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                FOREWORD

            

            
                Hello to everyone in Halla.

                It’s time once again to rejoin Bobby Pendragon and the
                        Travelers as they track down the evil Saint Dane and try to thwart his next
                        twisted attempt to topple the territories. Since the publication of the last
                        Pendragon adventure, the books have done almost as much traveling as Bobby.
                        As of this writing, Pendragon has been published in seven different
                        languages. I’ve gotten letters from readers in such far-flung locales as
                        South Africa, Australia, New Zealand, Sri Lanka, Taiwan, Israel, Tokyo, many
                        European countries and, of course, every one of the United States. As
                        exciting as that is for me, it’s also interesting to know that no matter how
                        far apart we may live and how different our cultures may be, people
                        everywhere enjoy reading a fun adventure. I’m honored to be able to provide
                        one.

                I always like to thank the people who were so important in
                        getting the Pendragon books out to the world. This foreword will be no
                        different. My editor, Julia Richardson, has once again provided invaluable
                        guidance in helping me shape Bobby’s latest adventure. Rick Richter, Ellen
                        Krieger, and all the great folks at Simon & Schuster have continued to
                        support the Pendragon books, for which I will always be grateful. Heidi
                        Hellmich has once again done her copyediting magic and turned my writing
                        into something that actually resembles proper English. Debra Sfetsios and
                        Victor Lee have come up with yet another stunning cover. Loor looks great,
                        no? I’ve got some terrific guys who are always watching out for me when it
                        comes to the business side of things. Richard Curtis, Peter Nelson and his
                        team, and Danny Baror are my own personal acolytes, and I thank
                    them.

                Of course, my wife, Evangeline, has once again helped me
                        fashion this latest story. I even have to thank my daughter, Keaton, for
                        allowing me to exist for hours at a time in my own private flume (better
                        known as my office) and not knock on the door too often, wondering where
                        Daddy is. (I don’t think she’d understand that Daddy was on Zadaa, matching
                        wits with Saint Dane. She’s not even two.)

                And of course, my final thank you has to go out to you
                        readers. I’ve gotten such wonderful letters and warm greetings from
                        everyone. I especially love to meet readers at the various book events I’ve
                        attended. As much as I love to write these books, it’s an extra bonus to
                        hear from those who enjoy them. Thank you all for reading, and thanks for
                        sharing your thoughts with me.

                So, is this boring foreword done yet? Yes. Enough preamble.
                        It’s time to get back into it. When last we left Bobby, a flume had
                        collapsed. Spader and Gunny were trapped on Eelong; Kasha the Traveler was
                        killed; and Saint Dane was headed for Zadaa, Loor’s home territory. Can it
                        get any worse? Is Bobby destined for more trouble? Has Saint Dane hatched
                        another evil plan to destroy a territory?

                Do you really have to ask?

                Hobey ho, let’s go.

                D. J. MacHale
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                It
                        began with a battle.

                A nasty one. Then again, is there such a thing as a nice
                        battle? I guess this one seemed especially vicious because it was over
                        something so trivial. At least that’s what I thought at the time. At stake
                        was a couple gallons of water. I’m serious. Regular old everyday water. Not
                        exactly the kind of thing you’d expect a group of professional warriors to
                        fight to the death over, but that’s not the way it works here on the
                        territory of Zadaa. Water here is more valuable than food, more valuable
                        than treasure. It’s even more valuable than life. I know. I’ve seen people
                        risk theirs to get a few precious drops.

                How messed up is that?

                Mark, Courtney, it’s been a while since I’ve written a journal
                        to you guys, and for that I apologize. I think after I tell you all that’s
                        happened since my last journal, you’ll understand why. From the time I
                        arrived here on Zadaa, I haven’t had much time to think, let alone kick back
                        and write. I’m doing it now because I’m about to set out on an adventure
                        that was long in coming. I’ve tried to avoid it, but now I have no choice.
                        Starting tomorrow, life is going to be very different for me. I feel as if
                        I’m closing the first chapter on my life as a Traveler and beginning a new
                        and more dangerous one. I know, that doesn’t seem possible, but it’s the
                        truth. Before I tell you about it, I need to let you know what happened
                        since I landed back on Zadaa. You’ll need to hear it all to understand why
                        I’ve chosen the path I’m about to take. Maybe writing it down will help me
                        understand it a little better myself.

                You won’t be surprised to hear that Saint Dane is here. I’ve
                        already run into him. It wasn’t pretty. But more about that later. I also
                        have a good idea of what the turning point is here on Zadaa. I think it has
                        something to do with water…or the lack of it. I’ve no doubt that Saint
                        Dane’s evil plan for this territory is somehow tied in to the water trouble
                        they’re having. Bottom line is, our quest to stop Saint Dane’s plan to crush
                        all of Halla has come to Zadaa. This is our next challenge. And so we
                        go.

                I first want to tell you about the battle that happened soon
                        after I arrived. It’s important to hear because in many ways it’s a small
                        example of the bigger trouble I found on this territory. That, and because
                        one of the warriors involved in the fight was my friend. Loor. The Traveler
                        from Zadaa.

                “Keep to yourself, Pendragon,” Loor ordered as we strode along
                        the dusty street of Xhaxhu. “Stay in the shadows. Do not look anyone in the
                        eye. It is dangerous for a Rokador to be seen in the city.”

                “But I’m not a Rokador,” I complained.

                “Do not argue,” Loor said sharply. “Do as I say.”

                I didn’t argue. I knew what she meant. There were two tribes
                        living in this area of Zadaa. The Batu lived above ground in the cities.
                        They were a dark-skinned race, made so because they lived for generations
                        under the hot, desert sun. Loor was a Batu. The other tribe was the Rokador.
                        They lived underground in a labyrinth of tunnels that spread throughout
                        Zadaa. They weren’t moles or anything; they were definitely civilized. But
                        as you might guess, living underground didn’t do much for their tans. The
                        Rokador were a light-skinned race. So with my white skin and light brown
                        hair, I pretty much looked like a Rokador. And since there was some serious
                        bad blood between the Batu and the Rokador, making myself invisible up here
                        on the surface was a smart idea. To that end, Loor had me wearing heavy,
                        dark clothing that covered my head and arms. It was great for a disguise,
                        not so great for keeping cool. I’m guesstimating that the temperature in
                        Xhaxhu averages about ninety degrees. On a cool day. So I was sweating like
                        a fiend. Or at least a fiend in a sauna wearing a winter coat.

                “Can’t somebody take your place?” I asked. “I mean, we have
                        more important things to worry about.”

