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Guin, the leopard-headed warrior. When he appeared in the Roodwood he
was but a wanderer, utterly alone. Now he had friends, the Lagon and the Sem.

—The Chronicles of Cheironia
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Chapter One

LLacoN RIsING







Drip...

A drop of ice-cold water fell.

The water had been dripping at slow but regular intervals
for some time now. It was a vexing sound that pricked the ears
and frayed the nerves.

Drip...

The droplet struck a rock, ran across its surface. Over time
the falling water had begun to fill the cracks that spread across
the hard pale ground, overflowing to puddle in the low places.
In the dim light, the ground shone with surprising brightness,
like an eye glistening with tears. Yes, dampness, water gather-
ing—but it would never reach him.

Drip...

Guin had been sitting, hunched and motionless, listening,
waiting for each drop to fall in turn, for some time now. All

that water, and not a drop for him.



THE GUIN SAGA

To chain a man to a rock so close to water that he might
touch it if only he could extend a hand, lick the moisture with
his tongue if only he could lean forward—surely, there is no
better means to drive a prisoner mad, to weaken him, to bring
him to Death’s threshold—no surer, more reliable method to
torture a soul. Yet it was unclear how thoroughly the ones who
had chained him there had thought out their plan, whether
they had measured his chains when they placed him in that hole
in the rock.

What was certain was that Guin was terribly thirsty. He
wished, now, that he had not tasted the rock salt in that beauti-
ful, white valley filled with death where he had met his captors.

Guin did not curse his circumstances or rage against his
chains. He knew it would do no good; he also knew that
protesting would show weakness to those who had placed him
there. And so he sat, silently and still, without moving for sev-
eral twists. With his feline head hung low over his chest, the
half-man, half-beast stretched out his long legs and leaned up
against the rock behind him, resting his body as best he could.
IHe gave no outward sign of his fierce and growing frustration.

Again, almost mockingly: Drip...

In this rocky hollow untouched by morning, noon, or
night, it was impossible for Guin to tell just how much time had

passed since he came through the valley of white salt, met the
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Lagon Rising

four Lagon, and became their prisoner. It might have been a
‘moment, or a half-day, or even an entire cycle of the sun. No
one had brought him food, which meant that either not
enough time had passed for a meal to come, or his captors sim-
ply did not deign to feed their monstrous charge.

Crouched in the darkness as he was, his golden eyes staring
into the gloom, he felt that the very flow of time had lost its pre-
cision and meaning until it became something fluid, stretching
and contracting like some black, insidious amoeba.

Yet Guin could not afford to let himself float in such un-
certainty, to linger without taking action. He had come to these
mountains, far across the desert, to ask the barbarian Lagon if
they would join the Sem in fighting against a danger that
threatened all who called Nospherus home—and he had only
been given four days in which to do it.

If the four days ran out without word from Guin, the Sem
fully intended to kill the hostages he had left behind: Princess
Rinda and Prince Remus, the orphans of Parros. If he did not
return, they would consider it a betrayal, branding him a cow-
ard who ran to save his own skin rather than stand and fight.

Of course there was Loto, high chieftain of the Raku,
whose granddaughter Suni had been saved by Guin and the
twins of Parros. Loto would fight to protect Rinda and Remus,
certainly. Yet there would be strong opposition—the strongest

IT



THE GUIN SAGA

from Ilateli of the Guro tribe—and though Guin did not doubt
for a moment the success of his strategy to use the mercenary
Istavan to force the Karoi tribe into joining the struggle, their
chieftain, Gaulo, was as violent and as bloodthirsty as Ilateli
and would surely also demand retribution if he suspected a be-
trayal. It only made matters worse that the Karoi were given to
thinking of the peaceful Raku as brown-furred cowards.

Only the yidoh-herding Tubai and the Rasa, blood-kin to
the Raku, were likely to side with Loto should a confrontation
arise. But if the worst should happen, and the Raku, Tubai, and
Rasa were forced to join against the combined forces of the
Guro and the Karoi, they would be overwhelmed. The Guro
and the Karoi, the traditional warrior clans of the Sem, aggres-
sive and wild by nature, were also physically larger and stronger
than the other wildlings. The mild-mannered Raku and Rasa
wouldn’t stand a chance.

Guin just needed a little more time. Even if, by the time he
returned, the Sem had split over whether or not to kill the
twins, he felt confident that he could avert bloodshed and rec-
oncile the tribes so long as he reached them before the fighting
started. Then he could lead them to victory against their true
enemy—or at least, that was what he hoped. So he sat, and
thought, and waited.

The Sem were something very close to primitive humans:
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Lagon Rising

brave, and possessing the first rudiments of culture, yet unable
to grapple with abstract concepts or complex ideas. Strategy,
foresight, long-term calculations—not even the great Loto,
considered a sage among his people, understood these things
except in a vague and simple way. The minds of the Sem, like
their bodies, resembled those of human children. Thus it had
mystified them when Guin departed to ask for help from the
Lagon giants when the Sem still had the upper hand in
Nospherus, and the more suspicious among them had feared
that their Riyaad, their prophesied leader, was abandoning
them.

They did not understand why they had won every battle they
had fought against the Mongauli army, even against numbers
several times their own, nor how they had managed to turn
every disadvantage into an advantage. They scarcely compre-
hended the scope of Guin's efforts: the use of the hideous
yidoh, the clever decoy, the calling to arms of the Karoi, and
the near total destruction of all two thousand of Count Marus’s
blue knights. It had been enough for the little wildlings to
mindlessly follow their leopard-headed champion, and so they
had done faithfully, claiming victory again and again. It had
never occurred to them to wonder why. They followed Guin
because they saw him win, and trusted him to win again.

Yet had Guin failed even once, they would have ceased to

13



THE GUIN SAGA

follow him as swiftly as a dust-devil coils and fades in the
Nospherus sun. “We Sem have our own way of fighting,” they
would say, forgetting all that had passed. “Why rely on the help
of astranger?” From the very beginning, Guin was walking on a
tight rope above a valley of shining blades. He had come this far
without fault, but there was no guarantee that his next step
would not be his last.

He had no choice but to walk on.

Now he sat in the dark, listening to the drip, drip, drip of the
water, muttering to himself in a low growl.

He had made it this far. What good would it do to pause
and quail, gazing at the taut rope ahead of him now? Even if he
had to inch forward, clutching the rope with both hands, it
would be progress. After all, no matter how grim his present
situation, he was better off than when he had first appeared in
the Roodwood, where his memory began.

Then he had been as one newly born, without a scrap of armor
to protect him or an inkling of where he was, deep in an unknown
forest rife with man-eating ghouls and hostile Mongauli knights.
At that perilous awakening Guin had known only his name, and
one other word—"Aurra”—its meaning as mysterious as his own
identity. He was naked, bloodied, and freakish, with the head of a
beast where the face of a man should have been. So he had been
born, a twisted orphan of the Roodwood.
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Lagon Rising

Shortly thereafter he had saved the twins of Parros from the
knights of Stafolos Keep, more out of basic instinct than any
conscious decision. Yet that act had set the wheel of his fate into
motion, and soon he and the twins had become prisoners of
the keep, only to escape when a night raid by the Karoi left
Stafolos in flames. Together with a sellsword, Istavan of
Valachia, and the little Sem girl Suni, the companions had set
off down the Kes River on a raft, outrunning their pursuers
from Alvon Keep and fleeing into the wilds of Nospherus. So
he had run as a fugitive, not knowing why he had to be chased,
and fighting simply to survive, until, at last, he found friends
worth fighting for, the wildling Sem.

How differently the path of Guin’s days might have run had
he encountered not the tiny desert denizens but a modern,
mounted force, skilled in strategy, such as the armies of an-
other of the kingdoms in the Middle Country, or the resistance
forces desperately struggling to rebuild conquered Parros. Yet
he thought not of what might have been, but of what was. He
had been given the Sem, and the yidoh. He had been given
Nospherus. That was all he had, and he was determined to do
everything in his power to protect it from the Mongauli forces.
Fate had dealt him his hand; it was up to him to play the cards.

Now another disturbing possibility occurred to him. What

if, even before the Sem had the chance to execute the twins or
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fall into the tribal strife a stay of execution would surely entail,
they were preemptively attacked by the Mongauli army? The
four days he had requested from the Sem were more than just
the amount of time he expected their trust in him to last. It was
also the limit after which the various steps he had taken to en-
sure the Sem’s superiority in Nospherus would cease to become
effective.

If anything occurred that he had not foreseen, or any of his
carefully made calculations had been in error, all his effort
would evaporate like the morning dew on the Nospherus sands.

In any case he only had two days from the time when the
Lagon had captured him until his time was up. How many
hours had passed since then? If a whole day had indeed gone by
while he sat there chained to the rock, then only a day re-
mained. And if, outside, the second day’s sun was already
creeping toward the horizon, then the gambit was over, and he
had lost.

Yet there was nothing he could do. There had been no op-
portunity to attempt wooing the Lagon with words. He was
stuck in a rocky prison, all the giants out of earshot. And even if
his luck changed this instant and the Lagon set him free and
agreed to march to war at his side, there must be preparations
for battle, and then the long journey back over the Dog’s Head.
Indeed, the likeliest outcome of this adventure, even should he
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Lagon Rising

manage to win over his captors, was that they would not arrive
in time to save the Sem or the royal twins.

If only he had access to the secret of Parros that had enabled
Rinda and Remus to escape the burning Crystal Palace and
journey with lightning swiftness to the Roodwood, far, far
away! If he knew the workings of that ancient mechanism then it
would be a simple affair to bring the Lagon armies right before
the Mongauli in an instant—but this was an empty dream. Ah,
Rinda, Remus, if only you knew how valuableyou are! Your worth isgreater than a
thousand times your weight in diamonds. So precious you are that an entire army
has gone mad trying to claim you. If the Mongauli could capture the
twins, and through them the secret of Parros, then they would
conquer not only the Middle Country, but the entire world.

Enough.

Guin lifted his head, pushing these thoughts from his
mind. Some things it was better not to waste time pondering.
He might be surrounded by enemies, and plunged into what
was, by any reckoning, an entirely hopeless situation, but he
had no intention of giving up and leaving his fate in the hands
of the gods, for that was the coward’s way. If there came a day
when the twins of Parros breathed their last, all the tribes of the
Sem slaughtered down to the last brave warrior and a sword
thrust through his own neck, that—and not a moment sooner—

would be the day Guin stopped fighting.
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THE GUIN SAGA

Drip...

