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CHAPTER ONE
TABOO

It was nearing midnight as Otavite approached the gates of the fortress nestled at the base of the Bronks, the southernmost peak in the Red Mountains. For nine months of the year, the fortress was home to the young soldier. Tonight, he was returning to active duty in the National Mountain Patrol from his annual three months furlough, spent with his parents and younger siblings at the family stead on the outskirts of Erog-gore, capital city of the Chiefdom of Vark, homeland of the Red Giants.

The NMP was the arm of the military that guarded the country from invaders foolish enough to attempt to slip into Vark through the back door, by way of the treacherous mountain passes that converged near the fortress. The NMP also kept watch over Taboo, a ragged fissure that led deep into the bowels of the Bronks, and the awful secret that lay within.

Shoulders hunched, Otavite climbed the familiar, twisting trail, his large boots thumping on the snow-covered ground the only sound disturbing the deep silence. He paused momentarily to adjust his heavy backpack, tilting his head to gaze at the star-studded sky. The night was as clear as polished glass. The waxing moon was only a thin sliver, a smooth cut in the gossamer fabric of earths canopy, but the starlight on the fresh coat of white snow drove away the darkness. Otavite marveled as he always did at the dazzling brightness. He could see for kilometres.

The Giant took a deep breath of the invigorating mountain air, glad to be alive on such a perfect night. He felt an irresistible urge to hum, which he quickly repressed for fear the sound of his deep baritone voice would disturb Eegar, who was either asleepa rare and merciful occurrenceor dead, which was pure wishful thinking. But theres a storm building, he thought, focusing on the blackness growing in the sky ahead where thick clouds were roiling and banking, scraping the top of the Bronks, painting the pale red snows near the peak darker than blood, and spilling down its mighty slopes like a silent, black avalanche.

Otavite squared his broad shoulders and quickened his pace. His eyes followed the luminous, winding trail ahead, peeled for the lights of the guard tower. The Giant had lived among these mountains all of his life. He knew their moods and ways. He knew that a storm could erupt suddenly and violently. He also knew that the abrupt massing of clouds was often the only advance warning nature provided.

Ahead, the single tower forming part of the wall to the right of the fortress gates loomed against the night skya solid, inky shadow. Otavite slowed, suddenly uneasy. He stared at the massive block-like tower, his soldiers instincts warning him that something was wrong. Then it hit him. The Darkness! There should be lights! From the tower! He should be able to see the lights clearly. But the tower windows were as black as the clouds seething overhead.

Instinctively, Otavite left the trail and slipped among the huge boulders flanking the path. For a Giant, his movements were surprisingly quick, his steps light, almost graceful. Fear made his chest hurt. He felt as if the Bronks were resting on his ribcage, slowly but surely squeezing the life out of him.

Stay calm, he whispered harshly, fighting an overpowering urge to charge toward the fortress, calling out to his comrades as he plowed through the gates. Just stay calm. Check things out first. Crouching behind a boulder as large as his body, he slipped his arms out of the straps on his backpack and carefully stowed his gear in a depression under the rock. Then he straightened and peered at the dark fortress, scanning the gates and tower, his ears straining for human sounds. But he saw nothing, heard nothing.

What? What? He felt a stab of pain as Eegar pecked at his head, angered by the Giants unexpected movements.

Otavite slapped his head hard. The red giant pecker that lived in the soldiers wiry hair flapped his wings furiously to escape the crushing blow. In retaliation, Eegar dug his sharp claws into the Giants scalp, shattering the silence with a barrage of raucous squawks that, if translated into the human tongue, could not be written here.

Shut your beak! hissed Otavite, wondering just how bad he had been as a child to end up with the nastiest-tempered scrounger in the whole universe. One more squawk and Ill wring your scrawny neck.

Aaawk! Eegar bit his ear viciously.

Otavites shoulders tensed as the giantpeckers sharp beak tore at his flesh, but he ignored both bird and pain, focusing instead on the guard tower and the black space that marked the great wooden gates. His keen soldiers eyes travelled slowly, missing nothing. As if it suddenly became aware of the Giants change in mood, Eegar bristled in silence, blinking rapidly, alert to movement that would identify the source of his hosts fear.

Despite the cold mountain air, Otavite felt sweat running down his back. He slipped a wicked-looking knife from a long casing attached to his belt and moved cautiously toward the garrison. His heart thumped like a fist against his ribs and his breath burst like giant white clouds from his throat.

He reached the gates and froze.

The colossal wooden gates stood open, their iron hinges twisted and bent, their thick planks shattered beyond repair. Dropping his knife on the ground, Otavite knelt to examine the unmoving body of a large creature lying on its side on the blood-soaked snow just outside the ruined gates. A mixture of anger and sadness washed over him as he recognized markings and old scars that told him the animals identity. It was Ve.

Removing his thick mitts, the Giant slowly ran his hands over the dead creatures body, hoping the wounds would tell him who or what had done this terrible thing. His hands paused when they reached Ves chest. Here, the fur edging the wound was matted-dark and crusty with dried blood. Otavite leaned closer to peer at the wound. The animals entire chest was gone, burned to the bone as though its attacker had known where it was most vulnerable. Anger raged in the Giant soldiers head as he gently stroked the soft ruff on Ves neck. Finally, he wiped his fingers clean in the snow and pushed his frozen hands into the fleece-lined mitts.

The Carovorare was a fabulous beast, a great monsterthe Giants best friend. Standing, it was taller than an elephant. Its head was all snout and fangsa yellow-eyed raptor in a lions body. Under the downy white fur, the creatures sharp quills, limp now in death, could, when inflated, pierce solid stone. An enemy might evade a slash from the razor-sharp claws, or survive a bite from the jagged teeth, but no one could survive a sting from the poisonous spike at the end of the scorpion-like taila spike as long as a butchers knife. Carovorari were ranked as guards in the NMP. The Giants loved and respected them.