                Loor looked straight ahead as she strode along. Her jaw set.
                        I’d seen this look before. She had her game face on. I know you guys can
                        picture her. She’s hard to forget. I’d grown a few inches since I first met
                        her on Denduron, but she still had me by a solid two inches. Her once
                        almost-waist-length black hair was a bit shorter now, falling to her
                        shoulders. I guess the long hair got in the way when she did her training.
                        As you know, Loor is a warrior. Here on Zadaa they call the warrior class
                        “Ghee.” When I first met Loor, she was a warrior-in-training. Since then,
                        she has been elevated to full-fledged warrior status. I’m guessing she was
                        at the head of her class. She’s that good. She even looks the part. This
                        girl is totally cut. I’m talking stupid-low body fat. It isn’t hard to see
                        this since her lightweight leather armor reveals a lot of skin. Wearing
                        heavy metal armor like the knights of the Round Table wouldn’t fly here on
                        searing-hot Zadaa. You’d end up cooking like Spam in the can. Assuming Spam
                        is actually cooked, which I’m not so sure about. But whatever. You get the
                        idea. The warriors here had to be protected, but cool. Unlike me, who had to
                        be wearing a wool-freakin’-blanket.

                The muscles in her long arms and legs flexed as she moved down
                        the street, making her look even more formidable. I guess when you’re a
                        professional warrior, having an awesome athletic body goes with the
                        territory. So to speak.

                “I have no choice but to fight today,” Loor finally answered.
                        “I am next in the rotation.”

                “Rotation?” I snapped. “What are you, a baseball pitcher? Have
                        them change the schedule. Find a relief pitcher. If something happens to you
                        then—”

                “If I do not fight,” Loor interrupted, “the Ghee commanders
                        will mark me as a coward and banish me to a labor colony in the desert. Or I
                        could get lucky and they would execute me.”

                “Oh,” I said soberly. “Not a whole lot of great choices
                        here.”

                “Do not worry, Pendragon,” she said, finally looking at me.
                        “Our destiny is to stop Saint Dane. I will not let anything stand in our
                        way.”

                I believed her, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to
                        worry.

                “Loor!” came a voice from behind us. Running to catch up was
                        Saangi. I’m not exactly sure what her official title is, but I guess on
                        Second Earth you would call her Loor’s squire. You know, one of those young
                        servants who are assigned to knights to take care of their every need. The
                        Ghee warriors of Zadaa operated pretty much like the knights of old, without
                        the Spam-can suits.

                “You forgot this!” Saangi said, out of breath. She handed Loor
                        a small, leather container that was about the size of a canteen. In fact
                        that’s exactly what it was, a canteen full of water.

                “No,” Loor said sternly. “I cannot use this.”

                “But you will need water if the battle is difficult—,” Saangi
                        protested.

                “Take it back to my home,” Loor said firmly. “And do not let
                        anyone see you with it.”

                When Loor spoke in that serious tone, you didn’t mess with
                        her. At least I didn’t. I figured Saangi knew better too. The girl’s
                        shoulders fell in disappointment. I’m guessing she was around fourteen, only
                        a few years younger than me. She had the dark skin of the Batu, but unlike
                        Loor, her hair was cut tight to her head, like a guy. She wore simple, dark
                        clothes that looked sort of like Loor’s, but they were made of cloth rather
                        than leather. Someday she would wear the armor of a Ghee warrior, but until
                        then, her job was to take care of Loor.

                Oh yeah, one other thing. Saangi had another job. She was
                        Loor’s acolyte. She knew all about the Travelers and our mission to stop
                        Saint Dane. I thought Saangi was kind of young to have that kind of
                        responsibility, but then again, I was only fourteen when I became a
                        Traveler. Still, Saangi seemed more like an eager kid than a future warrior
                        who could help us defeat a world-crushing demon. But that’s just
                    me.

                “Do not be upset, Saangi,” Loor said, taking the edge off her
                        voice. “You were concerned about me and for that I am grateful. But it would
                        not look right for me to be quenching my thirst during a fight over
                        water.”

                Saangi nodded. “I understand,” she said. “But do not begin the
                        battle until I get there!” She turned and ran back the way she had
                        come.

                “She is so young,” Loor said as we watched her run away. “I
                        wish she did not have to know of the danger we are all in.”

                “Hey, you and I aren’t exactly ancient,” I said. “I’d just as
                        soon not know so much either.”

                Loor gave me a quick look, and continued walking.

                “So what exactly is the point of this fight?” I asked,
                        hurrying to keep up.

                “It is a contest,” Loor answered. “You have seen how precious
                        water is in the city. The situation has become so desperate, it has turned
                        us against one another.”

                “You mean the Batu against the Rokador?”

                “It is worse than that,” she answered. “Since the underground
                        rivers have gone dry, the Batu are fighting among themselves in their quest
                        for water. Families guard their small supplies fiercely. It is not uncommon
                        for neighbors to battle one another over a small puddle after a rain
                        shower.”

                One look around confirmed what Loor was saying. When I first
                        saw Xhaxhu, the city was an amazing, fertile oasis in the middle of the
                        desert. Troughs of fresh, clean water ran along the streets. There were rich
                        palm trees, colorful hanging gardens and even fountains that sprayed water
                        in intricate patterns around the massive statues of stone. But now, the city
                        was dry. Bone dry. The troughs were empty, except for dust. The gardens were
                        gone. The palm trees were dying. Sand from the desert blew through the
                        streets and collected in every corner. Walking through Xhaxhu, I couldn’t
                        help but imagine that this is what the cities of ancient Egypt must have
                        looked like when the desert began taking over. Unless something changed, I
                        could imagine the city of Xhaxhu one day being buried in sand, waiting for
                        some future civilization to uncover it.

                Loor continued, “It has caused a divide among the Ghee
                        warriors. Half of us remain loyal to our mission. We protect Xhaxhu and the
                        royal family of Zinj.”

                “And the other half?” I asked.

                “They have the same goal, but differ in their methods. The
                        royal family has made it known that they wish to work through this
                        catastrophe peacefully. But there is a growing number of Ghee warriors who
                        feel our only hope of survival is to wage war on the Rokador below and claim
                        whatever water they may be holding. With each passing day, the numbers of
                        this rebellious group grow larger. If this drought continues, I fear there
                        will be war.”

                “Smells like Saint Dane’s kind of party,” I said.

                “I agree,” Loor answered. “He has found a time in our history
                        where we are the most vulnerable. The question is, what is he doing to make
                        it worse?”

                “That’s always the question,” I added. “Tell me about this
                        fight we’re going to.”

                “A well was discovered,” Loor answered. “It is not known how
                        much water it contains. It may hold a few feet, or lead to a spring. The
                        dispute is over who will control it. The rebel Ghee warriors want it for
                        themselves, to fortify their strength in preparation for their assault on
                        the Rokador. The Ghee loyal to the royal family wish to have the water
                        distributed to all the people of Xhaxhu.”

