The  Chakara isn't holding the  Breeton up any more," she said. "We've got to go!" 



J'role came out of his strange disorientation, and the two of them fled across the upper deck, trying to get to the  Chakara before the  Breeton capsized. Balancing carefully on the deck's steep angle, they worked their way through the corpses and the blood. The fighting had stopped, and both the  Chakara's crew and the  Breeton mutineers who wanted to surrender had begun a retreat. Ahead dozens of t'skrang swung from the sinking ship over to the  Chakara. 



J'role and Releana were halfway down the length of the ship when J'role suddenly thought of his father. 



Where was he? Was he still alive? 



Releana ran on a few steps more, then turned to look when she realized J'role had fallen behind. He waved her on toward the  Chakara, then turned toward a passage leading to the lower decks. Releana must have read his mind. Running back toward him, she said, 

"They might have found him already, Grim ... J'role. Some of the  Chakara's sailors might have gotten him off the ship." 



J'role hesitated. She might be right. But he couldn't wait. He started down the stairs. 



A moment later he heard Releana following. He felt much better. 



With the ship now tilted at a forty-five degree angle, J'role and Releana had to walk with one foot on the floor and one foot at the base of the wall. They ran through the ship, Releana calling, ”Hello? Hello?" over and over again. They found corpses, but no Bevarden. Eventually they reached the lower decks and as they headed toward the starboard side they saw passages filling with water; further on some cabins were completely submerged. 



J'role wondered if the ship would soon begin to sink faster, with he and Releana trapped aboard, unable to find an exit before the decks they now wandered flooded with water. 



J role tapped Releana on the arm, then pointed one way for her, and another for himself. 



"Good. We'll cover more rooms that way. We'll meet in five minutes. I think that's all we have ... J'role. I'm sorry. But I think we must leave soon.” 



They broke apart. Alone now, J'role felt the thief magic come warm and strong upon him. 

It gave him a valuable sense of balance, allowing him to move quickly through the tilted corridors without falling into the water that now lapped at his thighs. The magic focused him, made him need no one and nothing but himself. He would survive. He knew that. He would endure. 



"Why don't you let your father die?" the creature asked. "You know that's what you want." 



J'role did not answer, because, in some way he could not understand, he knew that the creature was right. 



He checked cabin after cabin, pushing aside bits of wood that floated in the flooding, blood stained waters. Time was running out, but he could not give up. 



Passing another corridor that tilted up steeply, he heard the sound of crying. The corridor tilted up, and a voice so like his father's seemed to emanate from somewhere along it. 

J'role began to climb quickly up the inclined floor. After climbing another fifteen feet of corridor, J'role found that the water had risen enough to cut off the passage he had traveled. The ship was sinking faster. 



Finally he came to the room where his father wept. He looked inside and saw Bevarden resting at the bottom of the room, where the floor met the ceiling. A thick cord was tied around his hands and feet, and he stared down. "What is the world? What is the world?" 

he kept asking over and over through his tears. 



J'role slid down the floor, and his father looked up, shocked as J'role appeared beside him. Then the fear turned to joy. "My son. My son." But even this emotion evaporated, replaced by deep-lined sadness across Bevarden's thin, tired face. 



His father's sudden shifts of emotion filled J'role with a kind of anguished frustration, but he set about untying his father's bonds. His fingers moved nimbly and quickly. Though the sailors had created an extraordinary puzzle, J'role's thoughts cut quickly through the maze of cord. As soon as Bevarden's hands were freed, he grabbed J'role and held him close. 



J'role flailed his arms and forced his father away. The man's touch sickened him. His father looked at him, stunned and hurt. "J'role ... My J'role ..." –Then, as if perceiving some deep knowledge from the look in J'role's eyes, he said, "I'm sorry." He looked away. "I'm sorry. I didn't ... Your mother and I ..." He gasped for air. 



J'role stood, grabbed his father, and helped him up. He handed one end of the rope to his father and then climbed with the other end up to the door. After looping the rope around the doorknob, he slammed the door against the wall, trying to get his father's attention. 

But Bevarden simply stared at the rope, his jaw moving without words. 



Down the passageway the water was rising faster and faster. J'role slammed the door against the wall again and again. Finally Bevarden looked up at him. "You ...," Bevarden began. "The elves are wrong, J'role. All wrong. When we emerged, the world was supposed to be wonderful. Perfect. I had heard ... things.' 



Confusion swirled in J’role’s thoughts. He knew now what had happened. His mother had betrayed him to the creature, the white shadow in their home in the kaer. Why had his father always been so upset? It was his mother! Why did his father turn to drinking? 

Why had his father become so weak? 



Energized with furious impatience, he slid back down to the bottom of the room and tied the rope around his father's waist. Then he scrambled back up, and began dragging Bevarden toward the door. 



"I loved ... I loved ... your mother very ... You see, J'role. I loved ... And she wanted ... 

She thought ... She had to ... You see ..." 



J'role only half heard the words, for he was putting all his effort into dragging his father up the tilted floor. The memory the creature in his thoughts had given him came to him now, and he felt his mother's fingers on his chest, casting the ritual that allowed the Horror into his head. 

"I'm sorry…” 



The apology! Always the apology! Over and over again the apology! All these years he'd heard his father apologizing. J'role never really knowing what for. 



That, J'role realized as he tugged on the rope, was the true legacy his father had given him. Always apologizing. J’role had spent his whole life up until he met Garlthik thinking he had to apologize to everybody. Only now did he realize he was not whole, but he did not have to spend his life apologizing for it. 



"Please ...," his father begged, but for what J'role did not now. 



J'role wanted to scream, but held his tongue. Instead the anger inside him seized his muscles, and he slammed his foot into his father's face. Bevarden cried out with terrible pain, the blood smearing his features. The ship creaked and tipped backward. 



"Now, didn't that feel good?” asked the creature. 



It did not. J’role felt a terrible shame. He wanted to cry. But he choked back the impulse. 

Why had he hurt his father like that? Bevarden began to cry once more. With two more heaves he had his father up to the door frame. He stared at his father, and saw empty and pathetic eyes. 



Why had everything been like this? 



Fearful of what he might do next, J'role began to climb up the floor, knowing he would have to keep moving to higher ground until they finally made it out the other side of the ship. 



"Let him die," the creature suggested. 



"Quiet!" J'role thought fiercely. 



The thief magic tugged at his muscles. The ship was sinking faster now. With his father slowing him down, he might not make it out. Should he...? 



He looked down toward the door. His father looked up at him, longing deep in his eyes, longing for love from his son. 



"I just ... So much wanted to make you happy ..." 



Then why weren't you stronger! J’role thought fiercely. 



Bevarden reached his hand up toward J'role. "I'm sorry.” 



J'role ignored his father, tried to beat down his fury. He tied his end of the rope around his waist and began climbing up the passage. Soon the rope went taut, and he looked back and saw his father had not yet begun to climb up after him. He simply sat in the door frame, staring at the opposite wall. J'role snapped the rope. His father turned languidly and looked at J'role. He smiled. The rising water lapped at Bevarden's feet. 



With the fear of drowning growing in him, J'role braced himself in a doorway and began to drag his father up the passage. Bevarden offered no help. When J'role had dragged his father a dozen or so feet, the rope, now wet from the rising water, slid through his hands. 

The rope burned deep into his palms, and Bevarden splashed into the water below. The pull of the rope tugged at J'role's waist and he slid down into the water after his father. 

But his father grabbed him from behind and the two of them went deep into the water once more. 



The two of them splashed wildly in the water for a moment, Bevarden's cries for help filling J'role's ears like a nightmare. Finally He found the floor and began to climb out. 

Again they twisted and turned, splashing with panic in the water, the cord that bound them wrapping so tightly around them that soon both had lost the free motion of their arms and legs. J'role could not keep afloat, and he found himself dragged under the water, his throat choking with water. He came up for air, and his father grabbed him, apologizing and begging for help. 



His father's weight carried J'role under the water once more, and this time J'role became dizzy from the lack of air. His feet found the floor of the corridor, and he pushed up, forcing his father back and beaching the surface of the water. 



His father grabbed him again. J'role freed his right arm and pushed his father away. 

Bevarden cried out in despair, and clutched at J'role's face, as if he only wanted to hold his son in a tender embrace for a moment. 



Once more J'role was forced down under the water by his father. 



When next he came up for air, J'role was screaming. 



His mouth moved wildly, his tongue out of control. Screeching and screaming and babbling and cursing, he launched himself toward his father, slamming into him. The two of them splashed through the water and J'role forced his father toward the wall. 

Bevarden's face contorted in terrible pain, and he tried to grab his ears to protect himself from the sounds. But the tangled rope kept his hands from his head. So he shook his head wildly back and forth. 



Without thinking, J'role slammed his father against the wall. He screamed into his father's face. His father shut his eyes, opened his mouth into a wide O, cried out. Tears ran down his face. 



So weak. So weak. And each time J’role thought the words, the creature in his mind whispered, “Yes." 



The words built themselves into a steady rhythm, and soon, with a matching rhythm, he slammed his father against the wall. An exciting pleasure ran through him. He did not mean to do it, but it all happened nonetheless. Screaming with the creature's voice, he grabbed his father by the throat and smashed his head against the wall with a sharp crack. 

He did it again and again until splashes of blood radiated onto the wall, forming a scarlet frame around his father's contorted face. Suddenly his father's eyes opened wide, startled. 

He tried once more to speak, looking directly into J'role's eyes, but not a word came out. 

Finally he heaved in a sharp, dry breath. 



Then stillness. 



Immediately J'role pulled his hands back. He saw his father's blood swirling around him in the water, and he screamed and screamed, clawing at the ropes, desperate to disentangle himself from his father's corpse. The cords grew tighter and tighter until he realized he was strangling himself. 



"Yes," the creature said, the words crashing through his thoughts even as he struggled. 

"Yes. Let yourself die. Kill yourself now. How can you go back? How can you go back to that young girl? Think about what you have just done!" 



The creature's words made more and more sense. 



How could he have ...? 



He tightened the rope around his neck, felt the harsh burn against this flesh. "Yes, yes. 

Take your life. End it!" 



J'role's strength withered away as continued to strangle himself. Dizziness came next, and finally he had trouble seeing. When the darkness closed around him he splashed into the water, aware only of drifting in the water, happy at last that it would finally be over. 



Hands grabbed him. 



"J'role!" Releana shouted. 



The creature whined like an angry cat. 



She was in the water with him, uncoiling the rope from his neck, from around his body. 



He was confused. Disappointed. Finally he would have been-able to let all the pain go. 

Why was she here? 



When she had removed the rope from his body, she looked at Bevarden. J'role thought for sure she would scream or push him away. But she did not know he had killed bus own father. She said, "J'role, I'm sorry. But we can't take your father's body with us. We don't have time." 



He nodded, too stunned to do anything but listen to her instructions. 



Was it obvious? Wasn't it written Across his face? How could she not see? 



But the two of them climbed out of the water and worked their way up the passage. They reached another one and turned right, running now on the edge where the floor and wall met. On and on they ran, leaving Bevarden's corpse behind, though J'role did not feel any more distance from the body no matter how far they traveled. 



They raced through the ship until they found an open window that led out onto the tilted balcony right outside. They were near the bow of the  Breeton now, and not much of the ship remained above water. Around it a terrible undertow had formed. If they tried to dive in and swim to the  Chakara, they would most likely be sucked underwater. And now the  Chakara was beginning to pull away, its crew probably desperate to get their ship away from the undertow. 



"J'rolel, Releana!" he heard Captain Patrochian cry, then saw her on a mid-deck of the Chakara waving her arms. J'role and Releana ran down the side of the  Breeton, leaping over windows and doors. As they reached the bow the captain swung a rope over from the  Chakara. J'role stretched as far as he could over the edge of the bow and caught it. He had only just fixed his grip when the  Chakara's movement pulled him off the  Breeton. He stretched out his hand and grabbed Releana by the wrist, and the two of them swung out into the space between the ships. They swung swiftly to the  Chckara, where the sailors grabbed J'role and pulled him and Releana over the railing. 



All remained silent a moment, then Releana said, Am sorry, J'role." 



He said nothing. For once glad he had no choice. 



A t'skrang from the  Chakara approached. "Scuse me lad, but we fished an ork out of the river. Captain Patrochian said you might know who he is. Now I know you can't talk, but can you signal us what to do with him? We'll be hanging the mutineers, of course, but we really don't know if this one was involved." 



J'role looked past the sailor and saw Garlthik, bound just as his father had been. With his one good eye fixed on the J'role, the ork smiled his toothy smile. The look clearly said, 

"Whatever you decide, lad. It's all been rough, and I'll take whatever you give me." J'role knew that-with a nod or two to the right questions he could condemn the ork to death. 

Hadn't the man plotted the murder of nearly everyone on ship? 



Including Bevarden. 



J'role glanced at Releana. Better not to form ties, he felt the thief magic tell him. You don't know who you might have to kill next. 



Garlthik had warned him of this during the initiation. The lesson was well taken. 



He looked once more at Garlthik, knew he had more in common with the ork than anyone else on the ship. He shook his head, and to everyone's surprise, including Garlthik’s, he pointed at Garlthik and shook his head. Then he walked off alone, clutching his forehead, looking- for someplace safe to fall asleep. Some place where he would be safe from the memories. 
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 "Am I doing this the right way?" his mother asked. The creature purred in response. 

 J'role felt something slip into his head, slick and oily, and it slid through his thoughts. 

  

 Although only a small child, an astounding insight came to him: he had always had one place of privacy. His thoughts. His mother had bartered that off 

  

 He would never be alone again. 