How could a simple sound be more maddening even than
his thirst, or the hopelessness of his predicament? Wrapped in
shadow, Guin swallowed his exasperation at the cruel workings
of fate, forced down the bitter unease, and sat still as the rock
around him.

Exerting his iron will, Guin wrenched his thoughts away
from the burning thirst in his throat and considered the bar-
barians who had chained him there. Little was known about
these giants of legend. Guin was likely the first man to have
stepped within the borders of their territory in centuries, even
millenia. The Lagon, together with the even more primitive
Sem, were the only two peoples to live in this accursed land of
Nospherus. Yet though their home was the same, how different
they were!

Compared to the simian Sem, who stood only one taal in
height and weighed no more than a ten-year-old human child,
the Lagon were truly giants. The tallest among them stood two-
and-a-half taal high, and weighed as much as a foal of three
years. Though similarly covered in thick hair, the Lagon lacked
the tails sported by the lesser wildlings, while that hair, veritable
manes, coiled from the napes of their necks to their thick
waists.

And compared to the Sem, whose capability for thought
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Lagon Rising

had halted at a level that was decidedly pre-human, the Lagon
appeared to possess something akin to intelligence. Though
their faces were fearsome to behold, their eyes burned bright as
lamps with the fires of a wild intelligence.

Guin had seen the giants’ purpose in coming to the white
valley where they captured him: they were there to harvest the
rock salt. Sem cuisine was simple at best; they boiled the occa-
sional root that was too hard to gnaw, but in essence they were
hunter-gatherers who lived on the raw spoils of the wild land
around them. Yet the L;':lgon gathered the seasoning stone, salt,
and very likely used it to preserve their food. They even ap-
peared to use the salt as a means of commerce. Guin knew this
because as they hauled him to their village, he had asked them
what their business was in the valley, and they had laughed at his
ignorance.

“The white sand is sacred to lagon. The blessing of the white
sand keeps away the earth-rot.”

“The white sand can be traded for many things,” another
had said. “The little lagon come often hoping for a handful.”

“Little lagon?” Guin had asked. “You mean the Sem?”

“Not sem. Your un-knowledge is vast, lagon who wears the
head of a beast. Sem are not lagon, they are sem. Beasts of the
sands. The little lagon of which we speak call themselves kitai.”

Somehow when the Lagon spoke the word sem, Guin knew
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THE GUIN SAGA

that, in their language, it meant “ape.” Yet he could not help
but be astonished at his informant’s next revelation. “The
Kitai?”

So men from the land of Kitai had traveled across the
mountains from the far side of Nospherus, entering the desert
land from its eastern border, to trade with the Lagon. While
the men of the Middle Country wrote off the far desolate
reaches of this desert waste as the edge of the world and busied
themselves conquering their own neighbors, the Kitai, who
were a familiar sight in any land with a trading port, had
opened routes into these outer marches and conceivably might
soon enter Nospherus, perhaps even crossing the Kes to arrive
at the three archduchies of Gohra.

Guin had always suspected there was some reason that
Mongaul had turned its eyes toward Nospherus. Perhaps it was,
ultimately, to open trade routes—and perhaps the Mongauli
were already too late. It would have been only one of their many
miscalculations. A force of fifteen thousand men must have
seemed a more than sufficient number to crush what little re-
sistance the desert monkeys, barbarous giants, mindless yidoh,
and vile sand leeches could offer. To an elite army, the waste-
land no doubt had appeared to promise an easy conquest with
scarcely the need to bloody a blade.

Obviously the Mongauli didn’t know Nospherus.

20




Lagon Rising

It occurred to Guin that, at some point in the not too dis-
tant future, all eyes in all lands would turn to this barren
borderland. Something lay hidden in Nospherus, and when
that something came to light, every country in the known world,
from the three archduchies of Gohra to Kitai on Nospherus’s
eastern border, and the ancient kingdom of Hainam whose
ruler claimed to be descended from the royal line of Kanan it-
self, all the way to the shadow-bound theocracy of Ferah-la,
would rush to be first to claim the prize.

Of course, this was merely conjecture. For the time being,
Nospherus was, to most of the inhabitants of these lands, noth-
ing more than a featureless stretch on a map, a strip of
unknown territory dividing the eastern reaches of the world
from the west.

The Lagon village to which Guin had been taken was situ-
ated in the mountains, not far from the valley of salt. Legends
told that the Lagon never lingered in one place, but traveled
constantly in the nomadic fashion. Other legends claimed that
the mysterious race dwelt in the ruins of the empire that once
reigned from deep in the Kanan mountain range, as eternal
wards of the ancient relics.

When at last Guin met the fabled giants, he had discovered
that both these legends were true, and at the same time, both

were wrong.
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The village of the Lagon was indeed nestled deep in the
Kanan Mountains, but when Guin was brought through its
midst, feeling the curious stares of the giants upon him, he had
come away with the impression that this was not the ancestral
home of the Lagon but simply one of many temporary com-
munities they had made over the centuries.

Nonetheless, the village was an impressive sight. The giants’
relatively advanced culture was clearly evident in the construc-
tion of their homes—not the simple pit dwellings of the Sem,
but real houses built from blocks of rock hewn from the moun-
tainsides. These stone houses were dark and cool within, and
several of them seemed to serve the function of communal
storehouses in which salted meat and rock amaranth could be
stored. This alone proved that the Lagon possessed knowledge
far exceeding that of the Sem.

It was only from subtle clues—an instinctual impression
that Guin would have found hard to articulate—that the leop-
ard-man guessed that the Lagon had come here relatively
recently, and that they likely relocated at regular intervals, carv-
ing the mountain stone to build new villages like this one where
they would live for years, or possibly decades, before packing up
and moving on again.

Perhaps this strategy was designed to obscure the location

of their homes from the great desert wolves and from the Sem,
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Lagon Rising

and was furthermore a convenient way to gain access to new
pastures and hunting grounds. Though they knew methods for
storing food, they did not yet seem to have discovered the art of
cultivating the soil. Even had they been so inclined, there was
little arable land in these rugged mountains or the surround-
ing desert on which to grow even the hardiest crop.

Apparently the Lagon represented a step in civilization be-
tween that of the Sem and that of the peoples of the Middle
Country and the far east. Though they did not yet practice
agriculture, they were beginning to wean themselves from the
nomadic hunting life.

Yet the language they spoke was very similar to that of the
Sem. Guin wondered just how the tiny Sem and the giant
Lagon had diverged into what they were today. And what to
make of the unbelievable claims that both Sem and Lagon were
children of the ancient Kanan Empire—in other words, de-
scended from humans? What demon’s hands had twisted them
into their current form? Nospherus, Nospherus... Though his
thoughts wandered they always came back to this harsh land. If
only he could understand these peoples, if he could unravel
their mysteries, he might uncover the deeper mystery that lay
hidden in its sands.

Like the secret of the ancient machinery of Parros, this

land, too, held a secret that could change the world.
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THE GUIN SAGA

How could men like myself become Lagon, or Sem, falling so far?

Guin stiffened, as though an icy hand had grasped his
heart.

Men like myself? Am I a man ? They called me the lagon who wears the head
of a beast. Then what am I? Am I human? Am I—

A low growl, released at last after long hours of tortured
self-control, escaped from between Guin’s huge fangs.
Suddenly, he reached up to seize his leopard-masked head as
forcefully as the chains would allow him, and shook it wildly as
if he had gone mad.

Then, just as abruptly, he stopped.
Guin lowered his hands and glared out into the darkness.

Someone was watching him.
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“AR!”

With a small yelp of surprise, the unknown watcher froze
outside the rough-cut window of Guin’s cell. The leopard-
man had initially assumed it was one of his captors—a warden,
perhaps—come to check on him, but now he wondered if it
might be some newcomer among the giants come to see the
strange prisoner with the head of a beast. What had caught his
attention in the gloom of the cave were two orbs burning with a
yellow flame, like the fearsome eyes of a wild animal in the
darkness.

Guin stifled the growl rising in his throat, and fixed his
gleaming eyes on his visitor.

Gradually he made out the form of a small Lagon—a child,
in fact. The youngster was nearly the size of an ordinary human
man—tall enough that his head would be even with Guin’s chest

if the leopard-warrior were standing. Yet the way he leaned up
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against the edge of the window suggested that unbalanced qual-
ity that children of all races share; and his eager, childlike
curiosity was palpable.

The youngster’s face was slender for a Lagon’s, and topped
with long hair, thick and tangled, much of it black with dirt and
caked mud. Yet his trembling eyes were filled with the inno-
cence of a newborn calf.

The young Lagon stared warily at the captive. He seemed
on the verge of shouting and running for his life, yet Guin’s
powerful gaze held him like a magnet, and the youngster stood
frozen, as though caught in some ensorcelment.

“A...Amu,” he said, his voice shaking as he made a visible
effort to stop trembling. The youngster was terribly nervous,
that much was clear. Guin averted his harrowing gaze, and his
visitor immediately seemed to relax. After a moment the visitor
turned from the window as if to leave, his curiosity satisfied.

“Lagon!” Guin called to his back. “Tell me, what time is it
now?”

The Lagon jumped, then froze in place. Guin’s eyes held
him fixed, and the leopard-man’s voice, accustomed to giving
orders, was persuasive as a whip. The Lagon child had no
choice but to respond.

“A...Aii.” After a moment’s hesitation, he turned.

Obviously he could not see well into the darkness of the prison
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Lagon Rising

cave. Yet he stood, staring through the window, meeting Guin’s
bright eyes. “Aii... What...?”

“I asked you what time it is now. Lagon, do not leave.”
Guin spoke this time with even greater force.

The Lagon child stood immobile for a long moment.
Then he edged closer to the window, peering more carefully
inside. Perhaps he was relieved that the strange prisoner spoke
his own wildling tongue. Guin flattened himself against the
rock wall behind him. It would not do to show too much of his
face to his visitor and scare him further. His voice softened,
and he asked his question again.

His visitor replied, “What...time? I do not understand.”

“You must know. Tell me.”

“I do not understand.”

Then it occurred to Guin that these Nospherus wildlings
might have no system for dividing the day into periods that
could be named or numbered. “Let me ask this, then: is the
sun in the sky, or is it night? Does the moon shine upon the
land?”

The Lagon furrowed his brow. "Yes, the sun is in the sky,
where else would it be?”

“Is it high? Is it close to evening®?”

“I do not know. Do not understand.”