                “So this is a battle between Ghee warriors?”

                “It is,” Loor answered somberly.

                “Which side are you on?” I asked.

                “I would like to believe I am on the side of Zadaa,” Loor
                        answered. “But in this case I am loyal to the royal family. I do not wish to
                        see a war…for many reasons.”

                “I hear you,” I said.

                We traveled the rest of the way in silence. Loor needed to get
                        her game on, and I needed to keep a low profile in case a thirsty Ghee
                        warrior saw me and felt like beating up on a Rokador. Loor led me to a city
                        square that was nothing more than a sandy patch of ground surrounded on all
                        sides by towering, sandstone buildings. They reminded me of pictures I’d
                        seen of ancient Mayan temples in Central America. The buildings rose up like
                        multi-tiered pyramids, finished off with flat tops. Some were taller than
                        others, reaching maybe ten stories high. On all levels were carved statues
                        that I can only guess were famous Batu from the past. Most of them looked
                        like fierce warriors, clutching spears or arrows. It wasn’t a real
                        happy-looking bunch.

                In the dead center of the square was an ornate fountain. Dry,
                        of course. The fountain had a statue that was a larger-than-life depiction
                        of a Ghee warrior battling a huge beast that looked like a fierce cat…with
                        two heads. The beast stood on its hind legs, towering over the warrior with
                        its claws out and ready to slice.

                “That monster looks familiar,” I said. “But that’s
                        impossible.”

                “It is not impossible because you have seen one before,” Loor
                        answered. “It is a zhou beast. That machine on Veelox took the image of the
                        zhou from my memory and—”

                “The Reality Bug!” I exclaimed. “I remember! When it burst out
                        of Lifelight, it looked like that thing. You’re saying those bad boys are
                        real?”

                Before Loor could answer, a trumpet sounded a fanfare. I
                        looked up to see that people were gathering on the tiers of the pyramidlike
                        buildings.

                “How come nobody’s on the ground?” I asked.

                “Because that is the battleground,” Loor answered.

                “Oh,” I said. “I guess I don’t want to be here
                    either.”

                “I would prefer you were nowhere near here,” Loor
                    said.

                “But I want to see what happens,” I said. “I’ll be
                        careful.”

                If she was scared, she didn’t show it. After all we’d been
                        through, I can’t remember once when Loor was actually afraid. She was
                        incredible. Or incredibly oblivious.

                “So…, uh, win. Okay?” I said.

                “I always do,” she said with absolute confidence.

                I didn’t want to wish her luck because I felt like that would
                        be bad luck. I know, that’s dumb, but what can I say? I left Loor and found
                        some stairs up to the first-balcony tier. Climbing the stairs wasn’t fun. I
                        had to make sure the dark cloak covered my head and arms. Sweat ran into my
                        eyes, making them sting, but I had to keep it on. Man, it was hot. Did I
                        mention that?

                I found a secluded spot in the shade of a towering statue and
                        took up my position to watch events unfold below. Looking down on the
                        square, I got the feeling that we were in an arena. The tiers of the
                        buildings around the square were filling up with spectators to complete the
                        illusion. Either the people of Xhaxhu really cared about how this fight was
                        going to play out, or they had nothing better to do with their time. Either
                        way, there was a pretty decent turnout.

                As I looked around at the gathering masses, trying to be
                        invisible, I saw something strange. The more I thought about it, the more
                        intrigued I became. All the people around me were dressed for the hot
                        weather, wearing short, lightweight clothes. I saw several Ghee warriors who
                        stood out in the crowd only because they were wearing black, light armor
                        like Loor’s. Everyone else was dressed for hanging out in a blast furnace
                        except for me…and one other person.

                One tier above me, keeping to the shadow of a statue, was
                        someone else wearing a cloak over his head. I didn’t think many people saw
                        him because they were all looking down into the square. I may have been one
                        of the few who actually was in a position to see him. Or her. I couldn’t
                        tell which, so I’ll refer to him as “he.” His cloak was dark, but not black.
                        It looked more like a deep, deep purple. Whoever this mysterious guy was,
                        there were two things I knew about him: One, he didn’t want to be seen any
                        more than I did; and two, he was very interested in the battle about to take
                        place. Actually there was one other thing I knew. Unless he was some kind of
                        freak, he had to be as hot as I was. But that only made his being there all
                        the more interesting.

                A trumpet fanfare sounded again, and the crowd grew quiet.
                        From two different sides of the square, the contestants entered. Each group
                        had three Ghee warriors who marched in together, their heads held high. Loor
                        was one of them. She was also the only girl. It made me incredibly proud,
                        and more than a little scared. More scary was the fact that they all carried
                        weapons. I had seen war games here on Zadaa a while back. In that battle the
                        contestants used short wooden sticks as weapons to knock colored pegs off
                        their opponents. It was more like a brutal game of capture the flag than
                        real war. Not this time. Here in the dry, dusty square, each warrior had a
                        small shield in one hand, and a short, sharp sword in the other.

                Sharp swords meant blood. My heart raced. This was no
                        game.

                The two groups of warriors met near the fountain in the center
                        of the square, saluted each other with their swords and stepped back. The
                        crowd cheered its approval. Another Ghee warrior entered the square. He
                        strode to the center and stood between the two trios of warriors. He saluted
                        Loor’s group, then the other. He looked up at the crowd and announced: “The
                        challenge has been set. The stakes are clear.”

                I half expected the guy to shout: “Leeeeet’s get ready to
                        rummmmble!” He didn’t.

                He continued, “To the victor goes the right to control the
                        newly discovered well. The match will follow in the long tradition of the
                        Ghee. Victory shall go to the warrior who cleanly severs two
                    heads.”

                The crowd cheered. My knees went weak. Did I hear right? Were
                        these guys going to go after one another’s heads? I wanted to scream. I
                        wanted to jump down, grab Loor, and pull her out of there. This was insane!
                        I felt totally, absolutely helpless. As impossible as this sounds, I started
                        to sweat some more.

                The Ghee announcer shouted, “To the brave, we salute
                        you!”

                He saluted the first trio, then Loor and her team. The crowd
                        cheered again. My stomach twisted. There was every possibility that in a few
                        minutes, Loor would be dead. And for what? A drink of water? The announcer
                        walked quickly out of the killing box. Once he was clear, the two groups of
                        warriors faced each other, and saluted again with their swords.

                I wanted to shout out, “Stop!” but that would have been about
                        as stupid as this whole spectacle. The two trios of warriors backed off from
                        each other, while keeping their eyes on their opponents. The crowd quieted.
                        It was eerie. There must have been a thousand people lining the balconies of
                        that square, but for that one moment, all I could hear was the wind from the
                        desert blowing through the arid streets of Xhaxhu.