"We owe you our thanks!" said Borthum, leader of the dwarven envoys from Throal. He raised his mug high, and all at the table did the same. The  Chakara's captain, a t'skrang with a white stripe running over his head and down his back, was hosting them in his stateroom. The guests included the captain of the  Chakara, Releana, Captain Patrochian, and seven dwarfs from Throal. The dwarfs wore loose, square-cut clothes covered with spirals that wound around each other in fascinating patterns. On their feet were thick shoes with pointed tips that curved up. Their long beards were braided and flat as boards. 

On their heads they wore round hats, each inscribed with symbols that J'role, of course, could not understand. Some wore earnings. 



They were friendly, and not at all suspicious of J'role, though he sat glum and unresponsive throughout the dinner. He had tried to avoid the meal, but Captain Patrochian insisted he accept his hero's honor. He was afraid that too much protesting would raise suspicions, so he'd agreed to come. 



But J'role couldn't think about food. All he could do was keep trying to prevent the memory of his dead—murdered— father from entering his thoughts. He was convinced that someone at the table already knew what he had done or else would figure it out by looking at him and catching a chance gesture that revealed too much. 



In the din of the dinner conversation just at the edge of his thoughts, he heard Releana ask the dwarfs about the stones for a city they might have cut before the Scourge. The dwarfs had cut the stones for many cities and citadels, but knew of none in the vicinity Releana described. She asked for permission for her and J'role to enter Throal and search through the dwarven records for any hints of such construction. The dwarfs laughingly agreed that they could do nothing but accede to the request. "Heroes," one of them said, "are well respected in Throal." 



During the meal another one asked, "And what is the matter with your grim friend?" 



Some of the guests at the table, those who knew that J'role had lost his father, looked aghast. "His father, sir, died on the  Breeton," said Releana. 



The dwarfs looked appropriately ashen. 



"His name, sirs," continued Releana, "was once Grim, but is now J’role. 



"He is a thief adept," said - Captain Patrochian, "but an honorable one." 



The dwarven leader raised his mug. "Here is to fallen fathers, then. And to honorable thieves, rare though they may be.” 



All raised their cups, and most drank deeply. All but J'role, he touched the liquid to his lips, and thought he might never drink or eat again. 



"There's a branch of the Serpent, the Coil, which flows down from the dwarven mountains," explained Captain Patrochian to J'role and Releana the day the  Chakara docked at the foot of the mountains. "But it's far too rough for our ships. The rest of your trip will be overland." 



"And what will become of you?" asked Releana. 



The captain drew in a long breath. "I'll stay on the  Chakara for a while. Ships are rare to come by, but I might obtain funding from King Varulus for a new one. I've given the envoys my offer. They'll carry it back to Throal for me." She looked away, and then back at them. "But this is not the talk for now. Good luck to you. And to you especially, J'role. 

For someone who was supposed to bring bad luck, you undoubtedly helped save dozens of lives with your warning. Thank you." She extended her hand, and he took it. 



But though their flesh touched, J'role felt nothing in the moment. His body seemed insubstantial, as if nothing about him was real anymore. 



The others said their goodbyes, and soon the entourage was on its way to Throal. It consisted of eight dwarfs, Releana, J'role, and Garlthik, still bound. Because J'role would not incriminate the ork for the mutiny attempt, Garlthik's fate fell to dwarven justice. 

Rumors of the exploits of Garlthik One-Eye were known through the area, and the dwarfs recognized him. "Fame," whispered Garlthik to J'role, "is a loathsome thing to a thief. 

Quite a paradox for those who are of legendary quality, eh, lad?" He laughed conspiratorially, but J'role shunned him. 



They would reach the gates of the kingdom on the next day. The dwarfs had donkeys with saddlebags full of food, and so the group remained well fed. J'role kept to himself, eating alone and keeping slightly away from the rest of the group; he knew they thought it was because he mourned his father is death, and they were partially correct. But in truth he did not know what to think about what he had done. He remained separate because he felt so apart from them. He had done a thing that none of them would have done. 



And more, a part of him had begun to enjoy the fact that he had killed his father. There seemed a power to it. Finally he was free of that tired old man! Finally the whimpering and begging and apologies had come to end. 



Still, even as he tried to find strength in his actions, tears rolled down his face. 



It was at twilight, when the stars began to dot the dark violet curtain drawing over the western horizon, that Borthum, leader of the dwarfs, spotted the riders. They approached from the south, creating a billowing wall of dirt behind them. "Arms," Borthum said calmly. The dwarfs drew their weapons wearily as if they had already responded to the same command far too many times. 



"Who is it?" asked Releana, scraping up some dirt from the ground and holding it in her hands. 



"I don't know," said Borthum. "We never know until it's time to fight." The dwarf, his round face hidden partially behind his heavy beard, seemed impassive. But his head shook slightly. 



Though the daylight was dying, the riders were identified long before blows could be exchanged. All J'role could make out were the animals they rode—large beasts, as tall as men, with a smooth, hairless hide. 



"Scorchers," said Gaiithik. 



"Aye," agreed Borthum. "Ork scorcher." He eyed Garlthik. 



A tingle passed along J'role's spine; an anticipation of violence. Death. He had no need to draw the magic close around him; it had seeped deep into his being now, resting comfortably. And he knew that whatever came of the encounter, he would do whatever necessary to survive. He couldn't even try to fight it. He was so alone in the world, the magic would turn him into a puppet and make him live. 



"Will there be a fight?" asked Garlthik. 



"Most likely. Though I wish it were not so. We have no antipathy toward-them. We even have relations with several of the tribes. But who knows? Sometimes they attack. 

Sometimes they don't." He pointed to a hill with a sharp, flat side. "We'll prepare ourselves there, and make a circle." 



"I can speak to them," said Garlthik as they walked toward the hill. 



"I'm sure you can." 



Garlthik stiffened. "Don't think I'll be spared because of my race. As they are ambivalent toward your people, so are they ambivalent toward all outsiders—even other orks. I don't relish the idea of them finding me bound in these ropes. These raiders have a harsh sense of worth, and anyone weak enough to be captured is usually killed." 



Borthum looked carefully at Garlthik, as if weighing out the value of precious stone. 

"Perhaps ..." 



"If they are violent, and they do want a fight, I will be the best one to undertake the negotiations." Garlthik looked toward the orks, and J'role followed his gaze. There were at least thirty of the raiders. The ork looked surprised. "I've never seen them in such strong numbers." 



"They've been organizing for some time now," answered the dwarf. "Or what passes for organization among them." He paused for a moment, then said, “Here is what we will do. 

We will let Garlthik One-Eye speak with the orks if needed." One of the dwarfs tried to interrupt, but Borthum raised his hand. 



"If they decide to attack, we will fight to the end. But know this, the battle will be difficult. Not all shall live. Which is why I will give Garlthik his chance. I would rather let him speak than lead us into such a lopsided battle. If it comes to a fight, a fight it will be, whether Garlthik speaks or not. Untie his ropes." 



"What?” asked one of the dwarfs. 



"Untie him. He'll hold no authority with them if he's bound." 



Two of the dwarfs reluctantly undid the ropes, and Garlthik smiled at J'role. The boy had no idea what the ork was up to, but it being Garlthik, some scheme was surely at work. 

Garlthik then walked away from the group, and came to a stop at twenty feet. He stood tall and firm. 



J'role suspected that Borthum also had a plan in mind. He walked over to the dwarf, who stood shoulder height to J'role, and touched the dwarf's shoulder. He pointed toward Garlthik, and then shrugged. 



The dwarf smiled. "I do not think he wants us dead, and I do not think he wants to escape," he said softly. "I have checked his knots every half hour this day, and he has—

by my observations—made no attempt to free himself. I had expected to re-tie his knots all during our journey, but there has been no need. This strikes me as odd. Unless he wishes to reach our mountain kingdom and gain access to it.” 



The approach of the ork riders turned thunderous now. Their beasts were huge giant, six-legged animals with gray hides and large faces tipped with monstrous horns. The orks on the backs of the beasts were no less terrifying. They wore thick leather armor made from tanned hides. They had adorned their heavy, gray-green faces with dyes of some kind—

lines and circles of red, yellow, blue, and green. In their hair they wore bits of bones as additional adornments. On their backs they had slung bows, along with quivers. In their arms they carried large, heavy lances. 



They rode in a great spiral around the hill that Borthum had designated as their point of defense. The trotting of the beasts consumed all other sounds, and rumbled in J'role's chest. He watched their speed. Dodging his way out of the circle might be difficult, but he could get through them if he had to. From there, he did not know. There was little shelter in the area. The trick would be to leave the instant the fight broke out. His exit might not be noticed in the initial skirmish, and he could simply run and run. 



The spiral tightened, eventually slowing as the raiders came to a stop. Their beasts snorted, and the raiders stared impassively. The three orks in the lead looked down at Garlthik. 



Garlthik raised his arms, and J'role faintly heard him speak strange words. Garlthik halted several times, apparently having trouble with some of the sounds. This impression was confirmed when the raider orks laughed and turned to one another, ignoring Garlthik and speaking to each other. Then the lead raider looked down at Garlthik and cut him off, speaking over Garlthik's attempts at the ancient ork tongue. 



Around J'role the dwarfs subtly hefted their weapons, waiting for the conversation to suddenly break out into a brawl. 



But Garlthik shook his head; and tried again. This time he did better, his words running more smoothly than the first time, though there were still starts and stops. He gestured to the group behind him, and specifically to J'role. This is concerned J'role, and his concern only increased when the ork leader turned to look directly at him. 



The conversation continued for some time, with Garlthik gesturing in the air with his hands. J'role saw Borthum watching the conversation on as if he suspected some kind of trick, but the dwarf held his ground and said nothing. 



Then came a long pause, and it seemed as if the raider leader was weighing out much more than whether or not to go into battle. Finally he nodded, and shouted commands in the ork tongue to his followers. The spiral quickly broke up and the group sprinted off into the darkness. 



Garlthik stood for a moment, then his shoulders heaved with a heavy sigh He turned and came back to the group as Borthum crossed toward him. 



"You spoke for a long time." 



"No thanks? They wanted to kill you.” 



“Tank you. What did you talk about all that time?" 



"My background. They wanted to know who my family was. I lied and connected it to distant relations of theirs. That part was lucky. I might well have connected it to their most hated enemy." 



Borthum paused, looked at Garlthik carefully. "Lucky." 



"Yes." 



Borthum turned from Garlthik and announced that they would make camp for the night. 



A sound woke J'role. Without thinking abut it, he rolled from where he lay, then stood straight up. Garlthik knelt beside where J'role had slept, and he looked up at J'role with a grin. His one good eye caught the dying light of the fire's embers and turned it solid red. 

He raised a finger to his lips, then crooked it, signaling for J'role to approach. 



J'role examined Garlthik carefully. The dwarfs had tied him up again, and the ropes still seemed to bind him. Garlthik had crawled or rolled over to where J'role slept. He did not appear to be armed. J'role approached, and knelt down near Garlthik. They faced each other, as they had on the day Garlthik had initiated J'role at the tavern. The red light framed them, flickering, shifting from red to black to red again. 



"Are you all right, then?" 



J'role shook his head, cutting off the ork's friendly, concerned tone, not wanting to hear any more pleasantries. He pushed at Garlthik, hoping the ork would simply leave him alone. 



But Garlthik spoke again, this time with a seriousness in his voice. "I know, I know. You think I turned on you. But I didn't, you know. I'll tell you honestly, I would have killed the others. And though I can see you're upset about your father's death, him too. I would have, and I say it with no shame. I don't feel shame, that's what gives me my strength. 

But you? No, lad. Not you. You're still weak." He smiled gently once more, his large teeth sticking out over his lips. With a concerned, comforting tone, he went on, "You're my student, you see? We're bound." 



J'role turned his face toward the ground. He wanted to take the words into his heart, but they frightened him. 



"Think just of this then, lad. Dig deep inside yourself and give my questions some time to take root. Do you think you're incapable of doing what I did? Would you have done anything different?" 



J'role knew the questions all too well. They had already taken root and he didn't want to think about them anymore. Hadn't he killed his own father? There was no need to contemplate the matter. He lay back on the mat the dwarfs had given him for sleeping and turned his back toward Garlthik. 



"Very well," said the ork quietly. "Yes, I understand. see. Well, good night." 



J. 'role heard him crawling off. After watching the embers dying- for half an hour, he finally fell asleep. 



The gloom that weighed on J'role lightened as they traveled around an outcropping of large rocks and then reached the entrance to Throal. 



Three giant arches had been carved into the flat face of the mountain; the center arch stupendously large, the ones on either side only astoundingly large. Even the mountain that towered high above the arches could not make them seem small. Massive stones had been fitted around the edges of the archways, and they glittered gold in the sunlight. A long train of pack animals was leaving the kingdom along a road that rolled out from the mountain. Compared to the arch, they looked like no more than insects. 



J'role's group approached, and reached the road that led south from the mountains. On the road they met some other travelers, mostly dwarfs, but also elves—without thorns— 

orks, obsidimen, the strange creatures made of black stone, thick-bodied lizard-folk with powerful tails, and humans. Some carried baskets filled with beautiful statues or cloth. 

Two or three had wagons, well protected by a complement of guards who looked sternly at J'role when he eyed their goods. 



As he approached the gate J'role was certain he would pass out from fear as he walked under the arches. It seemed impossible that such arches would be able to support themselves. 



Releana stepped up beside him. "It's beautiful, isn't it?” 



J'role almost turned and answered, feeling a warm desire to join her in her amazement. 