“The sky—is it red?”
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“Your words, they make little sense. I think perhaps your
head is strange,” the Lagon said with something that sounded
almost like a laugh. “Sky is blue. Sky is always not red.”

“Well, I suppose it’s not, I mean—Doalspit!—is the sky blue
now, or is it black?”

“Blue.”

“Since I came to this place, have you slept? How many
times have you eaten?”

“Too early for sleep. Lagon sleep only at night. I ate two salt-
meats,” his young informant answered. Guin scratched at his
chest. Now he was getting somewhere. At least it seemed that the
sun had not yet set on the third day. That meant he was left with
at least a day and a night.

Perhaps I have enough time after all.

“I have a request for you. Will you hear it?” Guin said
earnestly.

“What? You are—you are evil, a lagon I have never seen.
What if you are a demon? Mother told me never to listen to
demons and their words.”

“But you're listening now, aren’t you?” Guin pointed out.
“Well? Has any harm befallen you?”

“No,” the youth said thoughtfully. “Nothing falls. No harm.”

“See? Iam no demon, I promiseyou this. Please, hear my request.”
“What is it?”
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THE GUIN SAGA

“Bring me one of those saltmeats such as you ate. And
something to drink.”

“Meat, and water?”

For a moment, Guin thought his visitor would refuse, but
after a long pause the youngster spoke again. "I will go to the
foodhouse, and bring you meat.” Then the Lagon turned and
ran. Guin heard his footfalls receding down the hall.

A short while later, as the leopard-man sat deep in
thought, he heard the thud of something thrown through the
window landing on the stone floor of the cavern.

“Meat, I brought for you.” The youth had returned, and
his voice was high pitched with excitement. “Mother is big lagon
at the food house. She gets much food—as much as we need.”

“I thank you,” Guin said. But there was still a problem. He
was overjoyed that the youth had brought him food, but now
the saltmeat was lying on the floor beneath the window, well out
of his reach where he sat chained to the stone wall in the back of
the room. “I'm bound to this rock and can’t move. Bring a
stick, and use it to push the meat to me, please.”

It appeared that his friend was beginning to take interest in
their exchange. To a curious child it must have seemed like a
marvelous game. Guin had relied on this from the moment he
saw that his visitor was a youngster. As long as Guin kept his in-

‘terest up and didn’t make him too uncomfortable, the Lagon
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child would probably do anything he asked.

After some time and a great deal of prodding with a long
stick the Lagon had found, Guin held the meat in his hand. He
doubled over, getting his head as close to his hand as he could,
and crammed it laboriously through his mask into his mouth.
It was terribly salty, being nothing more than raw meat caked
with salt, but after long days of eating nothing but the plain
food of the Sem, the taste alone was enough to breathe the life
back into him.

Guin finished the sizable hunk of meat in the blink of an
eye. He could have eaten more, but even this was enough to re-
juvenate his strength and vastly improve his spirits. Yet his
throat stung with thirst. He pleaded with his young friend for
something to drink.

This did not turn out to be as easy as the meat. Yet, after a
long search, the child was able to bring him a primitive canteen
made of carved wood, with a cork in one end. When he pushed
it over to the leopard-man it made a pleasant sloshing sound.
Guin held the canteen between his knees, used his teeth to pry
out the cork, and drank deeply. Ordinary water had never
tasted so sweet, so delicious, nor had it ever felt so invigorating.
In a moment he had drunk it all.

“Ahh...” Guin sighed, licking his lips like a contented lion.
“May Janos repay your kindness a thousandfold! I won't forget
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what you have done for me. I feel like a man reborn.” He
thought for a moment. “Say, can you tell me, is this village of
the Lagon large?”

“Of course,” the child said, eyes wide, gazing in through
the darkness at the strange man-beast hunched in the shadows.
“The lagon are great and powerful,” he declared with evident
pride. “Dodok the Brave and Kah the Wise lead us true.”

“And are Dodok the Brave and Kah the Wise in the village
now?”

SDE course. As the sun and the moon are in the sky, they
lead the Lagon. You know nothing.”

“That’s right, I don’t. That’s why I want you to teach me.
Tell me about the Lagon. How many are you?”

“We are many, many,” his young informant replied. Guin
tried several times to elicit a specific number, but the answer
was always the same. Either the Lagon were as poor with num-
bers as the Sem, or his informant was too young to have learned
counting.

“Do the Lagon enjoy combat? Do they like to fight?”

“Aii... I do not understand.”

“Are the Lagon strong?”

“Lagon are stronger than any other. Bhin stronger than Ta.
Ran stronger than Bhin. Tii defeat Ran with one arm. And San
and Ehb, and Lho are stronger than Tii, but Dodok the Brave
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strongest of all. He is the Brave. That is why Dodok the Brave is
Dodok the Brave.”

“I see,” Guin said, collecting his thoughts. From what the
child was saying, he could assume that the Lagon did enjoy
combeat, yet it seemed their militant energies were not directed
at subduing other races, such as the Sem, but were exhausted
vying for rank within their own community.

It sounded as though this Dodok the Brave were leading the
Lagon together with Kah the Wise, yet he did not seem to be a
hereditary chieftain in the vein of Loto, Ilateli, or Gaulo of the
Sem, but rather the strongest warrior among the giants. He
could picture a tournament whereby all the warriors would
fight, with the winner of the final match claiming the title
“brave” and leadership of the tribe.

If that were the case, Guin was in luck. All he had to do was
to lure Dodok the Brave into combat. Even if the Lagon didn’t
immediately accept him as their leader, a victory should still
earn him enough respect among these hulking warriors that
organizing a force to aid the Sem would be far more simple. As
for the prospect of doing combat with the strongest among the
Lagon, Guin was confident in his chances. Though these crea-
tures were giants even compared to him, they were not
particularly massive for their height. After all, Guin had over-
come the grey ape of Gabul, a head taller than him and broader
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and heavier by far.

“I wish to meet Dodok the Brave.”

He heard a gasp outside the window.

“Why?” the child asked after some time.

“Why?” Guin echoed loudly. “Because I'm stronger than
Dodok the Brave.”

“You lie!” came a swift response. Guin could hear the
tremble of fear in the child’s high-pitched voice.

“It is no lie. Just tell Dodok that I wish to try him in com-
bat. If he refuses, it is because he is afraid of me. Because he
knows that if we fight, I will win.” :

“There is none stronger than Dodok. If Dodok loses,
Dodok will no longer be Dodok. Dodok is always strongest,”
the Lagon said.

The logic was confused, but it appeared that Guin’s guess
had hit the mark. He nodded to himself, satisfied, and went
on, “Then call Dodok. Bring him here. Tell him I wish this. If
he will not accept my challenge, tell him that I am stronger than
he, and I am the next, true Dodok. I crossed the desert and
mountains to test his strength, to challenge him. Tell him this.”

Another gasp. “Who...” the child began after a pause,
“Who are you, lagon with the head of a beast?”

“My name is Guin,” the leopard-man replied, burying the
twinge of doubt that he felt at his own words deep inside.
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Though he had forgotten everything about his life before the
Roodwood, when the girl Rinda called him Guin, he had re-
sponded naturally, unconsciously, accepting it as his name. It
had to be right. Iam Guin.

The child turned to run, but Guin called to him one last
time. “Wait, child! Your name?”

“Rh.:iRhanat

“Good. Then, Rhana, do not forget to tell Dodok what I,
Guin, the leopard-headed warrior, have said here.”

Rhana sped away without another word. Guin was listening
to his footfalls disappear into the distance when a realization
struck him.

Not “his” footfalls, but “hers”? Rhana was clearly a girl’s name. So
the one who had given him food and water was a Lagon female.
Guin smiled and gazed at the window of his cell. Then another,
more sobering thought crossed his mind. I hope Rhana has the
courage to deliver my challenge to Dodok the Brave.

Even if he ran the entire distance, Guin would need a full
day and a night for the journey back to the Sem camp. That
meant he had to get the Lagon on the move today and no later.

He hoped that Rhana would bring his message to Dodok
and, in their fury at the leopard-headed monster’s impu-
dence, the giants would drag him out of the cell. Yet if Rhana
feared to admit that she had been to the cell, the challenge
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would never be delivered, and all his effort would have been in
vain—

Even while he sat there thinking, precious time was slipping
away.

No matter. I will deal with what happens when it happens, Guin de-
cided, and make my next move when it becomes clear what that move should be.
Now, he needed to conserve his strength, and so the chained
warrior stretched out and made himself as comfortable as he
could on the rock and closed his eyes. His stomach was full, and
the burning in his throat had eased. As unfavorable as his con-
ditions were, they had vastly improved in a short amount of
time.

What will come, will come. What will be, will be.

Like many battle-hardened warriors, Guin was capable of
sleeping at any time and in any place, returning to full wakeful-
ness in an instant at the first sign of trouble. Within moments
he was breathing regularly and softly. Rhana did not return,
nor did an angry Dodok the Brave storm into the stone cell.
Beyond Guin’s ken, high above the stony mountains, the sun
began its slow arc down the sky.

“Rise! Rise, captive!”

Guin had awoken at the first sound of footsteps approach-
ing down the corridor, long before the shouting started. Now

he was feigning sleep to better gauge his visitors.
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“He sleeps well!” one guard spat.

“Like a lazy beast,” another said.

On cue, Guin’s eyes snapped open. Three of the giant
wildlings were standing in the cave before him. They carried
stone-tipped spears in their hands and were naked save for hide
loincloths tied about their waists.

“Dodok the Brave and Kah the Wise will see you now,” one
of them announced with some pomp, then crouched to undo
the leopard-man'’s chains.

Guin was glad he had taken the precaution of hiding the
canteen Rhana had given him in a nook in the rock where the
guards would not see it.

The loosened chains fell to the stone floor. Surrounded by
Lagon, Guin exited the small cell. His arms and legs tingled
with receding numbness.

It seemed that Rhana had not managed to deliver her mes-
sage to the chief, but there was little Guin could do about that.
The stone of the dark hallway through which he passed was
rough cut and damp with moisture. They passed through a
doorless opening in one wall and he found himself abruptly
outside.

It was a windy night. The stars seemed closer and more nu-
merous than they had over the sands of the Nospherus desert.
White Aeris shone in the sky above the jagged silhouette of a
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rocky peak. The moon, like a giant platinum disc, and the stars,
scattered across the black drape of the night beyond the moun-
tains’ spine, had the kind of harsh cold beauty that graces only
such places where not a single tree grows or wild shrub flowers.