Otavite shook his massive head. What happened here? Ve had been a veteran. The guard could hear a pin drop on the other side of the Bronks; its sense of smell was so acute it could detect a stranger forty kilometres upwind. Nothing, absolutely nothing, could overpower a Carovorare. What, then, had killed Ve?

Eegar The Giants voice was a sad rumble in his throat.

The red giantpecker poked his head through Otavites thick, coarse hair.

In a flash, Eegar flew into the air, flapping his wings rapidly, a series of shrill cries bursting from his throat. Out of the night came a chorus of answering cries, and a sound like a thousand hands clapping filled the air. A black cloud of hundreds and hundreds of birds shot toward the downed beast. In the wink of an eye, they were all over it, sharp beaks ripping and tearing. Then, as one giant winged creature, the birds lifted into the sky and disappeared back into the night.

Otavite bowed his head over the gleaming white bones of the Carovorare, picked clean by the flock of birds. His heart felt as heavy as lead. Speaking softly, he called on Eegar to carry out the final ritual that would enable Ves spirit to see its way to the Great Abode. Eegar swooped down from his perch atop a tall stone outcropping and gently, at least more gently than his attack on Otavites ear, pecked again and again at the skin about Ves eyes. Uttering a shrill cry of triumph, the giantpecker caught one of the large, milky orbs in his beak, spread his wings, lifted into the air, and winged toward the mountaintopa small dark speck against the sky.

The Giant remained kneeling beside the remains of the Carovorare for a moment longer. I will find the ones who hurt you and stole your life, he vowed. I will not stop searching until their heads are stuck on stakes outside the gates for all to see. Then he picked up his knife, stood, and moved stealthily through the ruined gates.

Expecting to find more bodies of slain beasts and comrades, Otavite was relieved after a quick search of the tower, barracks, and stables turned up nothing. The fortress was deserted and, except for the rising wind, as silent as stone. Outside, he huddled motionless in the shadows of the tower and tried to make sense of what had happened. Where were the othershis friends? A terrible loneliness came over him. He felt as if he were alone in an empty universe, the sole survivor of a holocaust too terrible to contemplate. He sighed heavily, forcing himself to step back into the role of soldier. He must report to Erog-gore headquarters. But before he did that, he had a duty to find out what had happened here.

Otavite stamped his heavy boots on the frozen ground in frustration. His search of the fortress had turned up nothing. Had he missed something important? Had he allowed his rage and frustration to blind him to the obvious? Slowly, methodically, he searched again, and again he found nothing. No clue, nothing to tell him what had happened. What had he missed? And then he went as still as the abandoned tower. He had missed something. There was one last place he hadnt searched.

The soldiers breath exploded in fierce gusts as he strode toward the black iron doors sealing the entrance to Taboo, the fissure that cut deep into the heart of the Bronks. Every Giant in Vark knew about the iron doors, but no one, not even the National Mountain Patrol, knew who had forged them or why. If he believed the elder Giants, the doors had stood there for hundreds of thousands of years, sealed for all time. Otavite wondered now whether they were meant to keep people out of the mountain. Or was their purpose more sinister? Were they there to keep something inside? It had been his job to guard the entrance into Taboo and he had done his job unquestioningly. Now, though, he couldnt believe he knew absolutely nothing about what he had been guarding for the past five years, or the reason for the strong iron doors in the first place. The Giant shivered as the black place appeared like a monsters mouth waiting to gobble him up.

A flutter of wings and sharp claws on his scalp told him Eegar had returned from his grisly chore. Otavite ignored the bird as it plucked several thick hairs from his head and then settled down to the job of preening its soft red feathers. He reached the entrance to Taboo and gasped in disbelief at the yawning black hole where the enormous iron doors had recently stood.

All that remained of the doors was a black puddle of molten iron, hardening on the frozen ground. Otavite whistled softly, searching his mind for the sort of creature that had the power to melt solid iron. It had to be the same monster that killed Ve, but he did not know of such a being. The young Giant gripped his knife tightly, steeled himself by taking a deep breath, and then stepped guardedly into the wide black mouth of the fissure.

The crack was large enough for Otavite to stand erect with room to spare. Inside, he paused for a second trying to peer ahead, but he couldnt see his large hand when he raised it in front of his face. The darkness was like a conscious thing, thick and suffocating. It pressed against his body and slipped into his nostrils and down his throat. He thought of turning back to fetch a light from the barracks, but in the end he decided to keep going. Whatever had come through here was strong and cunning. He didnt doubt that for a second. The liquefied iron doors were proof enough. Forget the light, he said softly. He couldnt risk it. Hed just have to make his slow way in the dark.

Keeping near the wall on one side of the fissure, Otavite crept forward, one small step at a time. He stretched his arms up and out before him to guard against smashing his skull on unseen obstacles. Eegar shrieked when the Giants head brushed through a thick cobweb, and Otavite felt the bird stirring frantically in his hair as it hunted the arachnid.

He walked for a long time, his ears straining for the slightest sound that did not belong. Giants were gifted with acute hearing. Dwarves maintained that a Giant could hear a mushroom growing, or the whisper of a flower straining toward the sun. But here, deep inside the mountain in utter darkness, the only sound Otavite heard was the rapid beating of his heart.

Still, he felt uneasy, as though he were being watched by something lurking in the darkness ahead. His uneasiness grew with each forward step. How far had he travelled inside the mountain? How many hours had passed? He didnt know and couldnt hazard a guess. But his legs felt as if he had walked a thousand kilometres while his unblinking eyes told him he had been peering into total blackness for years.

Finally, just as he began thinking that there was no end to the fissure, he came smack up against a solid wall and could go no farther. It cant be a dead end, he thought. It just didnt make sense to go to so much trouble to install a set of sturdy iron doors to seal up an opening that went nowhere. Did it? Holding the knife between his teeth, he pulled off his mitts and ran his large hands slowly over the wall. It took a while, but he found ita barely perceptible seam running through the rock. He traced the hairline crack with his fingers, up and across and down to the floor of the fissure.