He caught himself, and faced forward, with not even a nod. He was aware of her walking beside him for a moment longer, felt strongly her desire to be with him, just to show she cared. But his coldness won out, and he saw her shadow on the ground fall back in me entourage. 



Better, he thought to himself. It's better this way. 



They walked up to the arches, and J'role saw that the gold-plated stones that framed them carried inscriptions, just as the entrance to his own kaer had stones with inscriptions. 

J'role realized that once all these gates had been bricked up, to shut out the Horrors, and only in the last few decades had the dwarfs torn the walls down and opened the kingdom to the world. 



He could not understand the glyphs on the stones, of course, but they fascinated him just the same. Pictures of griffins and strange, three-headed men and the sun and the stars and all the things of the world seemed etched out in the gold plating. Though he could not understand them, he knew that the Horrors, in some strange, magical way, could. They read the glyphs and turned back. 



The creature in his thoughts snickered and said "  Most of us turned back.” 



The entourage passed under the arches and then into a large cavern beyond them that stretched as high as the arches themselves. The sunlight reached only so far into this massive antechamber, and the air cooled suddenly. 



Around the cavern stood dozens of stalls, all displaying wares yet these took up only a small portion of the massive chamber. The rest of the area was kept clear, as if the space were being reserved for others who might wish to set up shop at the gates of the city. 



Travelers from the road haggled with the merchants, trading their wares or trying to purchase goods with coin and jewelry. The merchants were as varied in face as the travelers on the road—elves, t'skrang, dwarfs, stone men, thick-bodied lizard folk. He even saw a few tiny winged people selling delicate silver jewelry. After all the groups he had seen thus far, the elves and the t'skrang and the ork scorchers, all of whom had stayed with their own kind, the racial mix at the kingdom's entrance startled J'role. Everyone seemed pleasant and cooperative. Despite his dour state, the sight had the odd effect of lifting his spirits. 



All throughout the bazaar area were many dwarven guards who stood by the archways and walked around the booths. They wore metal armor of polished silver and carried heavy axes and maces. Like the dwarfs J'role's group had traveled with, their beards were neatly trimmed, though their demeanor was grimmer. They eyed everyone carefully. And again, like the floor space for the bazaar, there seemed to be more guards than were needed, all in expectation of more merchants and travelers. 



Borthum called three of the guards over, instructing them to take Garlthik to the prison and lock him in a cell with magical locks. The guards looked with some awe and trepidation at Garlthik, who smiled down at them with his toothy grin. Then the dwarfs nodded and led the ork away. It seemed possible to J'role that he might never see the ork again. But something stirred within his soul, and he felt that his time with Garlthik One-Eye had still not come-to an end. 
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 He is seven. There is something crawling in his thoughts. His mother stands beside him, breathing heavily. Weeping. 

  

 "Hello, J'role" the creature in his thoughts says. "You're a good boy, aren't you?" 

  

 J'role is afraid. He thinks nothing. He says nothing. 

  

 "Yes, yes, you are. And do you now what good boys don't do? They don't upset their parents. You know that, don't you? Look what you did to your mother: She's crying. You should feel terrible." 



Several corridors, each forty feet tall, each with an arched ceiling coming to a point, led out of the huge antechamber. The dwarfs led J'role and Releana straight ahead, down a corridor that in turn branched off into smaller corridors. Their guides took one of these, and it led to more corridors. The dimensions of this final one was the standard for the rest of the kingdom: some ten yards wide and twenty feet tall. Glowing moss grew on the walls and ceiling, filling the corridors with a pleasant yellow light. Doorways stood on the right and the left, and many, many dwarfs passed them as they moved along the corridor. 



Soon they came to the base of great steps that led up hundreds of feet. They climbed them, and arrived at a landing that connected with several other stairways, all of which rose up into the mountains of Throal. On the landing were benches and strange, red-leafed trees, and waterfalls that fell into a pool from which the dwarfs drank, urging their guests to drink as well. When he did, J'role found the water delightfully sweet, unlike anything he'd ever tasted. After only a few minutes of rest on the bench, he felt completely refreshed and ready to ascend more stairs. Everyone reacted to the water the same way, and they climbed on. 



They came to a corridor where few other dwarfs walked, and their guides led the two young adventurers to some rooms, indicating that one room had been prepared for each one. 



Borthum said, "I will have Merrox, Master of the Hall of Records, come and get you on the morn. He can help you find any information you seek about our stonecutting." The dwarf extended his thick, stubby hand to each of them. "Thank you both for your help." 



J'role entered his room and found it decorated with glowing flowers and moss. A large, soft bed waited within. On long poles hung clothes in the dwarven fashion—square and heavy—but big enough to fit him. On a table at one end of the room sat a bowl filled with fruit and sweetbread. 



But of everything he saw it was the bed that most drew his attention. He shut the door behind him, stripped out of his clothes and walked toward it. The covers were smooth and light, and when he slid between them, the mattress was like drifting on a cloud. He pulled up the covers and their comforting warmth enveloped him. 



The magical plants in the room dimmed as he drifted off, and soon J'role was asleep. 



The next day he awoke to find his clothes gone and an iron tub filled with warm water waiting for him. It took him a moment to understand what the water was for, then he slipped into it. It smelled of flowers as the suds floated up around him. He bathed and soaked, enjoying the smell of the water and its soothing warmth against his skin. 



J’role felt relaxed, but it was not only because he was safe within the heart of the dwarven kingdom. He had successfully pushed thoughts of his father's fate from his mind. It was a tenuous moment of peace, but he would take what he could. 



J'role smiled ruefully. Being a thief, what other choice did he have? 



When the water cooled he climbed out of the tub and spotted a thick towel resting on the clothes rack. He padded across the smooth stone of the floor and dried himself off. From the rack he then chose a brown tunic with golden spirals, baggy golden pants, and a pair of sandals. 



He went over t o the bowl containing sweetbread, dates, bananas, and oranges. He ate for a while, and then a knock came at the door. J’role went to open it, and found Releana standing behind an ancient-looking dwarf. Dressed in a robe of blue and silver, the dwarf wore his long silver hair flowing down over his shoulders. Like the other dwarfs he had a neatly trimmed beard. 



"Greetings, J'role, the Honorable Thief. I am Merrox, Master of the Hall of Records. If you are ready?" 



J'role nodded, and they set off. 



Merrox opened the great wooden doors to the Hall of Records, and J'role stepped into an enormous chamber that went on and on. The walls spread out into an enormous valley with a tall dark ceiling. Shelves towered overhead and ran the length of the hall, stacked with scrolls and parchments and books, so thickly packed that in the distance it all seemed a solid mass of paper. Dwarfs sat at heavy tables recording data from one book to another, or sliding tall ladders on wheels along the shelves, climbing up and down them, removing and pulling innumerable records from the shelves. 



"We're doomed," said Releana, oddly brief in her summation of the situation. 



"Not exactly," said Merrox, with a chuckle that suggested anything from good-natured encouragement to ill-conceived dark humor. "Our codices are quite ordered, and with information from you we should be able to cross-reference the records and find exactly what you are seeking." He paused and cocked his head to one side. "Just exactly what are you looking for?" 



Sounding very pessimistic, Releana said, "A forgotten city, hidden from all memory with magic strong enough to blind even the Horrors to its presence; a city no one knows of, no longer marked on any map, and not mentioned for over four hundred years." 



Merrox raised an eyebrow. "Well. That  is a challenge." 



J'role had no patience with any of them anymore, for he had worn the ring, and now the longing came full and strong. He had reached the dwarven records. He would persevere. 

He strode into the hall. Chandeliers with thick wax candles burned overhead. Pools of light flickered on the floor. 



He turned back to Merrox, who returned his gaze with one eyebrow lowered and the other raised, "Ah, well," he said. "If you're willing to press on ..." He led them to an empty table, "Here, we'll use this table as our work area. Now. What information do you have?" 



“It's a city to the northeast," said Releana. "Theran, perhaps. Invisible to the eye, but somehow present. There is a magic ring that lets the wearer see the city. However, you can only penetrate as far as the city walls, and no further ..." 



"So you suspect the walls are a key element of the city's wonders." 



"Exactly," said Releana. "It's our hope that we can find the designs for the stones of the walls, and thus find the solution to bringing the city back. There might be some clue hidden within the design. Perhaps your people included a secret device to release the city from its hiding place. I don't know for certain. I have only heard of all this from J'role, and our communication is limited ..." 



Merrox listened carefully as Releana spoke, nodding all the while. Then he said, "I find it hard to believe such a city—" 



J'role held up his hand, his face set with determination. He nodded. 



"Very well then," the dwarf said with a forced smile. “Is there anything known? Perhaps the name of the person or persons who ordered the stones? I expect the name of the city was hidden as well. What about—" 



J'role suddenly raised his hand again. The elf queen had spoken the name of the city. 

What was it again? 



Parlainth. 



J'role nodded. 



"What?" asked the dwarf. "You know something. What?" 



"The people that ordered the stones?" suggested Releana. "The name of the city?" 



J'role nodded. 



They looked at him expectantly. He stared back and shrugged. Were they expecting him to tell them the name? 



"Yes, yes," said Merrox, "you're mute ... mute." He turned toward the table, gathering up paper and ink. "But can you write? Could you write the name of the city?" 



J'role turned away, shook his head. He blushed; never had he been so ashamed of his inability to communicate. Here he was, possessed of the key bit of information to fulfill their quest, and he could not speak a simple word, nor impart it in any way to the others. 



"If we had the name of the city," began Merrox. "There's no guarantee, of course, given the scale of the magic involved ... But it might give us exactly what we're looking for." 



"All right then," said Releana. "Let's do it." 



J'role looked at her, perplexed. 



"Let's sound it out, like we've done for other words. That's how our written language works anyway. I'm sure we can do the same now." 



J'role's shame increased. He felt an intense bitterness burning in him. He had killed his father, a weak, gentle man, and here he was, about to play a game! What was the point of anything? 



"J'role," Releana said, looking at him carefully, "we need this." 



He nodded. He sighed. What else was he to do? Give up? No. He needed something. He needed to long for something just to go on. 



"Or kill yourself," the creature said. The image of ragged wrists, blood flowing freely came to him. 



He nearly began to cry, but pushed the image from his thoughts and began searching his mind for how to begin. 



"How many words?" asked Releana, encouraging him. 



He raised a finger. 



"All right. Give us the first sound of the word. Give us an object or idea or something that sounds like the first sound." 



Parlainth. 



Par. 



Parchment! 



He grabbed a sheet of paper from a dwarf at a nearby table and held it up before them. 

The dwarf gasped. 



"Parchment?" asked Releana. J'role nodded enthusiastically. 



"Ment?" Merrox asked. J'role shook his head. 



"Parch!" Releana said firmly. J'role pointed to her and nodded. 



"Parch. Parch. Parch," the two of them said over and over. 



J'role held his hands before him, squeezing the syllable shorter. 

"Par," said Releana. 



J 'role nodded and smiled. He liked this. "Par, par, par," the two of them said again. 

Releana said, “The first sound is Par." Dwarfs from neighboring tables had begun to wander over to find out what was going on. 



Next sound. Parlainth. 



Lainth. 



He couldn't think of anything so he decided to break it up one more time, saving the  th for last. 



Lain. What word could he use? 



"Pain," said the creature in his thoughts. 



He mimed pulling a dagger out of a sheath. 



"Dagger" said Merrox. 



“Draw," said a dwarf. 



"Danger," said Releana. 



J'role then pressed the imaginary blade against his wrist and cut himself with it. 



A gasp went up from several of the dwarfs who had gathered, but some, along with Merrox and Releana began shouting out guesses. 



"Death." 



“Suicide." 



"Murder." 



"Doom." 



J 'role turned his face into a grimace. Though he kept his mouth shut, he winced his eyes and swayed a bit. He grabbed the wrist and hugged it close. 



“Agony." 



"Despair." 



"Murder." 



J'role pointed at the dwarf who had shouted agony, then motioned with his hand, encouraging more suggestions along those lines. 



"Agony," someone repeated. 



"Hurt." 



"Torture." 



"Sacrifice." 



"Wound." 



"Pain." 



J'role jumped up and down, clapping his hands together. 



"Pain?" Releana asked. J'role remembered he wasn't quite done yet. He spread his fingers an inch apart. 



"Close," said Merrox authoritatively to the others. “It's close." He turned to J'role. "It sounds like Paine?” 



J'role nodded. 



"Sane?" 



"Plain!" 



“Bane?" 



“Cane!" 



"Gain?" 



"Lane!" 



J'role threw his hands up and pointed at the dwarf who had said, "Lane." Applause rose up from the gathered dwarfs, and some patted their fellow dwarf on the back. Others nodded sagely to J'role. 



A strange good humor began to rise in J'role. He looked around at the happy faces, knowing he had made it happen. Releana was looking at him, smiling a sly smile. She said, "All right. All right. Par-Lane. Yes? Is there more?” 



J'role nodded.  Th. 



He thought for a long while, everyone looking at him expectantly. He could think of nothing, and looked around wildly for inspiration ... seeing only the thousands of records upon the shelves. Thousands, yes 



He waved his hands at the shelves, encompassing the entire Hall of Records in his gesture. 



There was a pause, and everyone turned back to him, then a cacophony of suggestions. 



"Records!" 



'Scrolls!" 



"Books!'? 



"Bills!" 



"Blueprints!" 



"Designs!" 



Realizing the group had taken the wrong tack, he once again waved his arms, trying to get them to understand he was dealing in scope. "Big!" 



“Many!" 



J'role pointed at the giver the last suggestion. 



"Many!" 



"Much!" 