                The trumpet sounded again. The battle was on.
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                The
                        two trios of warriors faced off against each other in the dry, dusty square.
                        They all looked pretty scary, wearing the black leather armor of the Ghee.
                        They were definitely pros…all muscle with short lethal swords and cold eyes
                        fixed on their opponents. I saw no difference between the group loyal to the
                        royal family of Xhaxhu, and the rebels who wanted to start a war with the
                        Rokador. They all just looked like…warriors. And Loor’s being the only girl
                        among them didn’t mean she was at a disadvantage. No way. I’d seen her level
                        guys who towered over her. But when you had six fierce warriors mixing it up
                        with swords, anything could happen.

                I stole a quick glance up to the mysterious guy who was
                        watching from above. He was hidden beneath his purple cloak, so I couldn’t
                        get a good look at his face. I wondered if he was a Rokador trying to blend
                        in, like I was. Seeing him stand there made me realize that wearing a heavy
                        cloak in this kind of heat probably made us stand out more than if we were
                        walking around with our white skin gleaming in the sun. The truth was, it
                        didn’t matter. Nobody cared about us. All eyes were focused down into the
                        square, waiting for the carnage.

                The warriors didn’t move. I wondered if there was going to be
                        some kind of signal to start the fight. Would there be a whistle? Was a
                        referee going to come in and drop his hand? Or maybe this was more like a
                        quick draw, where the action would begin as soon as somebody twitched. My
                        stomach turned at the thought that I would see these warriors going at it
                        until two of their heads were lopped off. I never even thought I could
                        stomach one of those bullfights where the poor bull was skewered at the end.
                        That was bad enough. The idea of people being decapitated went way past
                        gross and into the land of gruesome. Even worse, the idea that one of them
                        was Loor made me go numb. It was like a dream. A really bad
                    dream.

                The two groups stood that way for what seemed like forever. I
                        was dying. When was this going to start? The answer came a moment later.
                        What happened wasn’t at all what I expected. In some ways, it was
                        worse.

                The silence was torn by a hideous sound such as I had never
                        heard before. It was like an angry screech that came from some vicious
                        animal. In fact, that’s exactly what it was. A gasp went up from the crowd
                        when two doors were flung open at the base of one of the buildings, and a
                        black zhou beast charged into the square.

                Yikes.

                The danger just got dialed up. The beast looked pretty much
                        like the statue in the center of the square. It was a giant cat, way bigger
                        than the klees of Eelong, which were pretty much human-size. If it was up on
                        its hind legs, this thing would be taller than Loor by five feet. Its paws
                        were immense, with six curved claws—I could tell because those lethal claws
                        were out and ready for action. The beast was mostly black, but its sleek fur
                        had shiny spots of red blood oozing from small wounds everywhere. I guessed
                        that somebody must have stabbed at it a bunch of times so it would be PO’d
                        enough to fight, like with a bullfight. It was a logical guess, because this
                        monster definitely wanted a piece of somebody. It leaped from the open
                        doorway, ready to roll. Instantly the door was slammed shut behind it.
                        Whoever was inside didn’t want this bad boy to turn around and jump back in,
                        looking for the guy who punched it full of holes. The monster crouched on
                        all fours, looking around for something to chew. It snarled viciously
                        revealing razorlike fangs. My mouth went dry.

                Oh yeah, in case you forgot, the zhou beast had two heads,
                        both with equally long, sharp fangs. The two heads acted separately, peering
                        around with keen eyes. I wondered which head was the one that controlled the
                        rest of the body. If one wanted to go right and the other left, well, that
                        would be interesting. This whole event would have been interesting, if Loor
                        hadn’t been down there about to be eaten.

                The two teams of warriors went into action. They held their
                        swords and shields out defensively. I quickly realized that they weren’t
                        interested in fighting one another. This was all about the zhou beast. Two
                        heads had to be severed. That’s what the announcer had said. I had to guess
                        that the two heads he was talking about belonged to the zhou thingy. The
                        contest was really about which team would get the heads. At first I was
                        relieved that Loor wasn’t in danger of being killed by a fellow Ghee. But it
                        was quickly replaced by the fear she would be killed by a two-headed cat
                        monster. Dead is dead.

                The two trios of warriors circled the beast. The monster
                        whipped its heads back and forth, watching them. After a few seconds of this
                        size-up, the beast stopped snarling and crouched low, its tail whipping back
                        and forth like, well, like an angry cat. I wasn’t sure if it was afraid, or
                        surrendering, or getting ready to spring.

                Loor’s team struck first. One warrior had a rope and lassoed
                        the zhou like a rodeo cowboy, snaring one of its heads. The crowd roared its
                        approval. But before Loor or her other teammate could make the next move,
                        the rival team took advantage. One of the warriors leaped onto the back of
                        the zhou and raised his sword, ready to plunge it into the back of the
                        two-headed cat. Bad move. Only one of the zhou’s heads was being controlled
                        by Loor’s teammate. The other head was free and looking for trouble. Before
                        the warrior could attack, the zhou’s free head twisted around at an angle
                        that I didn’t think was possible. I guess the warrior on its back didn’t
                        think it was possible either, or he wouldn’t have been dumb enough to be
                        there. The zhou clamped its mouth around the legs of its tormentor, making
                        the warrior scream in agony. He was so surprised that he didn’t even use his
                        sword. The zhou yanked the warrior off its back and started snapping its
                        head back and forth…with the warrior’s leg still in its mouth, the owner
                        along for the ride.

                It was gruesome to see this guy being whipped around like a
                        toy, but I didn’t want to miss anything, so I sort of squinted. I know, what
                        a wuss, but my words can’t describe how horrible it was. After a few seconds
                        the zhou spit the warrior out, sending him crashing down to the dusty
                        ground. His armor was torn and there was blood everywhere, but he was alive.
                        Loor and her team grabbed the rope and worked together to pull the zhou away
                        from the fallen warrior. The zhou fought back, but Loor and the others
                        managed to drag it far enough away from the injured warrior so that his
                        teammates could run in to rescue him. I thought that was a pretty good show
                        of sportsmanship. They had saved their opponent’s life.

                As it turned out, the injured guy’s teammates weren’t as
                        caring. Nobody went to his rescue. They let him lie there, dying. I didn’t
                        know which was worse, seeing this guy nearly bitten in half, or knowing that
                        his friends didn’t care about saving his life. That told me a lot about the
                        Ghee warriors who favored war against the Rokador. They were
                        cold-blooded…just the kind of guys Saint Dane loves to hang with. Note to
                        self: Keep an eye on the rebel Ghee warriors.