It was a concealed door or panel. And it was huge, as if it had been built for Giants. Otavite searched for hidden locks or a device that would trigger the opening mechanism, but he found nothing. Above the top seam, his fingers traced markings that had been gouged into the rock, as if an angry beast had unsheathed its claws and slashed at the wall again and again. As his fingers retraced the grooves, he realized that they were not random gouges, but carefully etched marks or lettersa message or a warning. He went over the strange letters again, laying them out in order in his mind, memorizing them for his report.

Otavite couldnt read the strange marks, but he now recognized the ancient alphabet of the Druids and felt the blood in his veins turn to ice. He had never met a Druid, but he had heard stories about them and their terrifying magic since he was a boy. His mother said they caught children, sucked out their brains, and then ate them. Thats where they got their magic, she said. He didnt know about that, but he believed his fellow soldiers who said that to lock eyes with one of the creatures meant death. What if Druids had been sealed inside Taboo? What if they were still here, waiting beyond the hidden doorway? Otavite shook his giant-sized head, jostling Eegar, who struck back by jabbing his scalp with his murderous beak until he drew blood.

In all of the Giants history books, Druids were classified under the heading: Magical Beings. In one of those books, Otavite had read that Druids were habitually unpredictable and quick to anger. Their wrath could obliterate a mountain at the drop of a hat. Because Druids never appeared in daylight, there were no pictures of them in the books. But Otavite would never forget the description of the black-cloaked, sinister figures with long fingers curled to unleash fire hot enough to melt solid iron. There was nothing written in the history books about Druids coming to his country. Yet the inscription over the concealed door proved that the terrible creatures had been here, in Vark, at some forgotten time in the past. What had brought them here? And, more importantly, were they still here?

Puzzling over the Druids involvement in Vark affairs, Otavite pressed his forehead against the cold stone and rested his large hands on the seams on either side of the concealed door. Suddenly, he felt a tremor run through the mountain. An earthquake! he thought, a wave of panic washing over him. To be sealed alive inside the Bronks was worse than death. The terrified Giant was just about to make a hasty retreat back through the fissure to the opening when the stone shifted inside the seam under his hands. His heart fluttered erratically. It wasnt an earthquake, or an avalanche thundering down the rocky slopes. It was the panelsliding silently into the wall. Something was on the other side. And it was coming out.





CHAPTER TWO
THE DARK POOL

Otavite snatched his hands from the stone as if he had been electrocuted. He shrank away, backing from the sliding panel, and pushed his body against the rough wall. Closing his eyes, he forced himself to relax while he summoned Eegars giftcamouflage. He felt the familiar tingle as cryptic and apatetic coloration emanated from the birds body, concealing their presence and disguising their shapes, until he and Eegar were one with their surroundings. Then he waited, his eyes fixed on the blackness between him and the moving door.

The young soldier drew in a sharp breath when a thin line of pale light appeared abruptly along the length of the hidden door. As the stone slipped soundlessly into the wall, the light expanded, illuminating the passage where Otavite hid, his body pressed against the wall of the fissure, his chest hurting so badly he felt as if something were suffocating him. Eegar went as still as a dead rat. Giant and bird stared in horror at the black-shrouded creature that suddenly appeared in the opening, framing the doorway and soaking up the weak light like a grotesque, living blotter.

The camouflaged Giant couldnt tear his eyes away from the black shape. It was a monster straight out of his worst nightmare. Only Otavite wasnt dreaming. The figure in the black cloak was as real as Eegar, and the overpowering reek of evil that came into the passage with it sent shivers along the Giants spine.

A Druid! he thought. And, for the first time in his life, the soldier experienced sheer terror. It wasnt the creatures three-metre height that caused his fear. Compared to the Giant, the black-shrouded being was small, even puny. No, Otavite wasnt intimidated by its size. It was the sharp, dagger-like claws protruding from the loose sleeves of its black cloak, and the pair of blood red eyes burning in the blackness of its cowl, that made Otavite want to drop his knife and run screaming from this place.

The Giant was right to want to run. He sensed that the creature was badevil, as if the spectre of death had suddenly entered the fissure. But he was wrong in thinking the black-clad figure was a Druid. It was a Thug, one of thousands, and it was pure evila half-dead being, as cold and unfeeling as the ice-encrusted mountain overhead. Otavite didnt know that it was an assassin whose only purpose was to kill the enemies of its Mistressa monstrous Demon called Hate. All he knew from the bottom of his soldiers heart was that he would not survive a fight with this creature. The thought of his comrades being held at the mercy of this deadly monster made the Giant sick and angry at the same time. He had to find out if they were here. And, if he found them, and if they were still alive, he was determined to free them.

The black figure glided through the doorway and paused, its obscene hooded head rotating slowly from left to right, its red eyes raking the shadows. The movement stopped abruptly when the eyes reached the spot where Otavite stood pressed against the stone wall. The Giant stopped breathing. The Thug tilted its head to one side and listened intently, its red eyes riveted to, but unable to see, the soldier. Finally, a rasping sound came from its throat, echoing eerily through the fissure. It moved past the Giant and disappeared along the passage Otavite had travelled only minutes ago.

Relieved at the Thugs departure, or angered at Otavite for some unfathomable reason, Eegar hopped up and down on the Giants head, pecking out hairs and flicking them aside. Ignoring the perverse bird, Otavite crept from his hiding place and slipped quickly through the recessed door, careful to keep his camouflage intact. By the light from huge torches hanging in iron brackets on the walls, he saw that he was in a vast, natural cavern. He paused for a second, gazing about in wonder.