"Overwhelming!" 



Hundreds!" 



"Hundreds of thousands!" 



J'role pointed again. 



"Thousands?” 



He nodded furiously. 



"Thousands!" everyone cried as one. 



"Sands," said Merrox. 



J’role shook his head. 



"Thou!" shouted Releana. J'role nodded and squeezed his fingers together. 



"Th!" everyone tried to say, and the group sounded like a large snake with a lisp. J'role nodded. 



"Par-Lane-Th?" Releana asked. "Any more?" 



J'role shook his head. 



"Parlainth?" 



J'role nodded, clapped his hands together. Everyone joined him in applause. "Well," said Merrox. "It's a start. And even if we don't find it, at least we've brought more life into this place than I've seen in years." 



The search seemed hopeless. For the rest of the day Merrox and Releana searched the main codices for any mention of Parlainth. The dwarven language of pictures—with symbols added to the illustration of a dragon's head or a sunset to highlight certain syllables of the object presented— allowed countless permutations for representation of the word Parlainth. Though most common words or names had well-known, standardized presentations, the hidden city was not well known at all. The search took days. 



Meanwhile J'role studied one dwarven map after another, looking for a city located in the area where he had found Parlainth. He found nothing, and a fear began to grow in him that it had all been a dream; a fulfillment of desire created by his confused mind. 



When they had completed the search of the maps and main indexes without success, Releana suggested that the group scour the stacks anyway. If the memory and maps of the city had been altered, she reasoned that the indexes could have been transformed as well. 

So the three of them walked up and down the stacks, climbed up and down ladders, and generally made a nuisance of themselves to the other dwarfs busy at work. Releana had made a list of possible spellings of Parlainth for J'role, and he compared the symbols on the list with those he found on the scrolls and tomes. As the days passed J'role became dizzy from the constant cross-referencing of the titles with this scrap of paper. With each passing day it all seemed more and more hopeless. 



After a week had gone by and they had still checked only half the Hall of Record's massive stores, they gathered around their table, slumped dejectedly in their seats. 



"Are you sure this is the name of the city?" Merrox asked J'role. 



Was he? It was what the elf queen had called it. Did her people have a different name for it. Had she lied to him? 



He shrugged. 



"Maybe we're going about it all wrong," said Releana. "J'role got the name of the city from the elf queen. But the people of Parlainth probably didn't count on people under the spell's influence meeting with her. J'role found the city, and then deduced that the stones were where the magic was stored. So what matters is the stones, not the name; and because the name itself seems to have been erased from the records, we need a new approach anyway." 



"If that was the name," Merrox said and shook his head. "It all seems so improbable ..." 



“If the entire population of a massive city—and according to J'role's visions it was massive—invested themselves into the spell it might be possible. Add the tight restrictions that the city put on the spell—they could not bring themselves back, that only a single ring indicated that they even existed, and that the ring itself provided few clues—

and such power is definitely possible. The limitations on the spell were enormous. The effects could be enormous as well." 



A silence fell over the table, and each of them slipped into deep contemplation. Then Merrox said, "What a horrible decision they made; to hide themselves away like this. To have no power over returning home." 



"They must have been terrified of the coming Scourge," agreed Releana. 



"Were they more frightened than the elves of Blood Wood?" asked a dwarf who stood nearby and had overheard the conversation. "What they did to themselves ..." 



"No," Merrox said firmly, his voice tight. "I cannot imagine doing what the people of Parlainth did. But to do what the elves of Blood Wood did, and what countless other peoples did for protection, corrupting themselves to stave off the corruption of the Horrors.... It is unconscionable." 



Another silence came, even deeper than the last. Then Releana said, as if speaking from a terrible distance, a sadness cutting through her words, “The Scourge did things to us that will never truly heal." 



J 'role found himself nodding, though he had no desire to share his thoughts or feelings. 

But no one noticed. The truth of the matter weighed on each one. And in that moment they were bound together in a way no words could express. They had all been reminded of the pain that each living person shared in being alive. 



"Well, at least we can try to get this city back," Releana said firmly, rousing the group from its deepening despair. 



"Yes," said Merrox, shivering as if shaking off a chill. “You suggested we look at the stones we cut for Parlainth." 



"Yes. Let's leave the name behind for now. It might not exist anywhere in this room. But they would have left something behind so the city could be brought back. It might well be in the records of your stone quarries... I don't know. But let's get to it. Let's search through the construction work you did before the Scourge." 



"And we can make it more specific because, if it is a huge city, the stone work would be listed under our city records, and would bet quite detailed." 



"Well, let's look," said Releana. 



"But what are we looking form asked Merrox with exasperation. 



"Anything," said Releana. "Anything at all." 
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 In the dream the creature in J'role's thoughts said "Now, what would be the best thing for a little boy to do if he caused his parents pain?" 

  

 J'role did not know. He could not even venture a guess. He was too frightened. Something was in his thoughts. Something flowed and slid around in his mind. 

  

 "Come, now Don't worry so much, little boy. We're going to be together for a while, I think. Now what would be the best thing you could do for your mother and your father?" 

  

 At the mention of his father, J'role sensed something, someone, just out beyond the edge of his perceptions— standing behind his mother. 

  

 Crying. 

  

They found seven volumes of stonework designs—all without labels. When Releana brought them to Merrox he furrowed his forehead and turned the books around and around searching for a label. "We label everything," he said with whispered astonishment. "I mean, everything. I recently found a receipt for the purchase of a ten-foot pole that didn't cost more than a scrap of copper. The date of purchase, the buyer, and the seller were all carefully listed on the scrap." 



As Merrox flipped through the pages and pages of designs his brow furrowed even more. 

"What is it?" Releana asked, a barely contained excitement creeping into her voice. 



"These designs. Here. Look." The dwarf turned the open book so she and J'role could see. 

In the center of the yellowed page was a picture of a stone block. On the block was a symbol from the written language—the foot of a dragon surrounded by three dots, with two dashes beneath the foot. 



Because these were the designs for the city's outer walls, J'role assumed they were part of the glyphs used to ward off the Horrors. 



Merrox explained that the dwarfs often designed the patterns for the stones ahead of time, making a Master Sheet of the glyphs, and then a grid of these Master Sheets, with one block per square. That way they could be sure all the glyphs would fit on the actual wall or gate. The nameless volumes on the table before them contained the Master Sheets, as well as illustrations of all the blocks that would make up the city's outer wall. 



What was odd about this page, Merrox continued, was that in the upper right-hand corner was the picture of another, smaller block. There was another drawing of the dragon's foot, but this time on the left side of the block rather than on the side facing out. On the side facing out was a squiggle of lines and a circle. 



"These smaller blocks...," said Merrox, fanning the pages of the thick tome to show the small block in the upper corner of each leaf. "I don't know what they are. I've never seen anything like it before." 



Releana looked intently at the small blocks as they flipped by. "It looks like the smaller square is the same as the big one, but showing a different side. But why? The purpose of the glyphs is to drive the Horrors away. They have to be able to see them." 



J'role understood immediately and excitedly tapped the illustration of one of the smaller blocks. Everyone looked at him, waiting for the explanation. It was so obvious, but he could only keep pointing at the picture of the smaller block and wait for them to see. 



Releana got it first. "Yes," she said slowly. “This is how they moved the city to the other plane, and how to bring it back. They didn't face the block out, because they didn't want the Horrors to see it. They hid the glyphs between the stones. The glyphs were used to save themselves. Brilliant." 



"All well and good," said Merrox. "But that cannot be so. Look at this." He turned one page after another, and jabbed his short, stubby finger at each of the small stones. “These symbols don't mean anything. They're nonsense." 



J’role became furious that Merrox would quash their victory. He turned to Releana, watching her examine each of the blocks. Any moment, he knew, she would solve the last bit of the problem. She was a magician. 



She nodded to Merrox. "You're right. If it makes sense, it's a sense I can't understand." 



J'role snatched the book away from Merrox and flipped through the pages. He stared down at the pictures of the stone blocks trying to see some sort of order. 



But as he stared at each illustration—bits of ink formed into lines and blotches—he saw nothing but confusion. He turned one page after another, and a shame overcame him. He couldn't begin to read at all. What made him think he could read signs that were made to be secret? 



He looked up to find them staring at him, concerned. He threw up his hands, turned, and walked toward the door. 



"J'role!" Releana called, but he paid no heed. 



"Let him be," he heard Merrox say. "We're closer, but we need to rest. It's amazing we've gotten this far. But your friend can only be so useful in these matters. I'll call in several of our kingdom's best magicians ..." 



J'role reached the door and left. Useless, he thought. Useless, useless, useless. 



He walked down the corridor and didn't care where he went. What was the point? He'd be dead before they ever found Parlainth. He'd lived out his life with the creature in his thoughts, ever unable to speak. 



He thought of his father's death—murder. Remembered the blood, the shocked look on his father's face. His muscles tightened at the memory, and he embraced the thoughts, finding perverse comfort in the shame and agony. This was who he was, a pathetic fool whose only accomplishment was the murder of his father. Despite the terrible nature of the deed, it confirmed everything J'role thought about himself, relieved him of having to move forward or try to change his circumstances. 



The dwarfs he passed quickly parted to make a path for the grim-looking boy with his head leaning forward, his quick pace carrying him on toward some unknown destination. 



For days Releana and several dwarven magicians hovered around the seven mysterious tomes. They also brought in other tomes from throughout the kingdom, compared the symbols to other arcane references, scribbled notes, and stared thoughtfully at the ceiling. 



J'role wandered through the underground kingdom of Throw. 



He discovered that most of the dwarfs lived in rooms that led off from the endless corridors, much the way J'role had lived in his kaer. He saw dwarven men and women walking the corridors. He saw craftspeople working forges in wide rooms with magical fires that produced no smoke. He saw jewel-cutters sitting in small alcoves surrounded by another two dozen or so dwarfs all watching intently, their breathing stilled as the jewel-cutter made the final, precise incision. He saw dwarven miners, picks slung over their shoulders, marching down dark tunnels in the morning, and returning dirty but happy each night. 



Eventually he stumbled into large construction sites— huge caverns filled with half-finished towers and halls. The dwarfs sang songs in their deep, rich voices as they worked. 



A dwarven foreman saw J'role looking quizzically at the construction and said, "Going to be a new city down here. For the newcomers. We've already got Bathebal, but that filled up faster than we expected." He smiled at J’role expecting some response but J'role only looked at him, his face set and angry. The foreman hesitated a moment, then walked away  



Time passed, and one day J'role found a series of corridors where no one seemed to go. 

They were so small that eventually he had to duck down to walk through them. Moving in this fashion for a bit he finally saw that the quality of the light ahead had changed, that the tunnel opened into another cavern. A wind began to sweep around him. Reaching the end of the tunnel, J'role peered out, then took a quick step back. 



A path of stone, six feet wide and with thigh-high railings on either side, led out from the corridor. The top of the cavern was ten or fifteen feet above the path, and on either side of the railings dropped an immense gulf of space. The floor of the cavern was far, far below. 

The echo of the wind filled J'role's ears and the air rushed over his face. 



At the base of the cavern stood a large city. Not as huge as Parlainth, but big enough. 

From J'role's dizzying height the people filling the streets around the spires and halls and buildings looked like tiny children. 



The buildings and streets of the metropolis formed a beautiful pattern, as if designed to be seen from above; an elaborate interlocking of squares and circles, with fascinating textures provided by the buildings themselves. He assumed that below him rested Bathebal, the city that the dwarven foreman had mentioned. 



The stone path extended out impossibly across thin air, meeting with other paths at the center of the cavern high above the city. Where the paths met was a huge platform covered with plants, like a garden. J'role noticed that glowing moss, more brilliant than any he had yet seen in Throal, grew under the paths and the garden, illuminating the city below. 



Intrigued by the garden sitting above the city, J'role cautiously stepped out onto the path. 

He trembled with fear that his extra weight would make the paths and the garden and himself plunge down and down to the city far below. But the path held, and he walked along it, carefully staying in the middle, keeping his gazed fixed ahead, resting his fingertips on the railing for balance. 



The garden was much further than it seemed at first, and was also much bigger. When he finally got there J'role saw that it contained glowing red trees with wide leaves surrounded by a thick underbrush of blue-leaved bushes. The life was even heavier than in Blood Wood, all cramped and pushed together, as if wildly overgrown on a plot of land too small. Half-hidden in the dirt and underbrush were the remains of a path. Picking his way carefully through the brush, he followed it. 



The path met up with other paths, and the further he traveled, the clearer the path became. 

Soon he saw the footprints of those who had come before. 



"Halt!" someone said fiercely, and then appeared two dwarfs dressed in bronze armor holding their swords toward him. Though they were shorter than he, J'role doubted they would have trouble killing him. 



He remained motionless. 



"What is it? Is she coming?" someone from around the bend of the path called out in a distracted tone. From the same direction came another dwarf, this one wearing a scarlet cloak over his gold and brown robes. His hair was white, His face lined with wrinkles. He looked at J'role, first with suspicion, then with a smile. ''Ah, and who have we here?" 



J'role simply gazed at the three of them. 



One of the dwarfs approached, raising his sword. "His Majesty, King Varulus of Throal, has just-asked you a question.” 



"Wait! Wait!" said the king, raising his hand and laughing. He stroked his beard and asked, "You wouldn't be the lad Borthum brought with him? The one who helped capture Garlthik?” 



J'role nodded. 



"Let him- pass." 



The guards looked at their king, obviously questioning the wisdom of his orders. But then they stepped aside, and the king waved J'role closer. 



When J'role reached him, the king said softly, "You can't speak, eh?" 