                Things got worse. The zhou suddenly sprang into the air so
                        quickly that the crowd gasped. I did too. This beast got some serious
                        vertical. It moved so quickly that it took Loor’s team by surprise. It
                        yanked the rope away from Loor and one other warrior. The third warrior
                        wasn’t so lucky. He got his arm wrapped up in the rope. The zhou whipped its
                        head back, pulling the helpless warrior off his feet. The zhou’s next move
                        was to pounce on the fallen Ghee. The poor guy tried to roll away, but he
                        was so tangled in his own rope he couldn’t move fast enough. Unlike Loor’s
                        team, the rival warriors weren’t about to try and save him either. No big
                        surprise.

                But Loor tried. Without hesitation she leaped at the zhou,
                        shield first. With one arm she slammed her shield into one head, while
                        slashing at the other with her sword. Both heads reared back in surprise and
                        pain, which gave Loor the time she needed. With one continuous move she spun
                        back, slashing her sword again, severing the rope that tied her fallen
                        friend to the zhou. Their other teammate was able to pull the guy to his
                        feet and get him away before the zhou could come after them
                    again.

                Round one went to the zhou beast. Round two went to Loor. But
                        the beast didn’t look any worse for the wear, and both Ghee teams were
                        hurting. I wondered what would happen if there was no way they could slay
                        this thing. How would this end? Was this going to be a fight to the death
                        for both sides?

                The next move was the beast’s. Loor had hurt him. She had
                        drawn blood. He was ticked. He wanted revenge.

                He went after Loor.

                Before she realized that she was being attacked, the beast
                        lashed out at her arm, slashing her shoulder. Loor dove away, and dropped
                        her sword. This was bad. All she had left to protect herself was the lame
                        little shield. The beast kept after her. Loor needed help.

                “The rope,” she ordered her teammates as she rolled away from
                        the two-headed cat. Her team went after the rope as she jumped up and bolted
                        in the other direction. The zhou wasn’t fooled. He was right after her. Loor
                        sprinted toward the fallen warrior from the other team. What was she doing?
                        The big zhou leaped into the air. Loor dove to the ground, tucked, rolled,
                        and grabbed the sword from the injured warrior’s hand. Yes! She was armed
                        again! The zhou landed, ready to attack. Loor quickly slashed at its front
                        paws. The beast screamed in pain and fell hard, headfirst. Or, headsfirst.
                        Face-plant into the dirt. Or faces-plant.

                Loor rolled away, having dodged death once again. But the zhou
                        wasn’t finished. Not by far. Loor jumped to her feet, and was headed back to
                        her teammates when one of the rival warriors tackled her. I couldn’t believe
                        it! She never saw him coming. The crowd booed, but it didn’t stop the
                        warrior. He yanked the sword away from her. I guess he felt it belonged to
                        his team, but c’mon! Before Loor had a chance to react, the rival warrior
                        was scampering back to join his own teammate. I was beginning to hate these
                        guys. Loor was once again without a weapon.

                The zhou was getting back to his feet. Loor’s teammates were
                        on the other side of the square, holding the rope, ready to help. She wasn’t
                        even close to them. She was on her own. The zhou got its wits back, scanned
                        the square with both heads, and spotted Loor. She was out in the open,
                        totally defenseless. The zhou squatted down like a cat ready to pounce. I
                        thought there was nowhere for Loor to go. But I was wrong. Before the beast
                        leaped, Loor sprinted for the center of the square and the statue in the dry
                        fountain.

                “Run!” I shouted, like she needed to be reminded.

                She made it to the statue of the Ghee warrior battling the
                        zhou and climbed. The crowd was going nuts. Loor had become the favorite. I
                        had no idea what she was going to do up there, except maybe buy a little
                        time. I sure hoped the zhou couldn’t climb. If it could, Loor would be
                        trapped, and finished. Her teammates didn’t know what to do, and the rival
                        team certainly wasn’t going to bail her out. She was climbing up onto a dead
                        end. Dead being the operative word.

                She had gotten partway up the statue when I saw someone
                        sprinting across the square. At first I thought it was one of the other
                        warriors, but a quick look showed me that someone else had entered the
                        contest. It was Saangi, Loor’s squire. What was she doing? She definitely
                        had a plan, because her head was down and her legs were pumping. She didn’t
                        have a weapon, and even if she did, I didn’t think she stood a chance
                        against the zhou. One thing was sure. This young girl had guts.

                On the other side of the statue, the zhou was crouched and
                        stalking. Either it didn’t feel like there was any need to rush, or its paws
                        were too slashed up to run. Whatever. It was closing in on Loor. Whatever
                        Saangi had planned, she had to do it fast. She ran to the spot where Loor
                        had dropped her sword, and scooped it up. Without hesitating, she turned and
                        sprinted for the statue.

                “Loor!” she shouted, and threw the sword.

                Loor looked in time to see her sword sailing toward her. For a
                        brief second my heart stopped, thinking Loor was about to be impaled by her
                        own sword. I should have known better. Loor plucked the sword out of the air
                        like a pro because, well, she was a pro. I guess Saangi wasn’t so bad
                        either. But this impressive move alone wasn’t going to win the
                        battle.

                The zhou had decided to throw away caution. It began to
                        charge. The final attack was on. Loor was about to reach the highest point
                        of the statue, which was on top of the stone heads. There was some kind of
                        symbolism here that I didn’t bother to analyze. It was pretty clear to me
                        that this statue wasn’t tall enough. If the zhou could still jump half as
                        high as I’d seen before, he would nail Loor, sword or not.

                But Loor’s teammates didn’t let her down. Before the big cat
                        made its final leap, they tossed the rope at it, lassoing its leg. The
                        beast’s eyes were intent on Loor and didn’t see it coming. The two warriors
                        yanked hard, keeping the zhou from leaping. The surprised beast looked down
                        at the rope…

                And Loor made her move.

                She leaped off the statue and onto the back of the zhou. But
                        unlike the rival warrior who had tried this before, Loor’s weapon was ready.
                        I think the sword hit its mark before Loor’s feet hit its back. The power of
                        her fall drove the sword deep into the back of the zhou, all the way to the
                        handle. It was horrible and strange to see both heads react with surprise
                        and agony. Its body arched up so quickly, it threw Loor off. She landed
                        hard, rolled, then popped up, ready to finish the job.

                She was too late. No sooner had she been thrown, than the two
                        rival warriors leaped onto the back of the wounded zhou. Using their swords,
                        they slashed at its dying heads. This time I had to look away. No way I
                        wanted to see this. Luckily the crowd was in an uproar, so I didn’t have to
                        hear it either. Half the crowd was cheering because the battle was won, the
                        other half was booing because the true winner, Loor, was not going to come
                        away with the prize. This was all about who got the heads. Loor and her team
                        may have stopped the zhou, but they did not get the heads. A technicality,
                        but those were the rules. I didn’t think it was fair, but I was more
                        relieved that Loor had survived.