Massive stone columns rested on carved bases around the perimeter of the chamber. Like the trunks of gigantic redwoods, they soared up and up until the tops were lost in the heights. Ugly gargoyles, ferocious winged griffins, sly grotesques and gruesomes, and other strange and menacing beasts stared blankly at Otavite from niches carved into the stone walls. The Giant reached to examine one of the sculptures, a particularly savage-looking griffin, but something in the creatures blind stare warned him not to approach, and he quickly drew his hand back.

Shrugging, almost apologetically, he moved deeper into the cavern and stopped, tilting his head back and looking up. Above, suspended from huge poles set in strong brackets affixed to the tall pillars, were dozens of enormous flags. Although he guessed that they were made from silk, they were curiously preserved and hung like heavy wet canvas in the cold, still air.

Otavite tried to match each flag with its respective country. There were many he couldnt identify, but he recognized the pure white Elven banner with the Golden Crown glowing like a fiery gemstone between a pair of tall oak trees whose hearts were exposed in the living bark halfway along their straight trunks. Next to it was the Dwarves flag displaying an intricately carved architectural groin supported on six gleaming silver pillars against a deep blue background. He gazed in awe at a sharp-eyed Eagle halted in its flight across the sun, its bronze wings extended, the world spread out below. Otavites heart ached at the sight of a flag he had only ever seen in pictures. The proud Eagle was the emblem of the Dars, a race of Giantshis Northern cousinsdead now, annihilated by the Demon in a fiercer, darker age before his time.

Eagles made their homes in the Dars heads, he whispered to Eegar, a hint of wistfulness in his voice.

Beside the Dars ancient flag hung a familiar sight. Otavite gasped when he saw the white Carovorare leaping over a red-tipped mountain, its great spiked tail curled over its back. Salient, he whispered, suddenly remembering the heraldic term for a leaping animal that he had not thought about since his school days. Otavite stared at his countrys flag and felt his confusion growing. The fact that it was here meant only one thing. The Giants had used this place at one time. But why was there no mention of it in the history books? How come no one ever spoke of it? And why were the flags of all those other countries hanging in a chamber deep inside a mountain on Vark territory? What had this chamber been used for? Otavites brain buzzed with so many questions, he felt dizzy. Nothing made sense. The only thing he knew for certainas the presence of so many flags attestedwas that in another age, long before his memory, something momentous had happened here in this forbidden place, something that had brought the nations of the world together in secret

As the Giants eyes travelled about the interior of the chamber, his ears picked up the sound of voices, muffled and indistinct. He frowned, straining to pinpoint the location of the sounds, but the great oval chamber created an echoic effect, making the task impossible. Keeping close to the wall, Otavite moved farther into the cavern. He discovered smaller chambers, some mere alcoves. At each, he paused in the doorway to listen. The murmuring voices were louder now. He was getting closer. What would he find when he located the voices? More Druids? Had the rest of the garrison been marched to this place? Were his comrades and the other Carovorari imprisoned in some dark chamber, to be left there to die? Or were they already dead? Otavite shook his head again. He had a very bad feeling about this.

An arched passage opened off to the right. Torchlight flickered into the tunnel from an opening at the far end. Otavite poked his head into the passage and listened. The voices were coming from a chamber at the end of the passage. Otavite turned away and looked about for an alternative escape route in case he had to get away fast. But since he didnt want to take the time to explore the farthest reaches of the main chamber, he decided to stick to the known rather then risk the unknown. If he had to make a run for it, hed go back through the fissure, and pray to the stars that he didnt run into the Druid.

At the end of the arched passage, he came to a low, narrow corridor that forked to the left. Because of his height, the Giant had to crouch to avoid hitting his head and squashing Eegar to a pulp on the ceiling. He ran, doubled over, relieved that it was a short corridor. It opened into a large man-made chamber, not nearly as large as the main cavern, but big enough to hold the figures gathered there. What he saw made his blood boil. He opened his mouth to shout, but then closed it immediately. Shouting wasnt going to accomplish anything except draw attention to himself. On his head, Eegar trembled uncontrollably, stirring his thick hair like a stiff breeze.

His comrades, burned and beaten, stood like zombies in rows, their eyes glazed and staring. In the middle of the chamber floor was a small, dark pool. Near the pool stood a large dolmenthree upright stones supporting a thick, horizontal, black stone slab. On the weighty slab rested an iron frame holding a marble sarcophagus.

A tomb! whispered Otavite incredulously. Despite the fact that Giants laid the bodies of their dead outside to feed birds and animals, the young soldier knew that many races burned their dead, or buried them in the ground, or placed them in coffins like the one on the dolmen. He also knew that sarcophagus was a human word that meant flesh-devouring because the marble destroyed the flesh of a corpse.

Thick chains that had been used to secure the sarcophagus had been blasted apart and were now lying in heaps on the stone floor or hanging over the sides of the dolmen, swinging sluggishly back and forth. A dozen or more small, hunch-backed creatures milled about the coffin, working to slide the heavy lid to one side. Otavite swallowed the bad taste in his mouth as he identified them. Ogres!

Two other figures watched in silence. The short, stout fellow was obviously a Dwarf. His tall, lean companion with the golden hair had to be an Elf. What were they doing here in the company of the disgusting Ogres? Abruptly, the lid of the coffin slid sideways, toppled onto the stone slab, and crashed to the floor. The startled Ogres whistled shrilly and leaped away. But one little fellow wasnt fast enough. The heavy lead lid fell on the creature, pinning him to the ground.

Sissss! The Ogre whistled in pain, arms and legs beating the stone floor like beached fish. The others ignored him, and went about their business as if they could neither see their companion nor hear his desperate cries. A long time passed before the ear-piercing whistles came to an end and the creatures limbs stopped flopping and went as stiff as boards.

Suddenly, the Dwarfs body convulsed long and violently. Otavite watched, horrified, as the leathery hide seemed to fold into itself before crumpling to the floor like a rubberized raincoat. The Giants eyes, round as hubcaps, were glued to the sleek black serpent that rose from the mound of slack flesh and expanded into a writhing, coiling behemoth. The Ogres wheezed in terror and scattered across the rock floor, scampering up the walls like squirrels, and melted into nooks and crannies as if they had never been there.