J'role shook his head. 



"Pity," said the king, looking genuinely sad. Then slyly, as if letting J'role in on a secret, he said, "Here, come and take a look at this." 



The two of them walked along the path, the guards following close behind. They passed more guards, who watched over the garden's other paths. 



They approached a circular railing set into the ground. Coming closer, J'role saw that it surrounded a big hole through which he could see the city below. The king walked up to the railing and looked down. "We call this garden Bathebal's Eye. Used it to study the layout as we built the city." He smiled proudly. "Came out well, don't you think?" 



J'role studied the dwarf, not sure what to make of-him. He seemed at once imposing and kind. 



King Varulus narrowed his eyes at J'role. "I appreciate what you did, you know." 



J'role stared back, confused, thinking for a moment that the king referred to the murder of his father. "Capturing Garlthik. Not an easy task." the dwarf continued. He stepped up to J'role, raising his wrinkled worn hand to J'role s cheek. The fingers felt warm and comforting "A glum one, aren't you, boy?” The king sighed and turned away, looking down toward the city. "Like so many of us since the Scourge." Suddenly, excitement again. "But look what we're making, eh? New homes for any of the races who wish to live with us. We're building throughout the mountain, sending envoys out to all of Barsaive. We will rebuild the world. We've thought it all out." 



The king's words cut through J'role's despair, and he found himself momentarily caught up by the dwarf's enthusiasm. Rebuild the world? Was such a-thing possible? 



"Your Majesty," said one of the guards. 



The king and J'role both turned, and J'role nearly shouted in fear as he saw Queen Alachia of Blood Wood suddenly appear around the bend in the path. She wore a gauzy white dress, punctured with thorns. A few drops of blood hung momentarily on the tips of the thorns, then rolled down her white flesh onto the white dress without leaving a mark. 

Her long red hair spilled down over her shoulders, curling like thick, writhing vines. 



Several elven courtiers followed, wearing chain mail and long swords in jewel-encrusted scabbards. The thorns of the queen’s escorts poked through the links in the mail, and again, drops of blood appeared every few minutes. 



J’role wanted to turn and run, but he didn't know if the dwarven guards would cut him down on the spot for his hasty actions. Instead he looked at the queen, waiting for her to spot him and demand that King Varulus kill him at once. Had she known he was here? 

Had she come for the records, as he and Releana had come, to find Parlainth? He waited for her to glance at him, to recognize him ... 



She didn't. Her gaze took in the garden, but passed over J'role as if he were no more than another bush or a tree to her. Her indifference threw J’role completely off balance, for her presence drew him as strongly as it had in Blood Wood. He remembered clearly the pain of her touch, and knew he would gladly feel that pain again. She was still the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. 



"Your Majesty," the king said with a tone of forced politeness. "You are looking as lovely as ever." He glanced down at the ground, as if uncomfortable handing out pleasantries of state. 



The elf queen dismissed his words with an abrupt question. "Am I not allowed to enter the Hall of Records?" 



"No." 



"Have our paths diverged so far?" 



The king stared at her, his jaw moving silently, slightly, in contemplation. "I don't think I need to speak on the matter." 



She stepped closer. The dwarven guards shifted slightly and placed their hands on the pommels of their sheathed blades, which prompted the elven guards to do the same. The king and the queen seemed not to notice. J'role saw that she wore the ring of longing on her finger. He swayed slightly at seeing it, wanting desperately to walk up and take it from her hand. He fought the impulse, succeeding only because he knew he would die if he tried. 



Later, he thought. Later. 



"Varulus," the queen said and smiled. "Certainly, we have made choices your people would not have made...." 



"Did not. We did not make them. As you did not have to make them." 



She threw up her hands. "What has this to do with anything?” 



"The fact that you cannot see it, your Highness, is enough for me. Will I permit you into the Hall of Records, where you might read secrets, both mechanical and magical, that could lead to the downfall of my kingdom and my allies? No. Certainly not." 



"You think me corrupt?" 



"Not as we feared four centuries ago when we prepared for the Horrors. No. Not that way." Varulus dropped his eyes, perhaps momentarily unsure. "I do not know. Please. 

You will not sway me. You and your people made your choice in Blood Wood. You will live with it. And you will live alone." 



"Do you think me so powerless?" 



"My lady, you and your people are possessed of a power so strong that I would tremble were the same power offered to me. That is what the elves have never understood. The elves of your wood more than any other. Weakness, in degree, is as much a virtue as strength. There are some things one should not be able to do." 



Queen Alachia stared at Varulus for a long time, and for just an instant J'role thought he caught a look of sadness in her eyes. She turned and began to walk away. 



J'role jumped up. He could not bear to have her completely ignore him, nor could he let her leave with the ring. 



He had taken only two bounds toward her when swords came out from all sides, stopping him in place. The moment crackled with uncertainty as both elves and dwarfs wondered whose side the boy was on. They faced off against each other, poised between J'role and the elf queen. 



She whirled, facing J'role. A dozen blades flashed through me air between them, framing her face like a garland of silver thorns. Her own thorns cut through the flesh of her face. 

A single drop of blood slid slowly down her cheek from the tip of a thorn. The tunnel of sword blades seemed to form a pattern of some kind, and J'role found himself trying to make sense of an idea at the edge of his thoughts. 



"I know you," the elf queen said coldly. Then she smiled, a smile full of all the kindness and love and passion J'role could ever want. Then the smile vanished, like a gate crashing down. With no more said, she turned once more. Her guards waited to make sure that J'role would remain where he was, then turned and followed the elf queen through the garden and out of sight. 



After a long beat King Varulus said, "Lower your blades. He won't follow her anymore. 

Will your lad?" 



J'role thought of his time in Blood Wood, remembered his father alive beside him as they knelt before her, remembered his father's joy and disappointment at finally encountering the elves. 



"Boy? Are you all right?" The king took his hand, held it tight. J'role felt an amazing strength in the hand, but it did not crush like Garlthik's grip. 



"What did you see?" the creature hissed in his thoughts. "You saw something in the blades. What?" 



The creature's question offered J'role a distraction, and his thoughts leaped for it. 



Yes. Something in the blades. The tunnel of blades; silver thorns forming a pattern, and true thorns revealed at the end. 



The stones! he realized. He'd solved the mystery of the stones. 



He pushed away the feeling of remorse, standing taller now, his mouth firmly closed, but defiant. 



He bowed low to the king, who looked at him with surprise. Then J'role strolled casually by the guards, and when he had passed them, he raced down the path, momentarily feeling as if he were flying through the air; on either side nothing but a tremendous drop, in his heart the rising hope of continuing his quest. 



He ran through the corridors leaping left and right to avoid the numerous dwarfs, who scattered clumsily as he approached. Twice he became lost, but he charged forward anyway, successfully finding landmarks as he pressed on, eventually reaching the Hall of Records. He slammed the heavy wooden doors open; and the crash of the wood against stone reverberated through the hall. 
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 The creature whispered, "Here's what I think you should do. I think you should die. " 

  

 "Die?" J'role asked, suddenly afraid. Already he missed his mother and his father. 

  

 "Kill yourself. You really shouldn't be alive, you know. That's what we'll work on for the rest your life. There's nothing I love so much as a suicide that's been stewing for a decade or so." 

  

 "Suicide?" J'role thought. He didn't know the meaning of the word. 

  

 "It's a big word," the creature said. "Don't worry about it now. You'll come to understand it very well later. But it's the only way you can make up for being such a horrible son. " 

  

 J'role began to cry. 

  

 The person crying in the corner of the room—who was it?—left. 

  

 His mother leaned dawn and picked him up and began to croon. 

  

 J’role tried to speak. The noises poured out of his mouth. 

  

 His mother threw him back down onto the bed, making his head bang against the stone wall. She leaned down and covered his mouth, forcing him into silence.; "Shhh," she said again and again. "Shhh, be silent. "A He became quiet. "You…," she began, not to him, but to someone else. The creature in his thoughts, J'role realized, the white shadow from the corner of the room. "You didn't tell me about this!" 

  

 The creature in J'role's head laughed. 

  

 She looked into J'role's eyes. "Speak to no one. No one but me, do you understand?" He nodded  




* * * 

 

Everyone in the Hall of Records, magicians and researchers, those on ladders and those sitting at tables, turned and looked sharply at J'role. But he paid them no heed. With a swagger and a broad grin he approached the table where Releana and the dwarven magicians worked. 



He stepped up onto the table, pointed to the books, then tapped himself on the chest. 



"J'role?" Releana asked. 



He took one of the books and stood it upright on the table. Several of the magicians moved to stop him, but Releana and Merrox stayed their hands. 



He opened the book to the middle, spreading the pages and the covers wide so one page stood very much alone. Then he pointed with one finger at the picture of the small, mysterious block in the upper right-hand corner of the page. He moved his finger perpendicularly to the page, and soon the tip reached the picture of the block. He took the next page in the book and placed it against the open page. Then he raised his finger over the pages, and moved it past the pages. 



He repeated the motion of his finger, first moving it toward the page, then bringing up several more pages, then moving it beyond the pages, as if through the illustration of the blocks. 



Finally he turned the book so the pages he held faced the magicians. Once more he slowly brought his fingertip toward the first page he held out, touching the illustration of the small block. 



"What is he doing?" one of the magician's asked, his tone full of annoyance. 



For a flickering moment J'role wondered if he was wrong. The image in the garden had seemed so clear: A tunnel of sword blades framing the elf queen. Each one, a flat object, combined to create depth, and in the end, a whole picture. 



But once again Releana came to his rescue. She took the book from J’role and said, 

"Look. Each symbol by itself is meaningless. That's because each illustration is combined with the illustration in the stone behind it. And that bit with the stone behind it. The symbols are not formed by looking at the pictures as if the stones formed a wall, read horizontally, as we're trying to see them. They're made whole by depth. We have to imagine standing at one corner of the city, and looking down along the city wall, as if we could see the symbols on one stone after another." 



Merrox said, "Each vertical row of stones probably forms one complete symbol." 



"When all the stones are in place, we'll have the full picture," Releana finished. "That must be it." 



Some of the dwarven magicians nodded sagely, some looked excited, and others looked irritably at J'role. J'role just sighed. He was one step closer to finding the city and getting his voice back. 



He spotted Releana looking up at him with a bit of surprise, a bit of pleasure, a bit of awe. 



That was good, too. 





He waited as the dwarfs and Releana transcribed the symbols on the stones. On fresh parchment they drew one empty square for each vertical row of stones, then went through each page, adding each bit of detail from each of the small squares. Slowly the squares filled, and the magicians nodded and licked their lips, looking at one another with growing excitement. 



J'role sat in a chair, watching. He could serve no more purpose now, but he was too excited to leave. 



The magicians worked through the night, taking shifts in compiling the symbols, some working while others napped on tables and chairs in the far corners of the hall. Candles were brought in to augment the light of the wall's glowing moss. The dwarfs drew and drew. Food was brought in. Exclamations of "Ah!" pierced the deep silence every now and then, but never with the whole mystery solved just symbols completed. 



Until...:  



"We have it!" Releana shouted suddenly. 



J'role nearly tumbled off the chair where he was sleeping, then rushed over to the table. 

Releana looked down at the two dozen sheets of paper spread out over the table. J'role saw the images of trees and cats and arms and swords and flying chariots, each picture framed and adorned with dots and lines and squiggles, all of which translated the meaning of the word from its basic picture to sounds. The sounds were re-combined to make more words. 



"It must be the words spoken to bring the city back," said one dwarf. 



When Releana looked up and saw J'role beside hers she put her hand on his shoulder and drew him close. "This is what we say, outside the city walls: 'You are found. There is a place for you in the World. Come home.' " 



The expedition—J'role, Releana, and Borthum in the lead, followed by forty dwarfs armed with glittering swords and armor that caught and reflected the sun's light like a pond of clear water—marched north to the Serpent. 



The group obtained passage across the river on the  Chakara, then continued on their way, planning to cut a wide path around Blood Wood and work their way back to where J'role had first seen the city. Though they no longer had the ring, J'role was confident he could find the place again. 



They had traveled a full day from the Serpent, and had just made camp, when Borthum raised his head, cocking it to one side, listening carefully. "Animals are approaching" 

Everyone stopped in their tracks to scan the surrounding area. In all directions small hills rolled up and down like frozen waves, and for a moment nothing was visible in the deepening twilight. Then a long line of blackness swelled up from over a hill. 



"Orks," Borthum said, annoyed. "What are they doing this far north?" 



How did they get across the river?" Releana asked. 



The dwarf shrugged in reply, then said, "T'skrang river boat, perhaps? They might have paid to have their animals transported. Or they might have traded their swords for passage." He stared out across the darkening landscape. "There are more of them this time." 



"Are they the same—?" one dwarf began to ask. 



"I don't know," Borthum said quickly. "Arms!" he shouted. 



Everyone scrambled to action, some tossing brands bright with fire out past the camp to widen the circle of light. The dwarfs put on their helmets, drew their swords, and formed two circles, one inside the other. 



To J'role the wait for the orks to arrive seemed interminable, but finally came the thunderous beat of hooves. He felt the tension increase around him, saw the firelight slide up and down the swords as the dwarfs heft their weapons in preparation for battle. 



But the charge never came, instead, the ork raiders formed a line about thirty yards away and hailed the dwarfs. They outnumbered the dwarfs two to ones and J'role knew the dwarfs had little hope of winning such a battle. 



Borthum sent one of the dwarfs, Noddin, forward as an envoy. Noddin called out to the raiders in a language J'role did not recognize, but that he assumed was the ork tongue. 