“Come along, monster,” one of the guards said, yanking
Guin mercilessly in his wake. The prisoner followed without
resisting.

As he was led along Guin gazed at the layout of the village,
familiar from his passage through it earlier that day. The gi-
ants’ community was arranged on levels cut into the sides of the
mountains that enclosed the valley. It was impossible to traverse
it without either climbing or descending at almost every step.
Now they descended toward a large open space at the very bot-
tom of the vale that Guin guessed must function like the
communal grounds of the Sem village. There were simple steps
cut into the rock around this gathering place where the Lagon
could sit to participate in tribal meetings. Perhaps the open
ground was also used for their tournaments or the settling of
conflicts.

Guin could see clearly thanks to the bright shining moon.
His feet stepped lightly down the rough-cut stone steps. The
three Lagon guards escorted him in silence. From somewhere
far beyond the rocky slopes, the sound of a desert wolf’s howl

came to them on the wind. It was a lonely sound.
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As they passed each stone house, heads covered with thick
hair peered out of doorways and windows, observing their
progress. Guin caught glimpses of women carrying infants, as
well as some Lagon he assumed must be very elderly from the
grayish tint of their hair. In general, he found it very difficult
to tell the female Lagon from the males. Those with newborns
had breasts swollen for nursing and thus were easy to spot, but
those without young children were flat-chested and as well
muscled in their shoulders and arms as their male counter-
parts.

Most of them wore nothing but a solid coat of fur. To
Guin’s eye, accustomed to the diminutive Sem, their height was
unnerving and their necks seemed short and thick. Beneath
jutting heavy brows eyes tracked the strange captive in silence
with a mixture of curiosity and enmity. Though some heads
withdrew into the doorways after the prisoner and his escort
had passed, many of the Lagon emerged from their homes and
followed the quartet down the steps. Before long a procession
had formed.

To a hidden observer it might have seemed like a scene
from a reenactment of Cirenos’ descent into Hell. It was a for-
boding and yet eerily comical sight: Guin, pushed and
prodded by his three captors, making his way down the long
rough stair to the stony clearing, trailed by along shuffling line
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of curious Lagon. Several warriors were already sitting on the
carved stone steps around the gathering place, waiting for their
leader to pass judgment on their strange captive. No one spoke
aword.

As Guin and his captors paused in the middle of the open
place, the women and children who had followed behind them
filed around to take seats behind the warriors on the steps.
Guin cast his eyes about looking for Rhana but found no one
resembling her among the children. He gave up and turned his
attention to the Lagon warriors.

The three Lagon that had taken him from his cell now
formed a watchful semicircle behind him, their spears held
ready. Each one of them was a half-head taller than the leop-
ard-man. The expressions on their craggy faces suggested a
mixture of disdain for their captive and fear at his unusual ap-
pearance.

Guin raised his eyes to see that two chairs had been set at the
edge of the clearing. A Lagon sat upon each chair.

In the right-hand chair was a Lagon of incredible age.
Every hair on his body was white, and he was thin and bony to
the point of emaciation, but the eyes beneath his bushy brows
burned with an intense light. It had to be Kah the Wise. And
sitting next to him—

Guin’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly.
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Even though the Lagon was sitting, the leopard-man could
tell he was immense—the biggest of any Lagon he’d seen so far.
Were the giant to stand, he would be sure to overtop Guin by a
full head and a half. His girth was massive for a Lagon as well.
His shoulders, arms, and chest were thick with muscles that ran
like bands of steel, bulging through his rich body hair, and his
hideous face seemed drawn from a child’s nightmare.

This, without a doubt, was Dodok the Brave, strongest of
the Lagon.

Guin would have to fight him.

And win.
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‘When Kah the Wise spoke, it was slowly, as if in a dream.

“Who are you?”

His voice was thick and rasping, but the eyes that peered out
from beneath his bushy white brows gleamed with intelligence.

Guin, who had been sizing up Dodok the Brave’s consider-
able strength and girth, turned his gaze to the other leader of
the Lagon. Kah’s eyes met his, probing him with a deep curios-
ity.

STyl

The moment Guin opened his mouth to reply, a stir went
through the Lagon. Though a few among them had already
heard him speak, most were now seeing him for the first time
and were astonished to find that this leopard-headed man—like
a creature out of some myth—could speak their own tongue.

Dodok’s gaze filled with surprise beneath his jutting brow.
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Only Kah the Wise showed no sign of untoward alarm. Slowly,
he tilted his head, lending an ear to Guin’s words.

“My name is Guin. I am...a warrior, though I know not
whence I came, nor the name of my land of birth.”

“Guin? Why do you not know where you hail from? Who
are you?” Kah repeated quietly. Guin frowned, uncertain
where to begin.

“He knows not whence he comes!” a deep, dangerous voice
thundered. It was Dodok the Brave. “It is because he is an evil
spirit—a demon! Kah the Wise, he has come from the Land of
the Dead to wreak vengeance upon lagon. It is certain.”

Here and there, the Lagon muttered in agreement. Some
merely nodded, while others shouted that such a creature did
not deserve a trial, and should be killed on the spot.

Kah the Wise slowly lifted his right hand. Again, the Lagon
fell silent. “You will tell us. Who are you?”

This time, Guin had an answer for him. “I am Guin. I
came here under orders to lead the Lagon down the true path.”

“Whose orders?” Kah asked swiftly.

“Heaven’s.”

“What is heaven?”

“It is the two-faced god Janos, who rules this world.”

“This...Janos, we do not know this god,” said the Lagon

chieftain.
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“And who determines how the Lagon should be? Who de-
termines their fate, or the way they must live? Who makes all
things in the world move, protecting the Lagon, and giving
righteous judgment to you, Kah? Alphetto?”

“Alphetto?” Kah replied incredulously, disdain clear in
hisvoice. "Alphetto! That is the mud-god of the Sem. He is the
god of foul insects that walk the Land of the Dead—the maggots
that infest the corpse of our world, the Sem. Lagon care nothing
for Alphetto.”

“Then what? Whom do the Lagon worship?”

“You speak of Aqrra,” Kah replied solemnly. To Guin’s as-
tonishment, the moment he said that word, all the Lagon
seated around the clearing lowered their heads as one. “Aqrra
made lagon, Aqrra protects lagon. Aqrra is the beginning of all
things. There are many gods upon the land. Yet only Aqrra
made us. Aqrra belongs only to us.” Then he began to chant in
a monotone: “Aqrra is only of lagon, and lagon were made by
Aqrra.”

All the Lagon echoed the chant in a low voice.

“Then that’s who sent me,” said Guin. “This Agqrra, in my
language he is known as Janos. I came here under orders from
Aqrra.”

“Aqrra is only Aqrra. Aqrra has no other name. Aqrra is

known only to lagon, whom Agqrra has made, and no other,”
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Kah said forcefully. Guin began to grow irritated. Above him,
Aeris was already high in the sky. He had no time to waste de-
bating theology.

“Nonetheless, I came here from Aqrra!” the leopard-man
exclaimed, thrusting out his chest. “I'm a messenger from
Aqrra!”

“Aqrra!” the Lagon shouted, another ripple passing
through the crowd. Now Dodok the Brave stood, towering so
high he seemed almost to touch the low-hanging clouds.

“Silence him! Cut out his tongue, and cure it with salt! He
has profaned the sacred Aqrra. He came to steal precious white
salt from lagon. He claims to be a messenger from Aqrra, yet he
is a thieving demon. Kill him.”

Cries of “Kill him, kill him!” erupted from the crowd. The
Lagon thrust their fists into the air, shouting for blood.

“Silence!”

The voice of Kah the Wise rang across the clearing. His
right hand slowly rose, and at once, the commotion settled.
Guin looked at that raised hand, then blinked and counted:
Kah the Wise had six fingers.

Perhaps this was a requirement for becoming a sage among
these people, Guin surmised, momentarily forgetting the ur-
gency of his predicament, until his thoughts were interrupted

by Kah’s ever-calm voice.
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“Guin, Warrior with the Head of a Beast, Dodok the Brave
has made mighty accusations against you. One, that you are a
demon from the Land of the Dead come to wreak vengeance
upon lagon. Two, that you steal salt from the sacred valley.
Should these claims prove true, they are grave matters indeed.
But if these claims are not true, then still you have committed a
sin far graver than that of being a demon: to blaspheme the
name of Aqrra is to lagon worse than stealing salt, or killing a
man in his sleep. Can you explain your two trespasses here, be-
fore myself, Kah the Wise, and Dodok the Brave? Can you
prove these words that have come from your mouth?”

“I can,” Guin said, staring directly back at him, “...I
think.”

“Then do so. Lagon are fair, lagon are just. If you are true,
then you have nothing to fear.”

“Then I shall explain myself,” Guin said, taking a half-step
forward. For a moment, his three guards tensed to strike, yet
when they saw that he intended no action, they resumed their
statue-like vigil.

The moon slipped out from behind a cloud, lighting the
village of stone. Guin had placed himself in the exact center of
the open ground. Legs wide set, hands bound behind his back
at the wrists, the warrior thrust out his chest, and the pale blue-

white gaze of Aeris made his feline head and muscular body
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swim with wavering light, like a statue at the bottom of the sea.

“I can prove myself,” Guin repeated, somewhat louder.
Kah leaned forward in his chair, tilting an ear toward the cap-
tive. The warriors, women, and children of the Lagon had
fallen quiet. No demon had ever been tried in the village clear-
ing before, and they didn’t want to miss a moment.

“Listen to my words,” Guin began, “then decide whether
to punish me or not. I know the Lagon to be fair. See me here
now. I speak your words, and except for my beast-head, I share
your form. Is my appearance cause enough to treat me as a
demon? I do not think you are so barbarous as that. I believe in
the Lagon.”

“Yes, we are fair,” came an undercurrent of voices in the
crowd, but faded swiftly into silence, like water seeping into the
sand.

“To the first accusation—namely, that I, Guin, am a demon
come from the Land of the Dead to wreak vengeance upon the
Lagon—this could not be more untrue. I cannot understand
why you might think such a thing. I am no creature of death! As
you can see, I live and [ move. Red blood flows in my veins; I
know thirst, I know hunger. I can speak your words, walk upon
two legs, and fight with two arms. This is what it means to live.

“The dead are cold and lie beneath the ground without

moving, and when by sorcery they do move, they need neither
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food nor drink. They do not raise swords to fight, but breathe
foul vapors that bring disease, or turn their enemies to stone.
Do I seem a demon to your eyes? Do I seem such an unholy
creature? I eat, like you, and wield a blade to cut my foes. I do
not use some demon-spell to rot their flesh.