As if the Dwarfs transformation were the signal he had been waiting for, the Elf moved awkwardly to the dolmen and called the Ogres out of hiding. The pathetic little creatures seemed to appear out of solid stone as they reluctantly left the safety of their hiding spots to obey the Elfs summons. Several leaped onto the black stone slab and huddled about the foot of the sarcophagus, their feral eyes fixed on the Elfs hands as they disappeared inside it. With amazing strength, the Elf raised the upper part of a large, tightly swaddled form and began lifting it out of the coffin. Following his lead, the Ogres grabbed the other end of the cloth-bound bundle. Otavite knew by the shape that it was the body of whatever had been entombed in this place. He must have been important, he thought, noticing the hideous crowned skull resting on top of the grisly bundle.

Quickly! The pool! hissed the serpent.

The Elf and his Ogre helpers grunted and groaned as they lugged the wrapped remains to the edge of the dark pool.

Now! Do it now! hissed the snake.

Carefully, the others lowered the bundle onto the ground and slid it into the water, backing away as the body slowly sank into the opaque liquid. Watching from the shadows, Otavite shivered as the black water sucked the bundle into itself, not a single ripple marring its smooth, glassy surface. In a second the corpse was gone. The serpent hissed excitedly, flexing and swaying as it hovered high in the air over the heads of its companions. Otavite hardly dared breathe, his eyes shifting back and forth from the pool to the Dwarf-snake. Then the hissing ceased abruptly. The vast chamber went deathly still. All eyes stared at the dark water, all except the mesmerized Giants, who continued to stand in disciplined rows, their unblinking eyes fixed on something far beyond this time and place.

The serpent stared at the pool, waiting expectantly. But the water remained as thick and smooth as an ice-covered pond. In a flash the Dwarf-snake opened its terrible mouth, whipped its head toward the row of Giants, and skewered one of the unfortunate soldiers in its ice-pick fangs. Then the creature spat Otavites friend into the pool. The doomed soldier hit the water, but no splash followed. The liquid seemed to absorb him the way droplets of mercury meet and become one larger blob. The other Giants didnt even blink as their comrade disappeared. They continued to stare at nothing, their faces as blank as stone.

Otavite clamped his teeth together in rage. He couldnt watch his friends die one by one. He had to do something now. He took a step forward and felt his flesh crawl. He didnt have to look. He sensed the presence in the shadows behind him. But it wasnt aware of him. Otavite turned slowly and found himself a heartbeat away from the foul-smelling, black-clad Druid. He had been so intent on the activities inside the chamber that he hadnt heard the creatures approach. At that moment, a small red blur shot from the Giants hair and streaked toward the ceiling.

Ahhhhhh! hissed the Thug, stupefied, as the Giant suddenly materialized out of thin air. Instinctively, its clawed hands shot up toward Otavites chest, slashing like straight razors. The soldiers quick reflexes probably saved his life. He leaped back, a wave of nausea washing over him as he felt the deadly talons slice through his thick fleece vest and rake across his chest. The wounds were deep, but he hoped not life-threatening.

Otavite gave a mighty roar and lunged at the Thug, his long knife raised. Startled by the Giants sudden outburst, the monstrous Dwarf-serpent whipped about, its red eyes narrowing menacingly. For a second the creature hesitated. Surely the useless Thug could handle one witless Giant. Or were there others? Impatient to complete its great task, it hissed loudly and struck with lightning speed, snatching another Giant and spitting the mesmerized soldier into the pool. Now the dark liquid began to bubble and churn. The serpent grabbed another Giant and thrust him into the bubbling black liquid. Abruptly, the pool eruptedexploding in a violent, whirling waterspout that shot toward the roof of the chamber, higher and higher until it disappeared. The Ogres jumped up and down, clapping their hands and whistling gleefully, their small, yellow eyes darting back and forth from the terrible serpent to the churning black water.

Locked in battle with the Demons assassin, Otavite couldnt follow what was happening inside the ghastly chamber, but he heard the clapping and whistling and knew it was bad news for his comrades. He flung his smaller foe aside again and again, but nothing seemed to slow or weaken the creature. It was incredibly strong and it seemed to grow stronger with every blow it suffered, whereas Otavite felt his strength failing. He knew he couldnt last much longer. Suddenly, a terrible voice filled the chamber, turning the Giants blood to ice and silencing the Ogres as if death itself had descended on the Bronks.

LEAVE THIS PLACE! GO NOW!

Out of the turbulent waters rose a shadowy form that seethed and coalesced, forming itself into a black skeletal being. The serpent continued hurling Giants into the pool as if they were logs feeding a fire. Then it shot into the air until it towered above the living apparition. The deadly shadow lifted its crowned head toward the serpent.

Who dares disturb the King of the Dead?

The serpent coiled about the living apparition and the voice of Hate, the Demon, filled the chamber. I dare, Calad-Chold! I have summoned you back from the darkness. Raise your dead. Amass your armies. Destroy my enemies. There will be no rest until every last Elf and Dwarf and their allies are crushed and broken, and the rivers are fouled with their blood.

For a second, the black, empty eye sockets in the skeletal head glowed angrily. Then the light went out and the King of the Dead tilted his fleshless head back and laugheda terrible, spine-chilling sound that reverberated through the chamber and shook the mountain to its foundation.

There is one more thing, said the voice of Hate, above the laughter. A small thing, a mere nuisance. Theres a girl, a wicked human child. Find her and snatch a small pouch from her cold, broken body and bring it to me.