"He says he wants the children," Noddin said with a glance at J'role and Releana. 



J'role felt strangely calm at the words. They seemed to fit in with the pattern and flow of his life. 



Borthum furrowed his eyebrows. "Odd. Tell him no ..." 



Before Noddin had a chance to pass this on, the ork leader shouted more of the harsh sounding words. When he was finished, Noddin said, "He wants Garlthik One-Eye as well. We are to return to Throal and release One-Eye. When One-Eye returns here, they will exchange him for the children." 



"He is mad," Borthum said with surprise. "Arms!" Borthum shouted, the matter already settled in his head. 



But J'role had other ideas. He was certain the dwarfs would not win a battle, and from what the orks said, he was almost as certain that they meant him no harm. 



It was now obvious that Garlthik had spoken to the ork raiders and secured them safe passage to Throal so J'role and the others could find the information to reach Parlainth. 

Now that they had, Garlthik wanted his freedom, and he needed J'role and Releana to lead him back to Parlainth and use the information they'd gained to enter the city. 



A spark of admiration flared in J'role's soul for Garlthik is audacity. His father would never have done such a thing. Garlthik had submitted to capture, had arranged for others to discover the precious secrets he could never have gained on his own. 



Brilliant. 



A strange excitement came over J'role. It was like being very alive, but also very close to embracing death. The ork could teach him much. Of that J'role was certain. And if Garlthik did mean him harm in the end, then J role would fight just as fiercely to kill Garlthik. 



Yes. It was all becoming clear now, and it excited him to see everything falling into place. Life was made up of all the pain people inflicted on one another. And the thrill of it was to absorb the pain and live off it, to inflict pain and ruin the people who would ruin you. The thoughts made him nervous, but they seemed so true. 



As the dwarfs prepared to make their stand against the orks, J'role rushed forward, cutting through the dwarven line. A few hands grabbed at his back, but the surprised dwarfs could not catch him. 



"J'role!" shouted Releana. 



“What's he ...?" J'role heard Borthum begin to say, but then he was running so hard toward the ork raiders That the only sound he heard was his own heavy breathing. 



Ahead of him two ork raiders charged toward him on their beasts. Panic seized J'role as they came along either side of him, and he wondered if after all, he was going to die at their hands. But as the orks thundered by, a strong hand reached, down and grabbed him by the right arm, swinging him up. He landed astride the saddle, sitting behind an ork. 

The beast's back was wide, and J'role had trouble balancing on it. He instinctively wrapped his hands around the ork's side. The ork laughed and wheeled his six-legged beast back toward the line of raiders. 



Noddin was shouting across the night air in the ork tongue. The leader of the orks shouted responses, and prolonged negotiations began. Unable to understand the talk, J'role became distracted by the sensations around him. The fidgeting of the powerful animal on which he sat. The musky odor of both beasts and orks, mingled d with the stench of blood. The muscular body of the raider around whom he'd wrapped his arms, the ork's body strong from a life lived under the demands of continual combat. 



A cry went up from the dwarven camp, and J'role looked out to see Releana rushing past the ranks of the dwarfs. Again they were surprised, but this time a few gave chase. The ork leader barked some commands and ten of his raiders rushed forward. The dwarfs drew themselves up into a combat formation, ready for an assault. But the orks merely rode up to Releana and scooped her up, then rode back to their own line. 



The ork leader shouted a few more words, then raised his fist high in the air. A growl rippled through the ranks of the raiders and they turned their beasts, some pulling their reins up to make their animals' forelegs dance momentarily in the air. Then they raced away into the night. The wind rushed against J'role's face, the beast's muscles moving against his thighs, the thunder of the herd filling his ears. He buried his face against the ork's fur vest, suddenly so happy. How astounded that he should be riding with ork raiders, caught up in deceit and manipulation in a hunt for a hidden city Yes. The motion of it all, he thought. If only he could keep moving fast enough, he would never have to feel anything again. 



They moved constantly, camping for a few hours to rest the beasts, then continuing on. 

J'role and Releana remained tied up at all times. The sun was hot, but the orks seemed not to mind. 



Releana thought that J'role had run to the orks to prevent the dwarfs from fighting a losing battle, and he only nodded. He felt shame that some part of him was excited to see Garlthik again. 



The following day the ork leader came over to talk. He laughed and patted J'role's cheek, then said in broken dwarven, "Garlthik ... told me... you come ... would come to us all by self. He is wise man ..." The ork tapped his head. "Knows people ..." 



The leader walked off. J'role blushed, looked down at the ground. For hours he stared at anything that would keep him from seeing the face of Releana. 



On the third day three ork raiders rode into the raider's camp and went directly to the ork leader. A buzz of conversation rushed through the camp. Three more orks went back out with the three who had just returned, and they took a seventh rider-less beast with them. 

An hour later the orks returned, now with a seventh rider. Garlthik One-Eye. 



The raiders leaped to the ground even before their beasts stopped moving. Garlthik, obviously not as familiar with riding as the others, waited until his animal came to a complete halt and another ork had taken the reins to hold the beast in place. After finally dismounting he looked around, spotted J'role, and walked briskly toward him. He spread his arms wide and smiled broadly, his odd, ever-present enthusiasm swirling about him like leaves blown in the wind. "J'role, lad!" he cried. 



J'role jumped to his feet, though he was still bound to a tree by the cord around his wrists. 

He looked down and saw Releana looking at him, pain and suspicion on her face. He felt terribly torn; his-shoulders drooped. 



Garlthik watched the brief exchange of glances, and stopped. Remaining at a distance, he said, "Good to see you're all right, boy. And you too, girl. I'm glad it all worked out without bloodshed." 



"And now you'll release us?" Releana asked. Her face revealed a hostility J'role had not seen since the first time they'd met in the pit of Blood Wood. 



Garlthik shook his head seriously. "Not just yet. Not just yet. We've one more errand to run, for you know how to call back the city and I do not." He gestured back at the orks. 

"I've promised them a big share of the reward, you see. If they don't get it...," he said. 

then passed his hand over his throat in slitting motion. 



"Why should we trust you?" 



"Don't. But if you don't do what I say, I'll kill you His face broke into a grin again. 

"G'day. We'll be leaving soon." He turned and walked back toward the leader. 



Yes, J'role thought with approval. Garlthik had set the choices right out in front. Do it or die. The truth. Not the choices his father had offered, each year slowly withering with promises of “preparations" that would never come. He stared after Garlthik, then sat back down, his thoughts full of the future. Would the citizens of Parlainth be able to remove the creature from his thoughts? Would he get his voice back? Would he and Garlthik go on and have adventure after adventure? 



Would Releana ever trust him again? 
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 In his nightmares, as in his childhood, his mother makes him speak to her: She tests him almost daily, when no one else is around, to see if he still speaks with the voice of madness. 

  

 Slowly she becomes insane. The transformation was slow in life, but speeded up in his nightmare, and he can see each of the subtle transformations on her face and in her eyes, like the shifting of colors during a sunset. 

  

Another day of travel followed, filled with growing apprehension among the ork raiders. 

J'role noticed that though the leader of the raiders put on a good face for Garlthik, others among them did not. Some of the raiders mimicked his straighter posture; others pointed at his clothes and laughed. It occurred to J'role that Garlthik was not much like his fellow orks, despite being of their race. He spoke dwarven fluently, and dressed in clothing much more like that of J'role's people than the furs and decorative bones of the raiders. 



Throughout the day scouts rode off in the same direction the other group had come, returning quickly their expressions like bad news. At noon, when the raiders had stopped to feed their animals and rest, Garlthik came over to J'role and Releana. “We're being pursued. The scouts are certain of it.” he said. 



"Dwarfs?" Releana asked with sudden hope. 



"Elves, actually. Though I can't imagine what they have to do with any of this." 



J'role, however, knew exactly what, but decided not to bother trying to communicate what he knew of the meeting between King Varulus and Queen Alachia. 



"The elves number us at least, riding their bone steeds," said Garlthik after a moment. “If they catch us, it could be bad for us all." Garlthik waited another moment, probably hoping either J'role or Releana would offer some information about the elves. When they didn't, he simply walked away. 



"She has the ring of longing, doesn't she?" Releana said. 



J'role nodded. 



"She's after the city. Maybe they know we're heading for it." She paused, then said, 

"J'role, have you been able to work your bonds free at all?” 



He nodded, lying. Though he had been trying, Garlthik had tied the knot all too well. 

J'role didn't know if he'd ever get out of them. 



He lied, but wasn't sure why. Perhaps it was so he could make Releana feel that he was doing well. He told her what he thought she wanted to hear 



He wanted her affection back. 



More anxiety filled the afternoon. Scouts were sent off in another direction; in the general direction they had been traveling, and returned with more bad news. Garlthik never came over to explain what it was. 



The orks pressed their beasts harder, and J'role recognized landmarks as the raiders followed Garlthik's instructions. 



J'role once looked over his shoulder and saw a line of mounted figures rushing after them from the western horizon. The figures were tall and thin, and their steeds looked white but insubstantial. He tried to focus on the mounts as he bounced along, and saw that they were bones the bones of horses. The sight sent a chill through him, but at the same time there was a stark beauty to the skeletons. As the creatures ran gracefully over the hilly terrain, J'role saw that it was elves from Blood Wood who rode them. But the elf queen was not among them, and J'role assumed, she had sent her servants to finish her work. 



Turning forward again, he saw another line of riders approaching from the south. They were closer to the ground than the elves, and J'role recognized them as dwarfs mounted on ponies, their battle armor and swords glinting in the afternoon sun. 



Terrible emotions tugged at J'role: Who to please now? He wanted all the choices to go away. He didn't want to hurt anyone else. He just wanted to go adventuring with Garlthik. 

"There's a way to make that happen," said the creature. 



"I don't want to die anymore." 



"But you certainly don't like being alive.” 



"Why can't you leave me alone?" 



"Soon enough. Soon enough." 



As they rounded a turn in the gully J'role saw the wide, flat-topped hill. He did not feel the longing with the same intensity as when wearing the ring, but a ghost of the memory returned. He remembered standing on the hillside, looking at the city, wanting so much to enter it. 



And now he could call it back. 



Garlthik rode up alongside the mount on which J'role sat. "This is it? Isn't it, lad?" J'role nodded his head vigorously. The ork leader called a halt, and the beasts stopped awkwardly, breathing heavily, spittle flying from their mouths. 



Garlthik dismounted, walked over to Releana and grabbed her from behind the ork she had ridden with. He carried her a ways, then set her on the ground, facing the city. 

"There's something to be said. Say it!" 



She stood silent and emotionless. 



A panic began to rise up in J'role. Did she really think they could wait until the dwarfs arrived? What if the elves arrived first? 



A long, horrible moment passed among the group. The leader of the ork raiders walked up to Releana and drew his sword. He raised it high threatening her with it, shouting at her in his strange tongue. She did not respond. 



He slashed down at her. 



J'role scrambled to get off the beast, and fell down to the ground. Lifting his head, he saw Garlthik parrying the leader's blow and then the two men shouting at each other. Garlthik was undoubtedly telling the ork leader that they couldn't afford to kill Releana. 



Then the leader of the orks ripped a scarlet jewel from his fur vest, raised it high, and smashed it against a big rock at his feet. J'role pulled back, afraid of the magic it might release. Releana dropped to the ground, as did Garlthik. 



A flash cut through the air where the jewel had struck the stone. He heard the roar of hoof beats rushing closer from many sides; within moments the dwarfs and elves would arrive, and the site of the vanished city would become a bloodbath. 



When he turned back toward the ork leader, J'role couldn't believe his eyes. 



Standing on the spot where the stone had shattered were Mordom, Phlaren, Slinsk Gore, all of them smiling upon the gathered crowd. 



Mordom looked around at the assembly, moving his raised palm: this way and that, the eye in the hand blinking every so often. He turned to Garlthik. "I take it we have reached the site of the city," he said. “This is the arrangement I had with these scorchers." 



Garlthik reached for his sword, but the orks around him drew their blades and surrounded him. Garlthik stayed his hand. 



"One too many tricks, Garlthik," Slinsk said. "I'm going to kill you, but I'll always admire your style." 



The ork leader spoke in his own tongue to Mordom, and Mordom looked out past the crowd, toward the two sets of approaching riders. The smugness washed from his face. 

He said something to the ork leader, who replied sharply, first sweeping his arm toward the flat hilltop, then pointing at Releana. 



Mordom smiled down at her. "My barbaric associate tells me you know the words to bring the city back. Let's have them, quick. I think I've worked hard enough to gather the credit for saving this city." He glanced past J’role and the others again, and this time J'role turned as well. The elves and dwarfs would arrive in mere minutes. 

Releana stood defiantly silent, Mordom threw up his hands. "Enough," he said, trusting his hand into the air and squeezing it into a fists Suddenly Releana gave out a gasp and clutched her chest. She stood precariously, as if about to fall over yet unable to. J'role started to rush forward, hut Garlthik grabbed him with his strong hand and held him in place. 



"I can do many things to you, girl. This is just the beginning. If you don't tell me how to call the city back when I let you go, it will all get much worse." 



The creature began writhing wildly in J'role's thoughts, as if in a: panic. "Do something," 

it hissed at him over and over. "Do something!" 



J'role slipped out of Garlthik's grasp and rushed toward Mordom, his hands still bound. 

The sudden action startled everyone present. All except for Slinsk, who laughed and slashed his blade at J'role even as J'role raced toward it. 



Then Garlthik appeared at J'role's side, parrying the blow at the last -instant, the swords clanging against each other right next to J'role's ear. Garlthik gave out a cry as the orks around him cut him with their large blades. Through the cries of pain he shouted, "Speak the words! Damn your pride! The city is our only chance!" 