“Yes, I came from the desert, but I was not born there, and
it is not the Land of the Dead, as you say. You know the Sem,
and other living things that thrive in those sands. The desert
dunes are not entirely unlike your mountain home. How can
you call it the Land—"

“Kah!” One of the Lagon stood. He was a young warrior,
about the same height and build as Guin. He spoke with barely
restrained excitement. “He claims the word of lagon is a lie! The
desert is the Land of the Dead. Even a child of three knows the
Sem and the yidoh, and the sandworms, are demons in a land
of decay. He profanes Aqrra! Make your judgment, and have
him hung on the end of a spear.”

A great chorus of agreement rose up, yet Guin could hear
there were some dissenters. Still, it was a failure. Without
knowing it, he seemed to have stepped over the line and pro-
faned a Lagon taboo.

“Wait!” he shouted above the rising swell of the crowd. “I
have not finished my explanation! If the Lagon are fair and

honor their laws, then you must not pass judgment before you
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hear all I have to say—is this not so, Kah the Wise?”

“The Warrior with the Head of a Beast is correct.”

The six-fingered sage lifted his malformed hand slowly,
speaking in a steady voice. "Continue your explanation. Ran,
you will hold your tongue until he is finished.”

Guin bowed to the sage in thanks. Then he continued,
testing each word gingerly, as though stepping on thin ice
across a rushing stream. “Yes, I came through the desert. Yet
this was only because there was no other way to reach your vil-
lage. I fought with many creatures in those sands. Isn’t the fact
that I passed through this ‘Land of the Dead’ and remained a
living being proof that I am not a demon? You look at me, at
my head, and call me a demon from the desert. Yet, just as I
crossed through the sands but was not born there, so too I wear
this head though I was not born with it. It was a curse that made
me as [ am today. Beneath this head of a beast...is a face like
yours.

“Now, as for the other accusation—that I am a thief come to
steal your salt. Never before have I visited your mountain
home. I came to speak with you, and your wise leaders. Yet I did
not know exactly where the Lagon village lay, nor did I know the
ways of your people. I did not know the white salt was precious
to you, nor did [ know that placing it in my provision-bag was a

sin, for no one had ever told me this. Had I known, I would
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never have done something so foolish as to profane that which
is sacred to the Lagon. I explained this to the ones who seized
me, and I gave them the salt I had put in my bag. You will know
this is true if you speak to the warriors who captured me.

“I regret from my heart that I broke a taboo of the Lagon,
and I offer my apology. Yet I did it without knowledge of my
sin. If breaking a taboo in ignorance is still a crime, then pun-
ish me—yet should not the punishment be different from that
reserved for a crime committed in full knowledge?

“Think of this, too: were I truly a demon, it would have
been a simple matter for me to bewitch those who found me
with a spell, and leave the valley with your salt in secret. Yet I did
not do this, but instead threw down my weapon, returned the
salt, and was brought to your village to be thrown into prison.

“I did not choose to fight with the Lagon, because I want to
be your friend. I have come here, braving many hardships in
my journey, to ask for your mighty aid.

“How will you Lagon treat me now, knowing the truth I
have told you—can you be as fair as you claim? Will you kill me
without considering what I have to say? I leave that to your sense
of justice.

“This is my explanation. I offer it before you, Kah the
Wise, and all the fair people of the Lagon.”

Guin fell silent, and boldly looked around at the gathered
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wildlings. The effect of his words on his audience was clear.
Throughout the crowd Lagon turned to each other, gauging
their companions’ reactions, and began to whisper in hushed
voices, seeking a unity of opinion. It appeared that Kah's si-
lencing of the young warrior early on had quieted the younger
generation, leaving this decision in the hands of the elders.

Kah the Wise said nothing. He merely stared at the leop-
ard-man from under his bushy brows for so long that even
Guin began to worry. In silence the ancient wildling clasped his
hands—Guin now saw that they both bore six fingers—together
upon his lap, and sat still.

Guin was about to ask if some decision had been made
when Kah’s voice cut him off. “Judgment will come after all has
been heard. Now, Warrior with the Head of a Beast, let us hear
how you intend to prove the most important words you have
said: that you were sent here to lead the Lagon to the true path
by Aqrra.”

“Well...” Guin began, then stopped.

“Have you no answer?” Kah demanded. “You said you
were a messenger from Aqrra. Then let me ask: What is Aqrra?
What is Aqrra’s form? Have you seen Aqrra? Show us proof
you are a messenger.”

“Proof, proof!” the crowd chorused behind him.

Guin felt cold sweat trickle down his back. He had not an-
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ticipated standing here under the pale wildland moon to be
asked questions about the wildlings’ religion. He searched his
patchwork memory for anything that might help, but came up
with nothing. Guin shook his head, unsure of how to reply.

“Aqrra is everywhere,” he said at last, feeling much like a
small craft setting out to sea in the middle of a storm. At the
mercy of the waves, he would paddle for all he was worth.
“Aqrra is known by many names. As the Lagon know him by
one name, I know him by another. None can know where
Agrra resides, for he is everywhere, and nowhere. No man has
met Aqrra, for no man may stand in his presence.”

“Indeed,” Kah the Wise replied, quite unexpectedly.
“Continue.”

“There are none who can describe Aqrra’s form, for none
are able to see him. Yet he exists above us all—he is the creator of
alli

“Enough!”

Again, Dodok the Brave's voice boomed above the gather-
ing. His tone bespoke terrific rage. The leopard-man fell silent
immediately. He had tried to keep his descriptions so vague
they couldn’t possibly be faulted, but perhaps he had said too
much.

Dodok the Brave rose to stand on the broad seat of his

stone chair. The hard lines of his face shone wetly in the
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moonlight, his features twisted with fury.

“Enough! This beast-man is no messenger of Aqrra. He
knows nothing of Aqrra at all. All his words are blasphemy, all
that passes through his lips. Agrra is not as he says. Aqrra can be
seen with the eye. Aqrra is not everywhere and nowhere. Aqrra
iswhere it is. Do we not say that if it is lost, the Lagon will be de-
stroyed? He says Aqrra has a different name. But Aqrra is only
Aqrra. Why? Because none other than lagon know Agrra. The beast-
head lies! He says the creatures of the outside world know
Agqrra. He claims to have come on Aqrra’s orders, to proclaim
Agqrra’s will. Yet he does not know Aqrra! I will not hear an-
other of his lies! Kill him, kill him, kill him! Do any contest the
judgment of Kah the Wise and Dodok the Brave?”

“None, none, none!” rose shouts from the crowd.

“Kah will give his blessings to Dodok!”

“Kill the beast-head!”

“Kill him!”

The shouts of the crowd echoed off the heights of the
mountains around them, drowning out the far-off crying of
the wolves.

“Kill him!” Dodok howled.

Guin’s thoughts dissolved in bleak dismay. Apparently, this
Aqrra was not a person, nor a god, but some sort of object.

Something was tugging at the back of Guin’s mind, but he
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didn’t have time to pay it any attention.

“Kill, kill, kill, kill!”

“Kill the demon!”

All around the clearing, the hirsute giants stood and thrust
clenched fists into the air. Guin knew the situation was grim,
perhaps the worst he had ever faced. Yet, a thin shred of hope
remained.

Kah had not yet added his voice to the cacophony.
However, the wizened elder didn’t seem particularly interested
in stopping it, either. His eyes were closed to mere slits, and he
sat with hands clenched, as though in a trance.

“Rip him apart! Rip him!”

The crowd was hungry for blood.

“Kill, kill, kill!”

No good, thought Guin, giving up on any hope of a rescue
from Kah. It was beginning to look like his only way out might
be to fight his way to freedom. He took stock of the crowd. To
his dismay, the numbers had grown since he arrived. There
might well be a thousand Lagon around him, each one of them
near his height if not considerably larger.

Another strategy suggested itself. If1 can take Kah the Wise as a
hostage... Guin tensed every muscle, preparing to duck past the
stone-tipped spears of the guards and charge the leaders’

chairs.
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“But he said he could defeat Dodok the Brave!” came a
sharp high voice from the crowd.

“Rhana!” came the hushing of a parent. "Mind your
tongue.”

“But the leopard-head said he was strong!” the child Rhana
went on, undaunted. “Stronger than Dodok the Brave. He said
he came to show to everyone, he is the true Brave. Why do they
not fight?”

A complete silence settled suddenly over the crowd, differ-
ent from the one Kah the Wise had called for earlier. It was a
silence rigid with fear, and apprehension.

“Rhana!” the Lagon that must have been Rhana’s mother
shouted in a horrified voice. Guin scanned the crowd, finally
spotting his little friend standing amidst a group of Lagon to
the left of Dodok. Her round eyes stared at Guin unblinking.

“He is short,” she said. “How can he be stronger than
Dodok? Why will Dodok not fight him?”

“It is because Dodok is afraid of me!” Guin declared, seiz-
ing the opportunity. “Lagon! Braves of Lagon! Dodok would
kill me without a fair trial, without even a fair fight!”

“Silence, demon!” Dodok roared, leaping down from his
chair with a spasm of rage. His face was flushed with fury. “Who
is afraid of a runt such as you? The Lagon are fair! You are a

demon! You were brought here to explain yourself, not to
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fight. The Lagon will not fight demons!”

“The Lagon will not fight, or Dodok will not fight?” Guin
challenged. "The Lagon are a brave, true people. But their
leader Dodok is a coward. He is afraid to fight me. Why? It is
because he knows that if he fights me, he will no longer be the
strongest!”

A communal gasp rose from the crowd. The air stank of
fear and sweat.

Dodok took a slow step forward. He was no longer shout-
ing, though the rage boiled behind his clenched teeth, a far
more terrifying sight than his outburst a moment before. He
loomed, nearly three taal high, looking down at the leopard-
headed warrior before him.

“Now you would shame me, lagon with the head of a beast?”
Dodok asked, his voice trembling with the eerie quiet that
comes just before an explosion. “Shame me without a chal-
lenge, and I may kill you. Or adhere to the code, and challenge
me, for the chance to prove your words are true.”

It was an easy choice. "I challenge Dodok the Brave,” Guin
replied immediately. As one, the Lagon held their breath.
Before them all, Guin had challenged Dodok the Brave,
strongest of all the braves, twice as formidable as himself. Many
shook their heads, assuming that, in his fear, their strange cap-

tive had gone mad. Guin continued. “However, I do not know
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the rules of combat among your people. I would have you teach
me. I would challenge Dodok.”