                I stood with my back to the square, not wanting to imagine how
                        gruesome the scene was on the ground. As I stood there, I glanced up to the
                        next level to see how the strange observer with the purple robe was
                        reacting. Whose side was he on? Would he be cheering, or jeering?

                I never found out, because he was gone.
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Do not move,” Saangi ordered. “This will only take longer if you do.”

It was the first time I heard anyone give Loor an order. Or maybe I should say, it was the first time I saw Loor obey an order. Saangi may have been her younger aide, but she acted more like a stern, caring mother. Loor sat still, impatiently, while Saangi sewed together the wound in her arm. I’m serious. Needle. Thread. Skin. Gross. It wasn’t a deep wound that the zhou beast had cut, but it was serious enough that it needed stitching. To these warrior types, it was no big deal. Loor didn’t even wince. But I had to look away, or I would have ralphed right there on the floor of Loor’s home. That wouldn’t have been cool.

“Does this bother you, Pendragon?” Saangi asked. She knew it did.

“Nah,” I lied. “I’ve seen worse.”

Loor and Saangi exchanged glances. They knew I was just trying to be casual. I needed to change the subject or risk being revealed as a full-tilt wussy.

“What happened out there wasn’t fair,” I said. “You should have won.”

“You are correct,” Loor said. “It was not fair. Saangi should not have interfered.”

I didn’t expect that. I looked to Saangi. Saangi didn’t react.

“Once she entered the contest, it was over,” Loor continued. “Outside interference is not permitted. No matter what happened after that, my team would have lost.”

“But she saved your life!” I exclaimed.

“I would have found a way,” Loor said calmly.

I didn’t argue. Truth was, she probably would have.

“I gotta tell you,” I said. “That whole zhou-fight thing seemed a little extreme. How much water did they find in that well?”

“It was dry,” Loor said soberly. “Once the well was drained, there was no source below to feed it.”

“So six Ghee warriors risked their lives to slaughter a two-headed monster over…nothing?”

“The water was an excuse,” Loor said. “Tension has been growing within the Ghee. Today the battle was over water. Soon it will be for control of Xhaxhu’s future, and Zadaa.”

“And maybe Halla,” Saangi added, while keeping her eyes locked on her stitching.

“Do you have any idea how Saint Dane fits into this?” I asked.

“Not yet,” Loor answered. She looked me right in the eye and added, “That is why you are here.”

Right. That’s why I was there. Sitting in a hot, dusty apartment in a stone pyramid that housed rival tribal warriors on a desert territory light-years from home, watching my friend being sewn up so we could figure out how to stop a demon from destroying everything that ever was and would be. Yeah, that pretty much summed up the situation. Suddenly the idea of watching skin being stitched didn’t seem so bad.

“The Travelers have done well, Pendragon,” Loor said. “You have done well. But now the battle has come to my home territory. I do not mean to say that Zadaa has more value than the other territories, but I would be lying if I said it did not hold more importance for me. We will not fail here. Saint Dane will be stopped.”

She was right. At least about the Traveler part, anyway. We had done pretty well so far in our mission to stop Saint Dane and his quest to control Halla. Denduron, Cloral, First Earth, and Eelong were all victories. He had tried to turn each of these territories toward chaos, and each time we were able to stop him. Our only failure had been on Veelox. That territory was doomed to crumble because the people chose to live in a virtual fantasy world instead of reality. The Traveler there, Aja Killian, was still doing her best to keep the Lifelight supercomputer running and the people alive. Our only hope for that territory was to defeat Saint Dane. For good. Maybe then we could go back to Veelox and help Aja put the pieces back together.

We were four-and-one, but it wasn’t as simple as that. We may have turned Saint Dane back on those other territories, but victory often came at a steep price. I can’t help but have the sick feeling that in order to win the battles, Saint Dane has gradually chipped away at our strength. What’s that old saying about winning the battle but losing the war? As important as every territory is, this wasn’t about any one battle. There’s no question that we aren’t as strong as we used to be, and the war is still very much on. My uncle Press is dead. So is Vo Spader’s father. Osa and Seegen were killed too. Writing it all down like this makes me realize just how many people have made the ultimate sacrifice to stop Saint Dane. I don’t know if the feeling I have is sadness, or anger. Probably a little of both. Throw in a little fear for good measure. Never forget the fear.

But that’s not all. Spader and Gunny were trapped on Eelong when the flume collapsed. (I don’t mean to bring up a sore subject, but if I’m going to do a recap here, I’ve got to include it all. Sorry.) On Eelong we learned our lesson the hard way that the territories cannot be mixed, and only the Travelers can use the flumes. Not only are two Travelers stuck there, but the collapsing flume killed Kasha, Eelong’s Traveler. She was the first Traveler of our generation to die. I hope she was the last. As I’m writing this, I’m looking at the small silver urn that holds Kasha’s ashes. One day, I swear, I will return her to Eelong. I’m holding out hope that somehow the flume can be repaired, or another one will be discovered. Not just so I can return the ashes, but to spring Gunny and Spader. I need them. Bad. But we have no control over the flumes. The best I can do is hope.

Each of the Travelers I have met so far have been incredible people. We were each chosen from our home territory to stop Saint Dane and his mad quest. Uncle Press told me that Saint Dane is a Traveler too. If that’s so, I wonder what territory he is from? Is it a territory consumed by evil? Is being a violent, murdering, sadist normal for Saint Dane’s home? Who knows? Maybe compared to the other people of his territory, he’s a good guy. How’s that for a gruesome thought?

I’m not exactly sure why I’m writing this to you guys. You already know it all. I guess as I’m sitting here, getting ready to begin a new chapter of my life, it helps to look back and take stock. Sometimes I think I’ve done pretty well. For somebody who still has no idea why he was chosen to be a Traveler, let alone the lead Traveler, I can be proud of the way I’ve helped mess up Saint Dane’s evil plans. But there are other times, usually late at night when I can’t sleep, that I feel like I’m in way over my head. I’ve had to make some tough decisions, and they haven’t always been the right ones. I’ve been lucky enough that the other Travelers have picked up the slack when I’ve messed up. Still, I can’t help but fear that one day I’ll make a move so wrong, it will blow up in our faces, and we will lose it all to Saint Dane.

It makes for a lot of sleepless nights.