J'role bowled straight into the surprised Mordom. The two of them tumbled to the ground. Over the rising din of approaching hoof beats, J'role heard Releana shout "You are found. There is a place for you in the world. Come home. " 



With one hand Phlaren grabbed J'role roughly by the neck and raised him high, setting his face just in front of hers. "Do you know, I've wanted to kill you for so very, very long now." J'role remembered the man he'd knocked into the pit back at the kaer, and Phlaren's intense reaction to the news of the death. She had carried that hatred for weeks and weeks. With her free hand Phlaren drew a dagger from her belt. 



Suddenly an arrow barbed with thorns sliced through her neck. She held J'role for a moment longer, then collapsed to the ground, dropping him as she did. 



J'role whirled and saw the elves riding up, their skeleton steeds galloping wildly, their bowmen firing furiously into the ork raiders. The orks grabbed spears and shields and braced themselves for the elven assault. The dwarfs would arrive any moment. 



Then something else caught J'role's attention. A shimmering of star-white walls, the dim shapes forming like fog on a spring evening. 



The city was returning, but his view was suddenly cut off as the bleach-white bones of a horse galloped by. An ork leaped forward, driving his spear into the elf who rode the long-dead animal, piercing the elf's chest and knocking him to the ground. Dozens more elves arrived, wielding swords that glowed blue in the dying light of day. While the orks scrambled to reach their steeds, the elves struck them down to the right and the left. 



J'role turned back too the city, the battle suddenly forgotten as he remembered his longing to find it, his desire to find the people who might help him. He stood, still and ridiculously placid as the battle swirled around him. 



The walls formed. 



They weren't new and shiny, as before. They were as  Garlthik had seen them. Huge blocks that had collapsed onto each other decades before. Thick cracks cut through the ruined walls. Within the walls he saw Parlainth’s fallen towers, the remains of the city's great halls, the huge pyramids covered with gnarled gray vines. 



Not a living thing stirred within the ruins. 



J 'role dropped to his knees. Stunned. 



The dwarfs arrived, reining in their ponies, shocked by the sight. Even the elves and orks brought their mounts to a stop. The silence descended heavily, broken only by the snorts and whinnies of the many riding beasts in the area. Everyone stared in amazement at the seemingly endless ruins of Parlainth. The city stretched on and on, the once glorious, astounding metropolis now the scene of fractures, cracks, rocks, and ruined buildings. 



None of them had ever seen anything with as much promise of beauty. 



The sight before J'role echoed in his thoughts. The arrival of the city had changed everything. Now all gathered here knew exactly what had been lost during the Scourge. 



Then suddenly, inexplicably the fighting began again. Faces filled with fury, the dwarfs, the elves, the orks all raised their arms once more, shouting their battle cries, and rushing at one another. J'role looked around, incredulous. Only those who at any time had worn the ring of longing— Mordom, Slinsk, Garlthik, J'role, and one of the elves in fine clothes of silk and with the ring of longing on his finger—remained too entranced by the city to continue the fight. 



An impulse overcame J'role, a sudden urge to rush toward the city walls. He dodged in and out of the fight, just avoiding death by sword, spear, and trampling. The others followed him, desperate to finally reach the city, to be where they had wanted to be for so long. Only Releana, of all those who had never worn the ring, joined the race toward the city, following her J'role. 



When he reached Parlainth, J'role staggered once more to his knees, the sight draining him of strength. Shattered skeletons lay everywhere, in some spots become no more than scattered bones. Some of the skeletons had been driven through with swords and spears. 

Others were no more than rib cages dangling from spires. But over this image J'role could still see clearly the splendor that had once been Parlainth. The contrast tore at him, and he thought he would die. 



Then he spotted a street he recognized, even though he knew that was impossible, and he ran for it. Releana called after him. He ignored her. 



Reaching the street, he turned right, and then left, passing ancient bones and ruined buildings, rotted fragments of once-glorious flying chariots. He followed a path he thought he knew, and as he ran J'role began to shake, as if taken by a fever. The sound of his footsteps began to pound loudly in his ears; the air seemed to tear at his flesh. Behind him he heard Releana calling for him. He had lost her, but did not care. What mattered was ahead of him. His "memories" led him forward. 



He reached a fallen building. Its wide columns had collapsed and spilled out into the street; the doorways at the top of the steps lay crushed under the roof. 



But that didn't matter. He needed to go down. Yes. Down. He ran down the side of the building, toward a door leading down... 



Motion behind him. He whirled. A huge ha d grabbed his bound wrists. 



Garlthik One-Eye. 



He stared down at J'role serious. Terrified? Yes, terrified. The ork licked his lips. His voice was dry and cracked. "Not what I expected ..." 



J'role shook his head. 



But then Garlthik smiled, a child trying to make things right with a wish. "But you know something, don't you? Don't you?" Garlthik did not wait for an answer, but grabbed J'role by the shoulders and shook him wildly. "You know something!" he whispered harshly. "I saw it in you. You know something." 



J 'role nodded his head, desperate to please Garlthik so he would stop hurting him. 



"Yes, yes," the ork mumbled and with his dagger cut the ropes that bound J'role. "Here," 

he said indicating the stairs leading down. "Down here?" 



J'role nodded. Yes. Something important was down there. 



"Lead on." 



They descended the stairs and came to a heavy stone door. Working together they forced it open, but then had to turn away from the sickly smell that came pouring out, Garlthik raising his cloak before his mouth, J’role using his hands. J'role spotted a torch resting in a sconce. He pointed it out to Garlthik, who grabbed it and lit it with some flint from a sack on his belt. 



With Garlthik holding the torch high, the two of them entered the tunnel. 



The red torch light flickered gloomily over gray walls. A layer of dust covered the floor, swirling up around their feet as they walked. For the first time since he had rushed into the city, J'role wondered where he was going. He had seen this corridor before, though he had never laid eyes on it. His memories folded back on' themselves. Yet something called him forward. 



Garlthik looked down at him to see which way to go, and J'role indicated a left turn at an intersection. 



They came up to pit in the ground, ten feet long, stretching from wall to wall. They peered over the edge. Below, two giant skeletons rested on spikes—skeletons of things J'role had never seen before. One was wide and long, with a tail that stretched halfway back up the pit, its bones resting against the wall. The other had a long snout and razor teeth. 



"Horrors," Garlthik said. "The city's traps killed some of them. But not all." 



The Horrors had reached Parlainth after all. Somehow the creatures had found the city, corrupted it. Even after all the elaborate magical machinations, the people sending themselves out of the very world in search of shelter, they had not been safe. 



“Do we keep going this way, boy?" 



J'role thought for a moment. Yes, though he couldn't remember seeing the pit. He nodded. 



"Come on, then.” Garlthik tossed the torch across the pit. It skittered across the floor, but remained lit Garlthik placed his hands against the walls, searching for cracks and studying the nature of the wall. J'role started to do the same on the opposite wall. He slid his fingers between the stonework, and began to inch his way along the pit. 



He glanced down once, saw the creatures, and thought again of all that the people of Parlainth had done to keep themselves safe. For nothing. 



The thief magic seeped into his body as he moved, and the voices returned, sensations returned, the need to be alone, to trust no one, to put on a pleasing face for all. He tried for a moment to resist, for in the face of Parlainth’s failure such warnings seemed futile. 

Who could ever be safe? But the sensations washed through his thoughts and muscles. As they took hold, once again J'role wondered how he could have been so naive as to believe he could be happy with other people. 



The two reached the other side of the pit and continued on their way. They passed many rooms, some with desks, others with baths. Murals had been painted on the walls, but most of them had been ruined by what seemed to be claw scratchings. Garlthik remained silent, letting J'role lead them on. Neither one made a sound as he walked. 



Despite the wisdom of the thief magic, J'role felt comfort walking alongside the ork. Here was his mentor. His ... 



The idea remained stuck for a moment. 



Father. 



He stopped, looked at Garlthik. The ork returned his gaze, his face startled, perhaps anxious. J'role smiled, and the ork relaxed. "You can sense it, can't you, lad?" Garlthik said. "The treasure nearby. The clues are all here. The pit to keep intruders away, the Horrors who died trying to reach it. Don't know what it is, but there's something of value here." 



J'role walked on, and Garlthik followed. 



At one point Garlthik put his hand on J'role's shoulder, stopping him. "Wait here," he said, and stepped forward carefully, examining the stones on the floor. Then he stood, withdrew his sword, and poked the tip at the ceiling above. 



The ceiling cracked easily—far too easily—and after Garlthik poked a bit more, his work revealed it to be a false ceiling. In the flickering firelight J'role saw the tips of spikes pointing down. "Ahh," said Garlthik. "This is a good one." He leaned forward cautiously and pried at some of the stones in the floor. "The trigger is in the floor stones," he said, softly. "You step on them, and the spikes come down. But it hasn't gone off yet. Which means ... Ah." 



He found a stone that interested him. He took his dagger out and slid it against the stone's edge. After prying the stone loose, he pulled it out. He turned to J'role and handed it to him, then leaned back toward the hole he'd created. "Yes. Yes. The trigger's gone bad. 

Look here." 



He stepped back so J'role could see, leaning carefully over the floor to avoid setting off the trap. The hole revealed  a series of chains and pulleys set behind the wall. "See here? 

That wheel has come off the axle. It's completely jammed. But better to be sure." Garlthik picked up the stone he'd removed from the wall. "Better step back." J'role did so, and Garlthik tossed the stone forward. It clattered across the floor. 



Nothing happened. 



"All right, then. Lead on." 



J'role looked at him, uncertain. Garlthik laughed softly, then stepped forward confidently, willing to show the way. When nothing happened, J'role followed. 



Huge cracks ran through the walls, and J'role remembered the collapsed pillars and ruined walls above ground. As they walked on they saw Chunks of stone from the ceiling littering the floor. Soon it took great effort to walk over and around the stones. And then they came to a section of corridor completely blocked from floor to ceiling with stones. 



Garlthik turned to J'role. "This way?" 



J'role nodded. More than that. It was behind the stones, just a few steps away. 



Whatever it was. 
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 The thing was not in his head yet. He curled up in his bed The  small sounds of his parents’ whispers, sometimes soothing, sometimes surprised and harsh, crawled into his ears like spiders. 

  

 "It says it can keep us safe,” said his mother. 

  

 "We can't..., " protested his father, then faltered "No one need know. It has promised it won't cause J'role harm It just wants us to give it a place to live." 

  

 His father did not answer. 



Garlthik set the torch in a sconce and joined J'role in digging through the pile of stones. 



For two hours they toiled to remove the upper layer of stones, rested a bit, and then set about their task again. Another two hours passed, and for J'role, the world above no longer mattered. He had no thought of either Releana or the dwarfs or the elves or the orks. All that mattered was getting through thee stones to what waited beyond. 



His hands became raw with pain, his blood streaking the stones. J'role noticed, but did not stop. 



They worked and worked until they could see a door, pressed tightly shut by the weight of the stones on the other side. Garlthik gave J’role a sly look and re-doubled his efforts. 



When they'd finally removed most of the stones, J'role thought he heard something from behind the door. He listened carefully, but heard no other sound. Then he felt the creature sliding about in his mind, and decided he had confused the sensation of the creature with his other senses. 



They rolled back the remaining stones, and the door stood naked before them. 



"Hold," Garlthik said, and he approached the door, examining it carefully; the handle, the frames; the latch ... Placing one hand on the doorknob, he drew his sword with the other. "Take the torch," the ork said. J'role did so, holding it high alongside Garlthik. 



The ork turned the knob, but the door frame had been bent by the pressure of the stones, and it took several yanks to even loosen it. Garlthik opened it slowly, for the door would not move any faster. As he pried it open with a steady creak, torch light spilled into the room, revealing the shimmer of gold and silver. The light danced across their grinning faces as Garlthik and J'role stepped into the room and saw a treasure trove of jewel-encrusted boxes and silver statues piled high; swords with fiery red blades and buckets stuffed with gold coins. 



Seeing something shift from behind the pile of treasure, J'role raised his head and beheld a horrible white shape climbing over the top of the glitter, sending a small avalanche of gold skittering to the floor. The thing's body was broad and fat, something like a giant larvae, except that it had countless human arms, small arms, like the arms of children, growing from its sides. It used the arms to crawl to the top of the treasure, then sat looking down at J'role and Garlthik with large milky-white eyes. Its mouth was a huge mandible that opened and closed, opened and closed, dripping a thick, clear liquid. 



When it spoke, it startled J'role and Garlthik, for it seemed impossible that such a thing would be capable of speech. 



"J'role, J'role," it said. "I am so happy you have come." And as the thing spoke, J'role felt the same words crawling about in his head. 



The creature on top of the pile of treasure said, "You don't know how fortunate I felt when you became a seeker of this city, J'role. I have been trapped here for so, so many years. I thought, ‘Here is my chance for freedom.’" 



Garlthik looked down at J'role, confused, but said nothing. 



J'role could do nothing but stare at the creature. He could not imagine that this bloated monster was the thing in his head. 



"Oh yes. Oh, yes. I've been feeding all this time. Your pain and the pain you have caused others has been quite tasty.” The creature open and shut it mandibles, and thick spittle dribbled down onto the treasure. “I have o say, you’ve lasted longer than the others.” 



“Others?” J'role thought. 



“Others,” the creature said sadly. "Usually the child will commit suicide long before now. 