“Good!” Dodok howled. “I accept your challenge! On the
honor of Dodok the Brave, I will rend you to pieces!”

Then abruptly he fell silent and turned to Kah the Wise, as
though awaiting a final permission. Guin made note that of the
two chiefs, the Wise stood above the Brave.

Kah the Wise was lost in thought behind half-lowered lids,
yet after a moment he widened his eyes and spoke to the silent
crowd.

“Very well. Our purpose here is changed. Dodok the Brave
will fight the Warrior with the Head of a Beast. If Dodok wins,
Guin shall die. Should Guin prevail, we will consider his claim
to be true, that he is a messenger from Aqrra.”

Guin was impressed. It was a keen political move. With
those words, Kah the Wise had managed to ensure that even if
Dodok should lose, the Lagon would lose nothing.

“Are there any objections?” Kah asked, slowly turning his
head to scan the crowd. Dodok and Guin eyed each other
silently.

All at once the angry energy of the Lagon rushed away like a
tide, replaced by excitement for the spectacle that was to come. It
was clear that the giant wildlings loved nothing more than watch-
ing a good fight, and tonight would be a show to remember.
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“Prepare yourselves,” Kah the Wise ordered. “This ground
will know combat before the rising of the sun.”

Dodok the Brave stretched to his full height and sauntered
into the clearing, where he turned to look again at his chal-
lenger. His eyes were filled with anger and disdain, shot
through with a cruel joy at the slaughter to come.

Guin wordlessly returned his gaze. At last—for the time
being, at least—things were going as he had hoped. Now all he
had to do was defeat Dodok and convince the Lagon to listen to
him.

Above his head, the moon shone with a cold light, illumi-
nating the stone buildings and the ample-haired creatures that
filled the streets between them. Only three or four twists of the

sand-clock remained until dawn.
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“You are prepared?”

The low voice of Kah the Wise carried clearly across the
silent amphitheater, drifting over the heads of the assembled
crowd.

“Dodok is ready,” the massive Lagon chieftain replied,
nodding slowly.

“Asam I,” Guin asserted.

One thousand or more Lagon sat around the giants’ gath-
ering-place—warriors, women, children, elders—all with eyes
fixed on the two combatants. It was well past midnight, yet even
mothers clutching small infants to their breasts were present.
The Lagon loved battle—so much that they used one-on-one
combat to determine who led them—and even at this improba-
ble hour, the eagerness of the spectators was palpable. No one
wanted to miss the event.

In Middle Country terms Guin was a man of legendary
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proportions. Yet to the mighty Lagon, who averaged two taal in
height and one hundred skones in weight, the leopard-headed
warrior appeared rather puny, standing eye to eye with young
boys and the shorter womenfolk.

And if Guin was a runt among the Lagon, Dodok the Brave
was a giant among giants. He stood like an animate mountain
in the midst of the clearing, arms crossed upon his chest, wait-
ing for Kah the Wise to give the signal to begin. Naked save for a
loincloth of ragged hide, he stood a full taal taller and weighed
half again as much as his challenger.

Though most of the Lagon were slender for their height,
Dodok was proportioned much the same as Guin. The hair
swirled down his back in a great mane, and bristled in clumps
of yellow and brown on his stomach, chest, and arms, barely
concealing the powerful sheets of muscle beneath.

Yet his sheer mass did not mean he lacked agility. Though
tall, the Lagon were neither heavy-boned nor clumsy. Even
those who towered over two taal moved swiftly, their reflexes
honed over years of hunting wolves and lizards through the
rocky hills they called home.

The gaze of the packed crowd flamed with hostility as it
looked upon the intruder, the blasphemer, the upstart chal-
lenger Guin. Most did not watch to see whether Dodok or

Guin would emerge victorious; rather, they waited breathlessly
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to see how Dodok the Brave, their indomitable chieftain,
would take this brazen, foolish creature and toy with him, break
him, and then rend him limb from limb. This was the source
of the excitement that stirred the air with rank sweat and
seething blood. Guin understood this well, perhaps better than
any other. Yet his glinting yellow eyes and the leopard mask
through which they shone revealed no trace of fear.

“To me, childling!” Dodok taunted, and his eyes said: itis
beneath me to make the first move. Grinning with calm confidence, he
lifted a terrifyingly large fist and pounded his rippling chest.

Guin kept his distance, his cool gaze marking their posi-
tions, his toes finding purchase in the light, rocky sand. It was
apparently a custom of the Lagon to fight unarmed. Normally,
this might ensure fair combat, yet in the current situation, it
seemed a bad jest. Dodok’s long arms, giant frame, and fearful
strength were a far more lethal assortment of weapons than any
set of blades would have been.

Despite Guin’s own considerable strength, he knew that if
the giant’s hands should grab him, it would be no simple feat to
break free. He could writhe and twist all he wanted, yet those
powerful arms would drag him into a killing embrace, bending
his neck back until it touched his spine.

There would be little chance of victory in close-quarters

wrestling, Guin decided, his feet dancing across the sand as he
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dexterously began circling around his opponent’s right side.
He would wait for the Lagon’s charge, duck aside, and attempt
to leap on Dodok’s back.

Dodok made a sound like a growling laugh from deep
within his throat, and almost carelessly took a step forward. He
moved with all the confidence of one who has read his enemy’s
thoughts and knows the outcome of the match before even the
first blow has landed.

As Guin continued his move to the side, Dodok’s long arm
thrust out swiftly, blocking his path. Then the giant turned,
hands apart, fingers hooked inward like claws, and slashed at
the leopard-man’s head.

Swiftly Guin pivoted and lunged back to the left.

Again, Dodok was there before he could slip past, and
Guin was forced to retreat.

“What’s wrong?” Dodok chided. “I thought you were
stronger than Dodok! All you do is run. How will you prove
your strength?”

A chorus of cheers rose up from the Lagon. Guin bared his
fangs at them in reply. All the while, his feet kept up their
dance, slowly shifting his position.

Finally, Dodok lost his patience. Done with caution, he
lunged with both arms extended toward his diminutive prey.

For all his bulk, the Lagon chief moved impossibly fast.
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Guin jumped lightly backward. Dodok closed the distance.
Guin darted to one side, but Dodok regained his balance too
quickly, and Guin was unable to flank him and they were facing
again. Dodok sneered and lunged again, but this time Guin
thrust out his leg to trip him. It nearly worked, but after three
unsteady steps, Dodok was balanced again, and Guin was
forced to jump back, maintaining his calculated range.

“You intend to run until dawn, demon?” Dodok roared,
his irritation unconcealed. He spread his long arms, inviting
Guin to grapple with him. The leopard-headed warrior kept
his distance.

By now the crowd had gone from making occasional cat-
calls to openly berating Guin, angry at the interloper’s refusal
to fight. Some whispered that this wasn’t combat at all, but
some sort of demon dance. Others wondered if Guin was try-
ing to wear Dodok out—and shook their heads at the runt’s
foolishness.

When the leopard-man moved, he moved as fast as light-
ning. For a moment, it looked as if he were charging headlong
into Dodok’s embrace, yet at the last possible second he ducked
beneath the Lagon’s outstretched arms, going for his legs. The
tactic worked. Guin hooked his left foot behind Dodok’s right
shin and swept out the giant’s leg, sending his towering oppo-

nent heavily onto his back. By the time the cursing Lagon had
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regained his feet, Guin was already out of reach, across the
clearing.

The Lagon chief stood, his face a red mask of rage.
“Enough, demon!” he howled. Stretching out his arms to their
full length once again, he charged with fearsome speed. Guin
did not dodge this time. As Dodok’s long arms came down to
grab his shoulders, he hunched down low, using his body as a
fulcrum to throw his opponent completely over him.

i earait

As one, the crowd gasped in surprise.

“He threw Dodok!”

“The little demon lifted him!”

Dodok did not fall gracefully. He slammed into hard,
rocky ground headfirst, then toppled over onto his back.
Staggering quickly back to his feet, he turned to fix Guin with a
glare so filled with menace it would have frozen a lesser man
cold in his tracks. Gone was the taunting, jeering Dodok of
moments before. Now he stared with bloodshot eyes, insane in
his rage. The war-chief of the Lagon was chosen by tourna-
ment; the moment his strength came into question was the
moment he began to lose his mandate. The smaller Guin had
now thrown him twice, making him crawl on the ground in
front of the entire village. Even if he went on to rip Guin to

pieces, this poor beginning meant that, over the next few days,
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he would surely have to face several more upstarts from the
tribe to secure his standing.

Dodok roared with frustration. Yet the last toss had taught
him caution. He gave up lunging with both hands, pausing in-
stead to study Guin’s every motion. The leopard-man let his
arms hang at his sides in apparent carelessness, inviting an at-
tack.

To each warrior, the other’s position was clear: Guin,
overpowered, needed to use his enemy’s strength against him.
Dodok needed to watch Guin closely to avoid losing his advan-
tages to a well-timed feint.

The giant bared his teeth defiantly, clenching his fists and
glowering at the leopard warrior. Slowly but surely, the massive
Lagon began to close the distance with his prey.

Guin dodged to the side. Dodok followed. Guin circled to
the left, and Dodok whirled to meet him; Guin shifted to the
right, and Dodok was there. So the two combatants traded
move and counter-move in a silent killing dance, their posi-
tions ever changing, neither gaining a clear advantage for long.

“Dodok! Dodok!” came impatient shouts from the blood-
thirsty crowd. They couldn’t understand why their towering
chieftain didn’t just pick up his tiny opponent and be done
with it, and the wait was beginning to cool their excitement.

“Fight! Fight!”
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“Grab him, Dodok!”

“Dawn is coming! Fight!”

“Dodok!”

Dodok stood impassively, seemingly heedless of the cheers
and cries for blood. He was no fool, and he would not enter
combat at a disadvantage just to please the eager throng. Hands
crooked like claws, legs spaced apart, he circled around the
center of the arena slowly, patiently.

This time, it was Guin’s eyes that sparked with a faint color
of irritation.

Again and again, Dodok the Brave warily closed the dis-
tance between them, then sprang suddenly forward; again and
again, Guin leapt safely aside, and the circling resumed. It was
just after one such maneuver that the leopard-man let his eyes
wander for an instant, glancing up over the mountains that
surrounded the village.