There’s so much at stake, it’s hard to even imagine. Saint Dane is trying to control the destiny of everything that ever existed, or will exist. Everything. I can’t even get my mind around the concept of Halla, let alone the idea that someone as evil as Saint Dane wants to bring it all down. Before Uncle Press took me away from home on Second Earth, the biggest responsibility I had was to get my homework done and take out the garbage. Half the time I didn’t even get to the garbage. Now I’ve found myself leading a group of people who are the only force standing in the way of the destruction of all living things. And I’m only sixteen! I think. I’ve lost all track of time. I guess it goes without saying that I’d rather be home, taking out the garbage.

But that’s not the way it was meant to be, or so I’ve been told. The only way I can keep my head on straight is to not worry about the way I’d like things to be, and deal with the way they are. As overwhelming as it all feels, I have to look forward. But that’s tough. I can’t help but think about home. And you guys. And wonder what happened to my family. And my dog, Marley. And wish none of this ever happened. But it did. I’m here. Chances are good Saint Dane is too.

And so we go.

“Enough,” Loor said sharply to Saangi. “It will heal.”

Saangi put down the needle and thread, then slathered a sticky, clear ointment on the stitches. “This will protect the wound and keep it dry,” Saangi explained.

“I know what it does,” Loor said sharply. I got the feeling that she had been stitched up before. She slid a golden-colored cloth strap around her arm to cover the stitches, and just like that, she was good to go. “Thank you, Saangi,” she said sincerely.

“May I speak honestly?” Saangi asked.

“Of course,” Loor said.

“Battle lines are being drawn,” Saangi said. “But you do not accept them. By trying to understand all sides, you have put yourself in a dangerous position. When the battle begins, by aligning yourself with everyone, you may find you are protected by no one.”

Loor nodded thoughtfully. “My loyalty lies with the royal family of Zinj,” she said. “I believe they are the best hope for restoring peace. But there is a larger concern, and that is Saint Dane. There is no doubt that he is out there, working to push Zadaa closer to war. Unless we find out how, it won’t matter whose side anyone is on, for all of Zadaa will be laid waste.”

“But every Ghee is choosing their allegiance—”

“It does not matter,” Loor interrupted. “If we are to find Saint Dane, we must be able to speak with all sides. That is why Pendragon and I must leave now.”

“I would like to join you,” Saangi said.

Loor stood up and stretched her long legs. It was hard to believe she had just been through a ferocious battle and been nearly killed about four times over. For her it was all in a day’s work. It was already ancient history. Unbelievable.

“No, stay here,” Loor ordered. “We will not be long. Pendragon, come with me.”

“You got it,” I said, and got to my feet.

“What if you need help?” Saangi complained.

Loor picked up the long, wooden staff that I’d seen her use so effectively as a weapon, and jammed it into the leather harness on her back.

“You are beginning to sound like a worrisome old woman, Saangi,” Loor said. “Pendragon and I are capable of taking care of ourselves.”

To be honest, I was kind of hoping Saangi would come along. The more the merrier. But this was Loor’s show, so I didn’t say anything. Loor walked toward her door, with Saangi right on her heels.

“Pendragon is not a warrior,” Saangi protested. “He cannot protect you as I can.”

Loor stopped short, and Saangi nearly ran into her.

“Do not make the mistake of underestimating Pendragon,” she said firmly. “You do not know him as I do.”

I was kind of thinking Saangi was right. I wasn’t a warrior. If anybody was expecting me to go all “warrior” and protect Loor if things got nasty, they were counting on the wrong guy. When things got rough, it was usually Loor who pulled my butt out of the fire. Saangi whirled and shot me an icy look. She may have only been fourteen, but she was definitely not lacking in the self-confidence department.

“It is my job to serve Loor, as her aide and as her acolyte,” Saangi said with authority. “I respect your mission. Please respect mine as well.”

“Saangi!” Loor shouted angrily. “Do you realize who you are speaking to?”

“It’s okay,” I said to Loor. I looked to Saangi and smiled. “I can’t tell you not to worry, Saangi, but we’re all on the same side here.”

Saangi didn’t back down. She stared at me a moment more, then stepped out of the way to let me pass.

“I will expect you both back here by nightfall,” she said.

I walked past her to join Loor at the door and said, “Yes, ma’am.” I then said to Loor, “Yikes, she’s bossier than you are.”

Loor didn’t think that was funny. She held out the heavy, dark cloak I had worn to the zhou battle. “Put this on,” she said sharply. I think she was trying to prove that nobody could beat her in the “bossy” department.

“You’re killing me with this, you know?” I said, taking the cloak. I was already wearing the soft, white clothes of the Rokador—a lightweight jacket that crossed over at the waist and tied with a sash, along with simple white pants. And sandals. I hate sandals. To me sandals are for old guys who still think they’re hippies, or girls who wear plaid flannel shirts. But I didn’t have a choice. As bad as it would have been for a Batu to see a light-skinned guy like me hanging around the city, it would have been worse if I had been wearing Batu clothing. Then they could have accused me of being a spy or something. And for the record, I had my Second Earth boxer shorts on. After I had to go boxerless while wearing the disgusting, rotten rags of Eelong, it felt all sorts of good to be back in boxers and wearing the soft cotton clothing of the Rokador. I would have been nice and comfy…if I hadn’t had to wear the heavy, hot cloak as disguise.

Did I mention how hot it was on Zadaa?

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“To see what we are up against,” Loor answered.

We left Saangi looking teed off, and walked out of the apartment and across the large, central courtyard of the Ghee-warrior compound.

“She’s tough,” I said.

“She takes her duties seriously,” Loor said. “She wishes to be a warrior, but I fear she is too impulsive.”

“She had pretty good impulses when she bailed you out of that zhou fight,” I teased.

Loor didn’t even acknowledge this with a look. All she said was, “I told you. I would have found another way to defeat the zhou.”

“Right,” I said.

“You doubt me?” Loor asked.

“Me? Never!” I said with a chuckle. I liked needling Loor, but the truth was, I didn’t doubt for a second that she would have found a way to beat that beastie without Saangi’s help.

Loor led me across the compound, where we passed several Ghee warriors. Some were exercising, others were in small groups in deep conversation. Though the Ghee were divided, they all still lived in this same compound. I wondered how long this could last. If the conflict got worse, having all these macho types living together could get tense. Or violent. I kept hidden in the cloak. I must have looked like an idiot, walking around in this heat dressed like an Eskimo. But nobody stopped us. I guess nobody wanted to mess with Loor. Or an Eskimo.

She brought me to a horse stable that held some of the most beautiful, powerful horses I had ever seen. These were regular old horses, not like the zenzens of Eelong with their extra leg joint. Loor saddled up two with heavy, leather saddles that were very much like Western saddles at home. We both mounted up and were soon trotting through the streets of Xhaxhu. I was becoming pretty comfortable on horseback. Uncle Press taught me to ride when I was younger back on Second Earth, and I’d had many chances to ride on various territories. I really liked it. Somewhere in the back of my head I felt that when this was all over, if I had the chance to go home, I would get myself a horse.