Again, the King of the Dead laughed. The horrible, mind-shattering sound went on and on, a discordant clash of screeching and rumbling that smashed through the solid rock into the very heart of the Bronks. The mighty mountain trembled as its mass shifted and pushed against itself. Shaken from his perch high on the rock wall, Eegars shrill shriek was absorbed into the grinding, scraping noise as the mountain moaned and groanedoutraged at the evil that had been awakened in this dreadful cavern. Still, laughter poured from the Dead Kings mouth, filling the Ogres with madness. Most of them disappeared back into the walls, but others ran aimlessly, whistling like steam kettles and pounding their fists on their ears and heads to shut out the awful sound. In the end, the laughter caught the wretched creatures, turned them to ice, and blasted their brittle bodies into a raging blizzard.

Instead of driving him mad, the Kings lethal laughter made Otavite so mad, he found new strength. He grabbed the Thug by the shoulders and, with a mighty roar, flung the creature at the few remaining Giants. The dazed soldiers blinked rapidly, as if they had suddenly awakened from a deep sleep, their dazed faces registering bewilderment and confusion.

OVER HERE! yelled Otavite, waving his arms. RUN!

His comrades didnt need to be told twice. One angry fellow aimed a nasty kick at the Elf, sending the creature soaring through the air and into the swirling black pool. Then he lumbered after his companions. No one heard the Elfs high-pitched scream as the water sucked him under. In fact, it was a long time before anyone noticed that he was gone.

Relieved to find that the Druid had neglected to seal the hidden door, Otavite led his fellow soldiers along the fissure to safety amidst the confusion of falling rocks and a screaming blizzard. Outside, they paused for a moment to listen to the sound of the Bronks. They felt the ground at their feet buckle as if the earth were rebelling against the terrible atrocity that had been done to the Giants and the Dead this night in Taboo, the forbidden place.

Its a quake! cried Otavite, breaking into a run. The others followed and they didnt stop running until they were halfway to Erog-gore.



Far away, Hate, the Demon felt a tremor rip through her black, monotonous prison. Intoxicated with pleasure, she hissed gleefully, wrapping her grotesque arms about her scaly body, her scalpel-like claws scratching and digging into her flesh, tingling as the tips of her nails mingled with her warm, black blood. This time, her servants had not failed her. They had succeeded in raising Calad-Chold, the King of the Dead. And soon, very soon, the multitudinous hordes of dead beings would erupt from the earth to march behind the revenant King, raging across the lands like an unquenchable, unstoppable fire, swelling their ranks with all who stood in their path.

Unable to curb her mounting excitement, the Demon sailed through the darkness, her long black cloak billowing behind her like smoke. The serpents writhing about her middle like a belt hissed and struck at her flesh again and again. Hate ignored them. In her upper right hand, she gripped a black iron stake with a human skull stuck near the sharp, tapered end. Red sparks exploded from the skulls eyes, cremating those creatures unfortunate enough to find themselves in her way.

Freedom was so close she could smell it. The mere thought of being free again drove her wild. She swung the heavy stake back and forth, smashing the skulls and limbs of other half-dead creatures trapped in the dark place with her. Finally, the raging fever left her and she sighed contentedly, drinking in the screams of injured and dying things that filled the darkness about her like a mournful wind.

This time, nothing could go wrong. Shed thought of everything. Hadnt she? Suddenly, the image of a young girl flashed across the Demons mind, almost driving her into another insane frenzy. This was the wicked Elf child who had humiliated her. This was the child who had found the magic that had sealed this black pit. But for the meddling of this child, Hate would not be in this bleak, empty nothingness. She would be free, ruling all the spared races from her stronghold in the Dark Lands.

Suddenly the lids closed over a pair of burning red eyes and the Demon smiled in the darkness, her gleaming white fangs the only feature visible in the blackness under her loose hood. What chance did a mere child stand against the King of the Deada creature that was immune to magic, a creature that no weapon could kill? The answer was simple. None! The girl was as good as dead. And so were Hates other enemies, the Elves and the Dwarves. And, as soon as the King of the Elves and his weak subjects joined the ranks of the dead, thered be no one left to hold the Place with No Name together. It would collapse, and when it did, Hate and the hundreds and thousands of creatures in thrall to her would be free once again. The thought of the Elven King marching with the Dead Army against his own struck the Demon as so funny she threw herself against the blackness and laughed and laughed. Others joined her, and soon millions upon millions of voices filled the emptiness with the sound of hate-filled laughter.





CHAPTER THREE
PARENT WOES!

Worlds away, in Ottawa, Canadas capital, eleven-year-old Miranda Darte Mor fumed. She wanted to kick Nicholas Halls door in. Fighting the urge, she dropped onto the wooden steps, absentmindedly massaging the knuckles on her right hand, which were red and tender from knocking on her friends back door non-stop for at least five minutes.

Montague, Nicholass black Labrador retriever, nudged Mirandas arm with his blunt head, licked her neck, and dropped onto the deck, tail thumping lazily. Miranda rubbed the dogs ears. At least youre still my friend, she said.

Nicholass behaviour was unacceptable. For some unfathomable reason, the boy shed known all of her life was shunning her, and it made her see red one minute, and hurt worse than a flu shot the next. What have I done to make him act like this? she asked herself for the billionth time. But no matter how often she asked herself that question, she couldnt think of a single thing shed done that would explain Nicholass attitude. Its not only me, she reminded herself. None of the boys other friends had heard from him in over two weeks either.

Suddenly she jumped to her feet and stomped hard on the steps, her green eyes bright with determination. She knew Nicholas was home, because shed been watching his back door from her kitchen window and had seen him enter his house less than ten minutes before.

NICHOLAS! I KNOW YOURE IN THERE, she shouted at the top of her voice. She glanced quickly across the backyard toward her house, noticing her curious neighbour Mrs. Smedley with her nose glued to the window. She waved at the old lady, who ducked down as abruptly as if something heavy had fallen on her.