Then I —my thoughts— wander the world, looking for other suitable parents who will make a deal. You'd be surprised how many there are ... Well, no, I suppose you wouldn't." The creature laughed, and its bloated body quivered. "I kept waiting for you to finish yourself off and free me ... But then you put the ring on, and I realized you might be able to find me, so I encouraged you when I could. I gave you my memories of the city to goad you on. Then you were so tiresome at times that I decided to make you kill yourself after all and take my chances with someone else. But now I am so proud of you. 

Of course, I seldom ever get to actually consume my victims." 



The creature's small hands scrambled forward over the pile of treasure. When enough of its body hung out over the top, it slid down, pouring toward Garlthik and J'role. The two of them split off to the left and right as the thing slithered across the ground between them. It was as high as J'role, and snapped at his thigh as it rushed by. In his fear, J'role dropped the torch and scrambled up onto a pile of treasure. 



Garlthik swung his sword at the creature, but his blade bounced off, leaving no more than a scratch on what seemed to be a chitinous skin. "Grab a blade, boy!" Garlthik called. 

"We've got to—!" He stopped as the creature turned on him and snapped its mandibles at the ork's arms. 



J 'role looked about at the many weapons dotting the treasure room. He spotted a sword, grabbed it by the pommel, and drew it out from a pile of gold. The metal was cold and the sword heavy in his hands, but he raised it high and rushed toward the creature. A feverish heat passed through his flesh now. Not only did he want to save Garlthik and prove his worth to the ork, but it was also the chance to kill the thing that had caused him so much torment. 



The creature's back was to him, and he felt the thief magic pouring through his body as he rushed forward. Just as he began to swing the blade down, the creature reared up, pulling his head around to face J'role and grabbing J'role's arms with several of the arms growing from its body. The small hands felt moist and rotted, and a foul odor rushed out of the creature's mouth as it spoke, "No surprises from you, J'role. You and I are too close." 



The creature laughed, then gave out a horrible shriek. J'role looked past the creature's face and saw Garlthik pulling his sword out of the creature's back; the blade dripped a thick white liquid. 



The creature threw J'role away, sending bits of treasure scattering around him. J'role grabbed his blade and rushed back at the creature, who now had Garlthik pressed against the wall. His attack turned the creature, and Garlthik was free. 



The two of them kept up this tactic for a long time, attacking from one side and then the other. But the creature seemed to possess limitless energy, and the fight wore much more heavily on Garlthik and J'role. 



Finally the creature turned and caught J'role by surprise. Its mandibles snapped down on his arm, snapping the bone in two. For a second J’role saw only a white void, then an incredible pain coursed through his arm, numbing all his ability to take action. He staggered backward, dropping his sword, and fell to the ground. 



Garlthik, breathing heavily, looked at J'role, then at the creature. Then he said to the creature, "I leave him to you, if you will let me be." 



As he cradled his broken arm against his chest, a sob rose up in J'role's throat. 



"I'll have you any way I want," the creature answered. "I have no need to bargain with you." 



Garlthik gave out a cry and started swinging his sword wildly, showering the creature with blows, driving it back across the room. 



A trick, J'role thought, trying to convince himself. Garlthik had attempted a ruse to throw the creature off guard. But it was to no avail. The creature charged forward into Garlthik, biting at his mid-section. The ork gave a terrible scream as blood sprayed across the walls and the treasure. He dropped his sword and collapsed to the floor. As the creature tossed Garlthik against the walk J'role saw a huge dark hole in Garlthik's body. 



Slowly the thing turned toward; J'role. "Alone again," it said, both in the room and in J'role's thoughts. "Have you ever noticed how alone you are? Even the people you come to depend on leave you in the end." It began to crawl toward him, the arms pushing it along the floor. It moved slowly, wary of any quick motion on J'role's part. 



J'role felt the pressure of tears against his eyes as the terrible thing got closer. Hadn't everything been getting better? Wasn't he finally going to be free? 



"I want you dead so very, very much. You can understand that, can't you? It's time for you to take your life. Do you understand? After all-this time, your death will be the most remarkable ..." The creature did not finish its words, but purred instead. 



J'role was paralyzed with fear, terrified of dying, but wishing it would be all over once and for all. He could not bear the thought of what would happen to him next if he left the chamber. He thought, "I don't want to die." 



"Oh, I think you do. Think on these things ..." 



Memories rushed into J’role’s thoughts, every horrible thing that had happened since the creature had arrived as a white shadow in the kaer years and years earlier. The whispers at night. The ritual in which his mother had put the thing in him. His mother's insanity. 

The stoning. His father's drinking. 



The memories seared his thoughts. They crashed into his senses, alive as if he were living them all at that moment. H couldn't stand the pain. 



"One more memory for you, boy," the creature said. "I kept this one deep, just for this occasion." 



 J'role is in bed s mother is performing the ritual, touching her fingertips against his chest. 

  

 J'role is frightened. He feels the thing entering his head. 

  

 His father stands beside the bed. His father? 

  

 "Must we do this?" he asks. 

  

 "We've already been through all that," she replies. 

 "But our son ..." 

  

 "Will be safe. We'll all be safe." 



J'role came out of the memory. Gasping for air. He wanted to scream. He wanted to die. 



 I'm sorry, his father had said all his life. 





It wasn't just his mother. His father  knew. His father did nothing. How could his father have done nothing? 



All his pity for his father a lie. All his love for his father a lie. How could he have felt remorse for killing such a man? 



But the grief swelled in his thoughts, buoyed on the words of the creature. "What have you now? Not even the memories of a kind but failed father. You have nothing." 



J'role's hand fell on a jewel-encrusted dagger. He touched it to his wrist, the blade's edge feeling cool and delicious. Over. All over. Please. The torment of living had become too much. No more disappointments. No more betrayal. 



The creature sighed. 



A noise by the door, footsteps on silver and gold coins. 



"Spirits," said Slinsk. 



J'role looked up and saw Mordom and his thief companion in the entrance to the room, Slinsk with an expression of horror, Mordom, his palm with the green eye raised, his mouth formed into an amazed smile. 



"NOOOQ!" screamed the creature and whirled around wildly, its small arms scrambling without control. So swiftly that Slinsk could not react, the creature swung around and drove its mandible into the thief's neck, popping his head off with ease. 



Mordom was already gesturing beginning to cast a spell. J'role remembered that Mordom seemed to have some sort of affinity with the Horrors, and here was the proof. A blue sparkle crackled around his hands and the creature slowed and stared at Mordom. 



Distracted from his despair for the moment, J'role pulled the blade away from his wrist. 

Would he be destroyed by a thing that Mordom could command with a wave of his hands? He jumped up, still holding the blade in his hand, and ran toward the door. He scrambled up the thing's back and jumped off it, flying past Mordom and out the door. 



His actions created their own distraction, and he heard Mordom shriek and the creature laugh. "Not again, wizard. I know your tricks now." 



J'role ran on, cradling his broken arm. He heard Mordom's footsteps not far behind him, and further back down the corridor the strange scrambling noise of the creature. Its voice stayed with him, taunting J'role as he ran. He lost Mordom s somewhere down the passages, but he felt the creature still pursuing him. 



J'role raced on and on, no longer knowing where he was or which way was out. But then ahead, he saw a slice of sunlight making its way down several twists and turns in the condors. He realized he was near the exit, then came to a dead stop. 



The pit was nearby. 



He didn't dare run now. 



He moved along carefully, poking his foot out. 



I Here it was. He had no brand anymore, but he could feel the edge of the pit. 



J'role was too panicked to make it across now, not with his broken arm. 



He hesitated, uncertain what to do, when a hand suddenly grabbed at his shoulder. 



"Boy," said Mordom. "How do we get out?” His voice was strong and commanding, but J'role also heard the tinge of panic. 



Without thought J'role drove the blade in his good hand up into Mordom's belly. The wizard gave out a gasp, and his hands slapped wildly at J'role's face and then found the boy's neck. . 



J'role tried to slip out of the wizard's grip, but Mordom's hands were strong and J'role screamed in fear. 



The words and sounds and babbling ripped from J'role's throat. Mordom staggered back, and in that instant J'role grabbed the wizard and shoved him over the edge of the pit. 



A sharp, sudden scream, then the sound of Mordom's body crashing into the bones of the Horrors below as his form was impaled on the many spikes set deep in the pit. 



J 'role stood breathing heavily now, tears pressing against his eyes. He could never climb across the wall past the pit. Not with his broken arm. Not while he was shaking like this. 



He whirled and raced back. "Another way. Another way out...," he thought. 



"What makes you think there is another way out? Why torture yourself with life? You have the dagger. Use it." 



He ran forward into the darkness, afraid he would run into the creature, but more afraid of moving slowly. 



Then he heard it, only a feet ahead, its small arms scuttling like an army of insects along the corridor. 



"Ah, here you are." The voice came from his thoughts and from the depths of the dark corridor. 



J'role slumped against the wall, too tired to run anymore, too afraid of any more hope. 

His ranting had stopped now, and the corridor was silent but for the soft, taunting voice of the creature. 



"Good. Good. It's time for you to have a rest. You've worked so very, very hard." 



The creature came closer and closer. J'role pressed his cheek against the wall, then realized with a start where he was. This was the hole revealing the broken mechanism of the trap that released the spikes from the ceiling. 



"What was that?" the creature asked. "What did you just think?" 



"I want to die," he thought. "I want to die. I want to die." He let all the misery and despair of his life course through 



"Of course you do," the creature said. "Who wouldn't, in your position?" 



J'role took the dagger and placed it against his wrist. The creature came closer. He dragged the blade across his flesh, lightly. The edge stung and for a moment he thought he might pass out. 



"Ahhh," the creature said, its voice rich with ecstasy. 



J'role placed his good arm in the hole, his hand searching about for the broken wheel. The pain filled his thoughts, and he could barely concentrate on the task. 



"Yes, yes," the creature said. It was only a few steps away now. 



J'role found the wheel, took it firmly his hand and began to move it around, searching for the spindle it fit on. 



"What are you doing?" The creature was suddenly alert. 



J'role took the dagger and once more drew blood from his wrist. Again he felt agony, a horribly pleasant agony, cut through his body. It was tempting to simply finish the job. 

Why fight anymore? The creature sighed. 



J'role found the spindle, slipped the wheel on it. 



The creature stopped moving forward. "You're up to something. What?" 



"My death," J'role thought softly. And he was. He heard the drops of blood from his wrist plinking against the stone floor. The creature still did not move forward, but from the sound of its voice, J'role thought it might be only a few inches from the stones that would trigger the spikes. 



He placed the blade against the cuts already in his wrist, letting the cold metal touch the ragged skin. "Yes," the creature sighed. "If I do this, I won't feel any more pain?" J'role asked. I he creature started moving forward. "Yes. Yes." J'role felt himself blacking out. 

"Do it! Do it!" 



He was afraid that if he stopped, the creature would Stop moving forward. Slowly he dragged the blade across his wrist. He felt his blood seeping over his flesh. 



"YES!" the creature cried. Then, from above, came the sound of stone shattering as the spikes rushed down and drove into the creature's back. J’role rolled back. 



The creature screamed a long, long time. When it stopped, it was like the end of a terrible, howling storm. 
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J'role remained on his knees a long time, then, as if in a trance, feeling nothing and thinking nothing, he walked back down the corridors, searching for a way out. He ended up at the treasure room. 



Blood had splattered all over the room's wealth, and the value of the gold and silver jewels seemed slight in comparison to the precious red fluid that stained them. 



He saw that Garlthik still breathed. He walked quickly over to him, his feet stumbling on some coins. J'role knelt down beside the ork, and the old thief opened his one good eye. 

"Ah, lad. Still alive? Good for you. That's the test." 



Garlthik began to stand, and J’role tried to push him down. He could wait until help was brought. 



"No, no. I want to move. Have to keep moving." He stood and said, "Come." 



The two of them wandered down the corridor, using a torch to find a way out of the catacombs. J’role did not speak, for he was afraid of what would happen if he tried. The creature was no longer in his head, and that was good enough. That and walking alongside Garlthik again. 



They made their way out into the sunlight and J'role had to cover his eyes with his hands against the sudden brightness. In the distance he heard people calling his name. 



Garlthik cocked his head to one side at the sound of the cries. "Ah. I'd best be going. 

People are coming for you." 



J'role took hold of the ork's sleeve. 



"No. No," Garlthik said. "It's better if I go on. They want you. I'm just a potential prisoner. Give me some time to get away, will you?” 



J'role nodded. 



Garlthik touched his hand to J'role's cheek. Then the one eyed ork ran off through the rotting, ruined streets of Parlainth. 



"J'role!" Releana called, and he turned to see her and half a dozen dwarfs walking quickly toward him. The faces and armor of the dwarfs were blood-stained, but they wore smiles. 



"Are you all right?" Releana asked as she rushed up to J'role and took his bleeding wrist. 

His blood flowed over her hand. 



Too many ideas and thoughts crowded into J'role's head. Without meaning to, and without understanding what he was doing, he opened his mouth and said, "I ..." 



The voice was like a baby's cry raspy and painful. He heard his first true utterance in more than half his life and crumpled to his knees, tears swelling in his eyes and running down his cheeks. He thought of his mother and his father and wondered how they could have done such a thing to him. And he wondered how he could have done what he had done to his father. He wanted forgiveness from his father, a forgiveness that would never come. And he wanted to forgive his parents, a forgiveness he thought he could never give. 



Releana was kneeling beside him, holding his bloody hand. The others had also gathered around. J'role wanted to speak to her, to show her he had done it. He had gotten his voice back. 



But the tears flowed too thick, and his voice cracked with sobs, and his throat was so thick with grief that he could not speak a single word. 
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