Above the stone chair placed among the row of spectators,
where sat the white-haired, many-fingered Kah the Wise, his
eyes half-lidded in seeming disinterest; above the stone steps
circling the place of combat, filled with shouting warriors,
cheering women, and sleepy-eyed children; above the soaring
black silhouette of the mountains, jagged as a broken crown,
there stretched the wide dreamlike sky, brilliant yet ephemeral
in the delicate light of pre-dawn. It was a sight that no painter

67



THE GUIN SAGA

could have duplicated, not even in a lifetime of the highest
skill. So divine was its hue, so filled with the limitless meaning
and delicacy of which only nature was capable, that even in the
midst of the battle a bolt of recognition flashed through Guin’s
brain.

As the two warriors fought, dawn was slipping out of the
darkness.

The fire chariot of the sun god Ruah had not yet appeared
in all its magnificence over the edge of the mountains. Nor
were the clouds blushed with the first traces of pinkish light that
heralded Ruah’s coming. Yet, as sure as Aeris wheeled through
the sky toward the horizon, the night was drawing to an end.
Above the combatants and the spectators, all focused single-
mindedly on the struggle playing out upon the patch of empty
ground at the bottom of the town-basin, the air had begun to
fill with an almost audible premonition of the day, and the sky
was slowly shifting from indigo to blue.

It was the morning of the fourth day of Guin’s quest—his
last day. His last chance.

The leopard-headed warrior gritted his teeth to stem a ris-
ing tide of irritation and rage. For a fraction of a moment, his
guard was down.

“Gwarh!”

Everything around him went black as Dodok’s battle cry
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rent through the half-lit quiet. Iron limbs, more powerful
even than those of the grey ape of Gabul, seized the leopard-
man’s shoulders and drew him into a vise-like embrace.

Guin howled, twisting his body in a vain attempt to throw
off that iron grip. His upper body blushed crimson, the mus-
cles rising in taut bands over his shoulders, chest, neck, and
arms.

Dodok let his full one-hundred-fifty skones of weight do the
work for him. No matter how Guin struggled, the Lagon was
irresistible. It was as though Guin grappled with a massive
boulder, grown in the place of his flesh-and-bone adversary.
All Dodok’s strength went into his arms, slowly dragging Guin
closer.

Then, inexplicably, the giant’s grip loosened. Guin began
to swing his arms upward to knock away the claw-like fingers
digging into his shoulders—but he had fallen into a trap. The
instant the leopard-man shifted his hands from their position
braced against the Lagon’s chest, Dodok brought his own hands
down, pinning Guin’s arms to his sides in a crushing bear hug.

A great cheer went up from the crowd. In one swift move,
Dodok had made his victory almost certain. With a low growl he
tightened his hold on Guin, squeezing until it seemed that his
adversary’s backbone would surely snap in half.

A beast-like roar escaped from Guin’s mouth. He arched
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his torso backward, scraping with his fingers at whatever he
could reach. Yet still the grip tightened, threatening to fold
him in two.

Dodok’s eyes bulged widely, staring at Guin. The leopard
warrior, his head cast backward, scrabbled with his fingers
against his enemy, trying to dig into the iron muscles. For the
first time, Dodok the Brave allowed himself a howl of victory.

The howl cut off halfway. Guin, his arms a deep purple
from the strain, had worked his hands up Dodok’s torso until
he found the Lagon’s arms. Now he grabbed those iron-like
pincers and began pushing against the giant’s grip.

Dodok’s face went pale. For the briefest of moments—one
that seemed to last for an eternity—the two became like statues,
strength enough to crush rocks pushing inward against a simi-
lar strength pushing out. So evenly matched they were that,
from a distance, they seemed poised in perfect calm. Only the
hot sweat dripping from their faces and bodies revealed how
desperately they fought their deadly contest.

The crowd was suddenly silent. Not a single cheer, or cry of
“Dodok!” could be heard in the clearing. The mass of specta-
tors held their breath, swallowed, and watched to see which way
the scales would tip.

Suddenly, the balance broke. With a dull sound, Dodok’s

vice-like grip on Guin’s body gave out.
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Guin took his chance. Bending backward like a bow, he
snapped his torso forward, slamming into his foe. Dodok spun
once around like a top, and fell on his back, sprawling across
the ground. Guin fell atop the giant. With the last of his
strength, Guin slid out of Dodok’s limp embrace and sprang
away, only to fall to one knee, his back bent, exhausted.

For some time Dodok did not move. A murmur ran
through the crowd. Is he unconscious? Is he dead? A breath that was
part shock, part fear passed through the crowd. Just as quickly it
became a cheer, as Dodok the Brave sat up.

A trickle of blood ran from the giant’s mouth, and his left
arm hung limp. Yet his eyes burned with unquenched rage: Tou
may fight me, but you will lose! I am Dodok. Dodok the Brave!

Through a haze of pain, Guin saw his opponent charging,
off kilter, his good right arm stretched out in front of him.
There was no sound, no howl of rage. Dodok hurtled forward
in utter silence. All hatred and derision were gone from his
eyes. All that was left was his warrior spirit, stronger than any
anger.

Guin stood to meet the charge. A bolt of pain jabbed
down his spine, and he clenched his teeth to stifle a cry of
pain. As he flexed his back he knew that he did not have
strength enough remaining to finish this opponent, even in-

jured as the Lagon was.
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Surrender, however, was not an option. The warrior spirit
that rose in Dodok’s blood shone too in Guin’s leopard-yellow
eyes, blazing as he stared forward. Unthinkingly, he dropped to
one knee again and groped at his belt—an unconscious, in-
stinctive motion to seek something he could use as a weapon.

His fingers found something hard and cold. Instantly
Guin whipped it out, though his blurry eyes had trouble focus-
ing on it. He thrust the object at the careening Lagon chief in
blind self-preservation. Blade or no blade, whatever the object
was, he would make it hurt Dodok, or he would pay with his
life.

But the charge never came. In the utter silence that had
fallen, Guin forced his aching eyes to focus on the cold object
in his hand.

The leopard-man had needed a miracle to win, and he had

got one.
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“Aaah!”

A great cry rose up—and then all sound ceased. Every giant
in the amphitheater of the Lagon instantly grew still. It was as
though all of them had been turned to stone, like the people of
Kanan in the legend of the lost empire. The silence that
gripped the mountain vale was filled with meaning, the premo-
nition of a great change both subtle and complex.

All the Lagon, even Kah the Wise, held their breath, their
voices robbed from them by what they saw. Their power to
move, their ability to think—everything was paralyzed. Wide-
eyed they huddled, a silent throng, a crowd of awestruck
statues.

Around them the mountains towered, jagged crags loom-
ing high above the barren valley and its village of stone.
Already, far beyond the dark slopes of the mountains, the pale

white sphere of Aeris the moon goddess, ever shy, hurried to
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hide herself. The first rays of morning that heralded the arrival
of Ruah’s golden chariot would soon reach the valley floor.

The portent-filled predawn light bathed the giant Lagon
of Nospherus as they sat unmoving. Among the crowd one of
the stone chairs of the chieftains sat empty; in the other, Kah
the Wise was poised, leaning far forward, his eyes wide in awe,
his six-fingered hands gripping the arms of his chair, his long
robe reaching to the ground.

Every giant’s gaze was fixed on the center of the amphithe-
ater, where the arena was cut like a bowl from the valley rock.
There, Dodok the Brave stood ready to leap, his hand ex-
tended—yet his feet were planted firmly on the ground,
motionless.

Just before him, half-risen from the ground, was Guin.
The leopard-man extended his right hand directly toward his
foe, gripping the object he had instinctively pulled from his belt
like award to fend off demons. It was clear from the way every eye
was drawn to the object in his hand that this was the source of the
enchantment that held the village in thrall; yet Guin, who
wielded it, understood what was happening the least. Even when
his foe stopped short in his attack, and a silence like.the death of
all creation fell upon them, he had no comprehension of what
had happened. Guin too was frozen in place, a statue, as though

caught in the very ensorcelment he had wrought.
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Even had he dared look at what he held, he would have been
at a loss to remember whence it had come, or what it was. He
did not look; instead, like the legendary Irana brandishing the
Sword of Victory, he held it up to the Lagon brave. It was as
though the slender, silvery object sent invisible rays of power
streaming in all directions to envelop the entire world, trans-
porting it to an eternal dimension where time, life, and death
were no more than dreams.

Guin feared that if he so much as twitched, he would break
the bizarre spell that had overtaken the valley, and the inter-
rupted combat would reach its bloody conclusion.

Yet, in that stifling silence and stillness, time had not
stopped its motion but flowed on soundlessly. Though none
there had the presence of mind to notice it, a great sunrise was
beginning in the east. As he did every morn, the sun god Ruah
rose above the land, spread his shining hands, and thrust them
into the valley.

The first beam of light to strike the valley floor was greeted
with a new cry from the crowd, and at once, the spell was ended.
Like sunlight melting dew, the surprise and fear that hung
heavy in the air unraveled into a tremendous yell of exhilara-
tion.

“Look! Look!” the Lagon began to shout, their individual
cries blending together until the valley shuddered with the
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roar. In the very midst of it all, Guin rose to stand, legs apart,
brandishing the object in his right hand on high. He looked
and knew for the first time that the oddly shaped silvery rod he
held was the object he had seen sparkle in the valley of salt and,
without thinking, picked up and thrust into his belt. But per-
haps it had not been Guin who picked up the rod at all, but the
rod that used Guin to enact its will.

In a flash the leopard-man was enveloped in the radiance
of the morning sun, and the light reflecting off the rod was so
bright it became impossible to look at it directly.

“Ohhh!” came a low moan from the crowd. It was Kah the
Wise. The ancient sage clutched the wooden armrests of his
chair so tightly that it seemed he would snap them in two, and
he leaned forward so far he was in danger of toppling to the
ground. “Aqrra!”

That started it. Until now, the crowd was lost in awe and
confusion—now they had a direction.

“Aqrra! It’s Aqrra!”

“Aqrra!”

“He is Aqrra’s messenger!”

“It is as the legend says!”

“The sign of Aqrra!”

“Aqrra!”

Soon, the cries of the Lagon swelled into a single great
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chorus, chanting, “Aqrra! Aqrra!”

A moment later, the wildlings were leaping from their
seats. As one the giants of Nospherus ran toward the leopard-
headed, bare-chested warrior in the middle of the arena,
racing to be the first to prostrate themselves before him.

It seemed as if lightning had stricken Dodok the Brave, so
fast did he fall at Guin’s feet, practically kissing the chalk-cov-
ered toes of the man he had tried to strike down in mortal
combat only moments before.