NICHOLAS! DO YOU HEAR ME? I KNOW YOURE HOME, SO YOU BETTER GET OUT HERE. IM NOT GOING AWAY. IM GOING TO STAY HERE ALL NIGHT IF I HAVE TO, AND IM GOING TO KEEP SHOUTING UNTIL YOU COME OUT AND TALK TO ME.

Without warning, the back door popped open, an arm shot out, and a strong hand gripped Mirandas wrist and yanked the startled girl inside.

Are you crazy? hissed Nicholas, his face flushed and angry. What are you doing? The whole neighbourhood can hear you yelling.

Nicholass anger couldnt hide the deep worry lines on his forehead, and suddenly Miranda felt terrible for shouting. She opened her mouth to explain, and the words tumbled out as if theyd been bottled up for a long time.

I just want to know whats going on. Youve been acting so weird. Is it something I did? Are you sick? Why are you hiding in your house? Everybodys calling me to find out whats wrong with you. Anyway, if I said something or did anything to make you angry, I didnt mean it, and Im sorry

Mir, relax, said Nicholas, shaking his head and looking miserable. Its not you. He started to say something else, but stopped. Ive just been really busy.

Doing what? asked Miranda suspiciously, her eyes locked on the boys face.

Stuff, said Nicholas, turning away to avoid meeting her green eyes.

Youre lying, said Miranda. Id rather you were mad at me than lie. At least then Id know what to do.

Nicholass face turned redder than a ripe tomato. He was clearly uncomfortable and Miranda felt sorry for him. Nick, Im your friend. If youre in trouble, I want to help you.

Nicholas bowed his head and stared at a spot on the floor. Miranda watched him, not knowing what else to say. The boy sighed heavily, his shoulders slumping forward. Then he lifted his head slowly, ran a hand through his dark brown hair, and faced Miranda. Its not me, he said, his voice a sad whisper. Its my dad.

Miranda felt her heart jump wildly. Oh no! she cried silently. Something bad has happened to Nicks father. Either hes sick with cancer or a brain tumor, or he was in an accident. Whats wrong with him? she asked, not wanting to hear the answer.

But instead of telling her, Nicholas took her arm and led her through the kitchen, along the hall, and up the stairs. Miranda walked softly, almost tip-toeing, because it seemed the right thing to do in a house where someone was sick or even dying. When they reached his parents bedroom, Nicholas opened the door and ushered her inside. Expecting to find Mr. Hall wasting away in bed, with lots of tubes sticking out of him and other medical paraphernalia cluttering the room, Miranda was dumbfounded to discover the room was empty.

Where? She started to ask, but Nicholas strode to the bed, knelt on the floor, lifted up a pale blue bedskirt, and pointed.

Miranda joined him on the floor, peered under the bed, and before she could stop herself, a loud whoop of laughter burst from her throat. It was the funniest thing she had ever seen. There was Mr. Hall lying on his back on the carpet under the bed, unblinking eyes staring at the box springs an inch above his nose.

Shut up! hissed Nicholas angrily. Its not funny.

I know, giggled Miranda, trying desperately to trade her grin for a worried expression but failing miserably. Finally, she turned away, her shoulders shaking with silent laughter. The more she tried to stop, the harder she laughed. Then, just when she thought she could peer under the bed again without having hysterics, Nicholas stuck his head under the bedskirt.

Hi Dad, can I get you anything?

Miranda ran from the room, laughing and holding her splitting sides.

I thought you wanted to help, snapped Nicholas, closing the bedroom door and joining her in the hall.

Miranda couldnt reply at once without dissolving in another laughing fit. Nicholas brushed past her and stomped angrily down the stairs. Miranda followed, desperately trying to stop giggling. By the time she reached the kitchen, she had succeeded in gaining control over her emotions. She touched her friends arm.

Im sorry. I know its not funny. I didnt mean to laugh. Seeing your father like thatwell, it was the last thing I expected She was angry with herself for laughing when Nicholas was obviously upset and deeply worried. She wondered if her mother had any patients like Mr. Hall and how she handled situations like this.

How long has your dad beenerunder the bed? she asked, daring herself to laugh.

Long enough, said Nicholas miserably. Three weeks, anyway.

What happened?

The boy sighed. One night after dinner, he got up from the table, looked at Mom and me, and said, Arrivederci! Then he went upstairs, and hes been under the bed ever since.

Its odd that he said Arrivederci! Why didnt he just say goodbye?

How do I know?

Does he ever come out?

No.

He must, said Miranda, incredulously. What aboutyou knowgoing to the bathroom and stuff?

Maybe he sneaks out in the middle of the night. I dont know, said Nicholas.

What does he eat?

Mir, I keep telling you I dont know. I bring him food, but its always right where I left it.

Why do you think he went under the bed in the first place?

Stop with the questions! If I knew, dont you think Id do something? Nicholas dropped wearily onto a chair. The thing is, I dont know what to do.

The two friends sat in silence at the Halls kitchen table. Miranda glanced at Nicholas, noticing that his lean face was more drawn than usual. The dark circles around his eyes told her that he hadnt been getting enough sleep.

Nick, what about his doctor? Surely a doctor could help him.

Nicholas shook his head. Forget it. Mom wont call.

But Miranda couldnt believe her ears.

Look, explained Nicholas. Ottawas pretty small. Its even smaller if youre in Dads business. A lot of people were upset when he got the contract for the repairs to Parliament Hill. Theres a clause in the contract that says if the contractor is declared incapable of completing the work, the contract can be terminated. If Dad is going crazy, word will get around somehow, and hell lose the contract. Im not saying I agree with her, but Mom thinks hes been working too hard and just needs a little rest. After that, she thinks hell be as right as rain.

Thats craz Miranda stopped. She thought Mrs. Hall was wrong. Nicholass father needed help. He needed a doctor and he needed one now, but she couldnt argue with Nicholas. Not now. He was too emotionally involved. Then she had an idea. I know a way to get help for your dad and keep it a secret.

Nicholas leaned forward, interest showing on his face. How?

If you want, Ill talk to Mom, offered Miranda. She can see your father and try to get him to come out from under the bed. Nick, you know shed never tell anyone. When Nicholas remained silent, Miranda continued. I know shell say yes. And if she cant help him, at least shell know what to do.

Nicholas nodded slowly, relaxing slightly as a sudden grin appeared on his face. Thats a good idea, Mir. And you know what? I think Mom will go for it.

Good! said Miranda, returning the boys grin.

As she crossed Nicholass backyard and climbed the white picket fence that separated her property from the Halls, she couldnt help feeling that she was to blame for Mr. Halls strange behaviour. It was a warm summer evening, but she felt a chill creep over her body as she relived the events of the terrible night half-dead, nightmare creatures invaded her world.

In March of the previous year, a Demon calling herself Hate escaped from a Netherworld prison where she had been confined for a thousand years. Together with her assassins, the cold-blooded Thugs, and the Hellhags, creatures that had given themselves to evil, the Demon found Miranda in Ottawa. Miranda fled her home in the middle of the night with a mysterious stranger, a Druid, who claimed that he alone might be able to keep her alive through the night. The Demon caught up to them in the halls of Parliament Hill, seat of Canadas government, and in the ensuing battle the creature vented her rage by destroying the interior of the Centre Block with its soaring Peace Tower and the beautiful Library of Parliament.

Before she knew it, Miranda found herself in a parallel world in a desperate race against time to find the Serpents Egg, the magic needed by the peoples of that world to seal the Demons prison. Hot on her trail came Hate and her crazed minions, intent on destroying Miranda before she found the magic Egg. To show their appreciation for her help in saving their world from the Demon, the King of the Dwarves sent a dozen stout stoneworkers to repair the damage Hate had caused to Canadas Parliament Buildings. The Dwarves made their temporary home in the tunnels under Parliament Hill, sleeping by day and working secretly by night.

Miranda recalled Nicholas telling her that his father was having a lot of trouble with the workers he had hired to do the repairs. Once he found them drunk, babbling that they couldnt do their work because their stone had disappeared. When Mr. Hall examined the work site, he discovered that the job had been done, and it was the finest stonework he had ever seen. He couldnt figure out how drunken stoneworkers could have done such fine work, so he posted security guards, who reported to him that the stonemasons slept all day. Yet, mysteriously, the work was always done. And now, Mr. Hall was losing his mind.

Thats it! said Miranda, thinking out loud. Its not because hes been working too hard. Its the Dwarves. We forgot to tell him about the Dwarves.

She was just about to retrace her steps to share her discovery with Nicholas when she noticed the light in her mothers bedroom. No, she decided, she wanted to talk with her mother first. Then shed tell Nicholas. She ran lightly up the steps to the terrace and tapped on the French doors to her mothers room.

The woman who opened the door was a mirror image of her daughter. She had the same short, blond hair and the same sparkling, green eyes that seemed to see more than other people saw. Both were tall and slim, their figures almost boyish.

Hi, said Mirandas mother. What have you been up to? She sat at the antique dressing table, eyes fixed on her image as she began applying lipstick.

Instead of answering, Miranda stared at her mother. She looked different. Miranda had never seen her wear clothes like that before, or fuss with make-up. Are you going out? she asked.

Just for a little while, said her mother. 1 wont be late.

Where are you going?

To dinner, said her mother. I made something for you. You just have to heat it up.

Who are you going with? asked Miranda, feeling knots tightening in her stomach.

Dr. Darte turned from the mirror toward her daughter. Whats with the third degree?

Nothing. Miranda was suddenly frightened. Her mother didnt have to say a wordMiranda knew that she was going out on a date. The thought that such a thing could happen had never once entered her mind. Until now. She wanted to tell her mother what she thought. She wanted to say it wasnt right, but she didnt trust herself to speak without bursting into tears. So she remained silent.

Her mother smiled at her. Even her smile was differentas if it hid a secret. A friend at work has been asking me to dinner every week for the past two years, and Ive always said no. Yesterday when he asked again, you should have seen his face when I said yes.

The hurt was so intense, Miranda thought shed die. She turned and ran from the room, catching her mothers startled expression out of the corner of her eye.

Dr. Darte stared at the closed door for a long time. Then she turned back to the mirror, scolding her image silently. You handled that nicely! She opened one of the small drawers of her dressing table and removed a package wrapped in soft cloth. It was a silver frame, unmarred by the slightest hint of tarnish, as if it were polished lovingly and often. Inside the frame was a picture of a young man. His long hair was the colour of the morning sun, and his strong, noble face alive with mischief as he grinned at the person on the other side of the camera.

Oh, my dearest, she whispered. How I wish she had known you. She held the picture against her chest for a moment before wrapping it carefully in the soft fabric and replacing it in the drawer. Poor Miranda! she thought. Life is so very, very complicated for the young.



Upstairs, alone in her room, Miranda heard the doorbell ring and knew that her mothers date had arrived. She forced herself to stay on her bed and not go racing to the window in one of the front bedrooms to get a look at the only person she had seen her mother get dressed up for in her memory. She felt sick, worse than when shed had the flu in the spring. She felt betrayed. Her mother had betrayed her. How could she go out to dinner with another man? How could she do that to Dad!

The problem was her mother thought Garrett Darte Mor was dead, but Miranda knew in some secret place in her heart that he was alive.

She had never known her father. Her mother and others had told her that he had been murdered by Bog Trolls in another worldthe world Miranda ended up in last March, the world of Demons and Dragons and other strange creaturesthe world that had been her mothers home until she ran away.

Heartsick, Miranda wiped her eyes on her arm and flopped onto the bed, not bothering to undress. The next thing she knew, she was sitting up in pitch darkness and the house was shaking like an airplane caught in turbulent air.

Mom? she called, disoriented and afraid. And suddenly the door flew open and her mother rushed into the room.

Hurry, Miranda.
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