The object in Guin’s hand sparkled in the gradually waxing
morning light, and then, as though by some magic, a high,
clear sound like breaking crystal rang through the air.

“Aqrra!” Every Lagon, warriors, women, elders, even chil-
dren dragged by their mothers’ hands, reached out toward
Guin, bowing to the ground before him as though smitten with
awe.

Once again silence filled the arena, but its character was
different from the frozen hush of a moment before. This was a
warm stillness that held not fear, but endless hope. On the
stone steps of the amphitheater, two powerful Lagon warriors
joined arms beneath Kah the Wise and lifted him slowly from
the stone chair. Guin gasped. The six-fingered elder’s legs
were withered beneath his long robes. He could not stand on

his own.
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In reverent silence, the two warriors carried Kah the Wise
gently down the stairs. The crowd parted wordlessly before
him. When he reached the bottom they carried him up to the
leopard-headed warrior. Kah motioned to the warriors and
they set him down upon the earth next to where Dodok the
Brave still crouched.

Abrilliant ray of light shot down into the valley, enveloping
Guin in a radiant aura. The rod in his hand chimed like a bell
made of the rarest silver. Kah looked up at him, his eyes filled
with a deep surprise and joy.

“Messenger of Aqrra,” the sage said in a faint voice.

“Messenger of Aqrra!” echoed the Lagon.

“The...tales were true. I live to see their truth. Of a long
line of wise and unerring Kah, this Kah the Wise that is me, has
met a messenger of Aqrra. I meet the one who will lead the
Lagon to the promised land.”

Kah closed his eyes. Glistening tears ran in two lines down
his ancient cheeks. “Aqrra, I give thanks,” he rasped. Next to
him, Dodok the Brave kept his head pressed to the ground.

Guin stood in the midst of all the Lagon’s adoration and
fearful reverence, bathed in light, his leopard head seeming for
all the world like destiny given physical form.

Kah the Wise stretched out a hand, palm-first, toward the

sign Guin carried. “You are Aqrra’s messenger.” The old
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wildling’s voice, though low, carried clearly to every corner of
the stone village. “Lagon will follow you. Lagon will go where you
lead, fight your enemies, and befriend your friends. Even if a
battle bears no hope or benefit, if you say ‘fight,’ lagon will fight
until the last warrior has fallen dead upon the ground. Even if
you lead us to a barren waste, a valley of death and miasma, we
will not doubt that it is Aqrra’s promised land. You were the
one chosen as Aqrra’s messenger, to carry Aqrra’s sign, to
speak with Aqrra’s words. Warrior with the Head of a Beast,
lagon will follow you.”

“Lagon will follow!”

The crying erupted from the mouths of every Lagon there
and echoed through the valley.

“Lagon will follow!”

“Lagon!”

Guin reached out and took the six-fingered hand of Kah
the Wise into his own. Though it seemed he had outlasted his
need for the silver rod—the sign of Aqrra—he kept it held high
in his other hand, just in case. The leopard-man looked once
at the crowd bowed before him. Then he spoke:

“Lagon of Nospherus! I am come to ask for your aid. [ am
come to ask you to join me in battle.” Guin’s clear voice rang
through the amphitheater. “Beyond your valley, across the val-

ley of salt, across several dunes and the wasteland plains, a great
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army has invaded this land of Nospherus from beyond the flow
of the Kes. Even now, a great Mongauli host faces the unified
tribes of the Sem. The Sem resist the Mongauli, but the Sem
are far smaller and not as well armed—and yet, although they
are at a disadvantage, they yield not one grain of sand without a
struggle. The fighting has been bitter, but the Sem believe it is
their divine duty as children of Nospherus to drive back the in-
vaders. I am come to ask the Lagon to help the Sem army. You,
too, are children of Nospherus, and you must defend your
home from the warriors of Mongaul who come to usurp it for
their own ends. Preserve it always as a free land for those who
are born here to live!

“Time is short. The Mongauli army stands poised to de-
liver a final crushing blow to the Sem forces—and if the
Mongauli should win, the Sem tribes will be annihilated down
to the last woman and child, great corpse-fires will burn upon
the sands, and soon the white valley you hold sacred will be
overrun. For, once the Mongauli have destroyed the Sem, itisa
certainty that they will next come to destroy the Lagon.

“Ido not knowwhat land Aqrra has promised to the Lagon,
nor can I tell you why Aqrra has decided that the Lagon should
join in this struggle. But what I can say beyond any doubt is that
no matter where your promised land may lie, no matter what

land it may be, in order to claim it you must fight. Lend your
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strength to defend Nospherus, and drive back the evil that
threatens to consume it. I have come across valley and moun-
tain to bring you battle, flames, death—and victory.

“Rise, Lagon. Rise, people of Nospherus! Hear my pleas
and take up spear and axe! Even as we speak, men with no true
claim to this land threaten to trample it beneath their horses’
hooves!”

Even before the echoes of Guin’s speech had died, the
Lagon took up the cheer.

“Lagon will stand with Aqrra!”

“Lagon will follow Aqrra!”

“Lagon will fight!”

“Aqrra, Aqrra!”

Some among the giants raised swords of cut crystal into the
air, or whirled stone axes above their heads, while others
pounded their chests with their fists and roared. Women and
children both clutched at their hair, howling praise for the
messenger of Aqrra and the warriors of Lagon.

“Prepare! We prepare!”

“Make ready! Sharpen your axes! Fill the food-satchels!”

“War! We go to war!”

Their eager cries soon transformed into barked orders and
excited conversation as with a single-minded purposefulness

the wildlings went to prepare for battle.
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“Be swift,” Guin added. Then, seeing that his job was
done, he lowered the curious artifact in his hand and thrust it
once again through his belt. His eyes traveled across the rapidly
dispersing crowd, then up toward the sky.

His request had ultimately met with success far beyond his
hopes, but Guin was not the least bit happy. Inside that expres-
sionless leopard head, his two bestial yellow eyes shone harshly,
bright with an unbearable anguish. His big fists hung tensely by
his side, twitching and clenching as though in seizure as he
glared up at the great arc of the blue sky, rimmed by the rough-
cut ridgeline of the mountains, and at the sun which now rose
high into the morning.

A low growl spilled from his mouth.

The fourth morning comes. How can I move the Lagon across wolf-infested
mountains and the endless desert to reach the Sem by nightfall ? I cannot. They
have no horses, and even with mounts, it would take two days to cross that distance.
Nor can I rely again on such a miracle as the cyclone which carried me.

Guin wanted not four days, but fourteen—yet he knew the
sandclock that hung over his head was not in the hands of the
Sem, but the Mongauli army. Even four days was too long if the
attack had already come.

All that was left to him was to reach the Sem as fast as he
could. When I arrive with the Lagon, let it not be to a barren field of corpses, a
banquet for the mouths-of-the-desert. Let my Lagon army not fight a battle of
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mourning for the fallen Sem.

Please, let me be in time. Time... Guin growled. IfI could, Iwould com-
mand time itself to stop.

“Brave warrior Guin,” came a deep, wild voice, jarring the
leopard-man from his reverie. The massive form of Dodok the
Brave loomed before him. “Brave Guin, I offer my apology.”

From beneath Dodok’s jutting brow, sharp-gleaming eyes
peered downward, fixing on the leopard-headed warrior.

“Apology?”

“When I accepted your challenge, I did not know you were
the true messenger. I should not have fought the messenger of
Agqprra. It is not shameful to lose to the messenger, for he bor-
rows Aqrra’s strength, and Aqrra’s strength is undying.”

Guin stood silently, watching the towering warrior in-
tently.

“I did not believe you spoke the truth. I give you my apol-
ogy. Do you accept?”

“I do,” Guin said, taking the Lagon’s massive hand in his.
Dodok seemed moved by the gesture, and bowed his huge head.

After a moment the Lagon spoke again. “Brave Guin, the
enemies lagon are to fight—they are strong?”

“One against one, they would not be a challenge for even a
child of the Lagon,” Guin said with a laugh. “But they ride

horses. And use weapons not of stone but of steel, and power-
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ful bows. They wear not cured hides, but thick metal armor.
And they are many—as many as five times the number of your
warriors. What's more, they fight in groups. They will not fight
honorably, one against one, as the Lagon do. Yet, most of them
are shorter even than I, and they are not strong.”

“Then they are weak. Weak, and many. Like ants facing the
wolf.” Dodok the Brave’s hideous face twisted into a smile. His
eyes shone bright as candles. “I will lead lagon to victory in
Agqrra’s battle,” he declared, slamming his chest with a fist.

“I look forward to seeing your feats on the field of battle,
Dodok the Brave,” Guin said truthfully.

Dodok turned and began to walk away—then stopped
abruptly and turned back to stare into Guin’s eyes. “Brave war-
rior Guin. I...feel regret for fighting Aqrra’s messenger,
but...”

Guin raised an eyebrow.

“Guin. Brave Guin. I fight many battles, more than I count
hairs on my body, but never lose to one smaller than Dodok.
You are smaller than Dodok. But you are strong. Brave Guin,
(i

“Iunderstand,” Guin said. "I, too, regret that our combat
had to end before a clear victory was decided. Once we have
prevailed in this battle Aqrra demands of us, should you and I
both stand unharmed upon this land, we will pick a day of good
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omen, and we will fight until a winner is decided. Yet I have
many things to do, so we will not fight until one is dead. We will
fight until one lies unconscious upon the ground. The one
standing shall be the victor.”

“Good,” Dodok the Brave said, his face suddenly brighten-
ing. Grinning, he clapped Guin on the chest with his massive
hand before running off to assist with the tribe’s preparations
for war.

All around the amphitheater, skins, stone axes, and spears
were piled into great heaps, and a great number of Lagon were
busy among them. Guin lifted his eyes and spotted a Lagon
child standing a short distance away from the crowd. It was
Rhana.

Guin beckoned her closer. At first the girl seemed hesitant,
but when Guin softened his gaze and called to her, she meekly
approached.

“Hello, Rhana,” Guin said, gently extending his hand and
patting her on the head. "Thank you. Because of your kind-
ness, | ate and drank, and was able to fight Dodok the Brave.
May you know happiness always. You saved my life.”

“Is Guin stronger than Dodok?” Rhana asked, her hesitant
shyness draining away the closer she came to Guin. Gradually
she seemed more at ease until she stood before the warrior and

allowed him to embrace her in his arms.
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