“You’ve seen Xhaxhu at its finest,” Loor said as we rode side by side. “Now you are seeing the horror of what it has become.”

As I mentioned before, the city was dry. But man, “dry” didn’t cover it. Some water troughs still had a trickle of precious water running through, but it wasn’t near enough to quench the thirst of the hundreds of Batu citizens who knelt by the stone troughs, desperate for the slightest bit of moisture. Some even had their entire bodies inside the troughs to lick at the pathetic trickle. It was pretty sad.

The people of Xhaxhu wore simple, one-piece, short outfits in vibrant colors. There were pinks and bright blues, yellows and oranges, with fancy beadwork around the neck and sleeves. On my first trip here, everything had appeared bright and lively. But now that they didn’t have enough water to wash themselves, let alone their clothes, the bright colors had become muted and dingy. That pretty much described the city itself. Dingy. The lush, green palm trees that lined the streets now looked like a fence of dead poles. No music played. There was little conversation or socializing of any kind. The whole city, including its people, seemed as if it was drying up and turning into sand.

“What’s the deal?” I asked Loor. “Has it totally stopped raining?”

“That is part of it,” she answered. “But we do not rely on rain here in Xhaxhu. We are nourished by the underground rivers of Zadaa. That is where the true problem lies.”

“What’s happened to them?” I asked.

“That is the question.” Loor answered. “The only question that matters. The answer will determine the future of Xhaxhu, and of Zadaa.”

“And Halla?” I asked.

Loor shrugged. There still was no proof that Saint Dane had anything to do with any of this, but when you found a territory in trouble, with people suffering and ready for war, chances are Saint Dane was lurking around somewhere.

“So then why did this happen?” I asked.

“I do not know,” Loor said. “That is what we must find out.”

We trotted to the outer border of Xhaxhu, where there was an immense, stone wall that circled the entire city. I’m talking huge. This wall must have been five or six stories high and made out of giant, truck-size boulders. I didn’t want to imagine how much backbreaking work had gone into building it.

“The wall is for protection against invasion,” Loor said, reading my mind. “The Batu and Rokador are not the only tribes of Zadaa, but we are the most civilized. There are many tribes in the desert who live like animals and feed on one another.”

“You mean they steal stuff from each other to survive?” I asked.

“No, I mean they feed on one another. Many of the tribes of Zadaa…are cannibals.”

Oh. Nice.

“The Ghee are trained to protect Xhaxhu, which in turn protects the underground of the Rokador. This wall is our first line of defense. It is also protection against the elements. A windstorm could rise up with no warning and pelt the city with sand for hours.”

As we trotted through a break in the wall—there was no door—I saw that there were giant sand drifts rising up against the outside of the wall.

“How often does a storm come up?” I asked.

“Often enough,” Loor answered. “It can be devastating. I hate to think of how Xhaxhu would handle a storm now, when we are so weak.”

I briefly wondered if Saint Dane could possibly cook up a storm, but decided that as powerful as this guy was, he did have his limits. I didn’t think he could change the weather. At least, I hoped he couldn’t.

Loor led us a few hundred yards away from the walled city to another, smaller wall. It wasn’t as tall as the protective wall around Xhaxhu, but it was long. We were at a corner. The wall stretched out for what might have been a mile on either side.

“This is what I want to show you,” Loor said. “This is one of the farms where food is grown for the people of Xhaxhu.”

A minute later we trotted through an opening in the wall. What I saw inside made my heart sink. Xhaxhu was a big city, with a lot of mouths to feed. I expected to see rows of crops, like on the agriculture barge of Grallion on the territory of Cloral. Well, I didn’t. All I saw was sand. Lots of it. We walked our horses toward the middle of the field, their hooves kicking it up. The place looked more like an archeological ruin in Egypt than a farm. The emptiness was eerie.

Loor must have been reading my thoughts, because she said, “The farmers have given up. Without water to irrigate the crops, there is no need to plant, or fertilize, or even to keep back the sand.”

“Okay, dumb question,” I said. “How important is this farm?”

“There are seven that feed Xhaxhu. The farmers have diverted what little water is still available to three of them. But the food grown on three farms is not even close to being enough. We are dipping deeply into grain reserves. We do not expect they will last long. Reality is that soon, very soon, we will starve.”

“I guess that counts as pretty important.”

That’s when something caught my attention. Several feet in front of us, the sand began to shift. Something was moving beneath it, hidden from sight. A moment later I saw more movement a few feet away. Whatever it was, there were two of them. I glanced at Loor. She didn’t look worried, but Loor never looked worried.

“What kind of beasties hang out here in the desert?” I asked nervously.

“You saw the quig-snakes at the gate?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I said, not liking where this was going.

“The desert is full of snakes,” she said calmly.

Snakes. Snakes are the worst. I was about to kick my horse into gear and get the heck out of there, when I heard something behind us. It sounded like a muffled thump. Innocent enough, but since a second ago there was nothing within a hundred yards of us, any sound could mean trouble…especially if there were snakes sneaking around beneath the sand. I whipped a look around, expecting to see a couple of slithering sand snakes about to strike. I was surprised to see that we were no longer alone.

Standing behind us were two white-robed figures. Their heads were completely covered, as if to protect them from the harsh desert sun. Both stood facing us, with their legs apart, each holding a short metal bar that was no doubt, a weapon. I shot a quick look in front again, to see if the snakes were getting any closer.

There were no snakes there, either. Instead I saw two more of these robed figures coming up out of the sand like swimmers rising from the water. These guys looked pretty much like the first two. They got to their feet and held out their weapons, ready.

“Uh,” I said to Loor. “Those aren’t snakes.”

“No,” Loor said. “They are Rokador.”

Rokador. The enemy of the Batu. Not good.

“They look like they know how to use those weapons,” I said.

“They do,” Loor answered without taking her eyes off them. “They are Tiggen guards. Like the Ghee, they are warriors.”

Oh. Getting worse by the second. These bad boys lived underground, but decided to come to the surface and spring a trap. On us. We were alone, with no chance of getting any help from the Ghee warriors back in Xhaxhu. Another battle was about to begin, only this time, it looked as if I was going to be in the middle of it.
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Nobody made a move. Not even Loor. I expected her to tense up, grab her wooden stave, and come out swinging. Instead we all stayed frozen in place. The white-robed figures stood silently, the slight wind snapping at their clothes. Eerie. They were in front of us, and behind. The word “surrounded” came to mind.

“Now what?” I whispered to Loor.

“Stay here,” she ordered, and slid off her horse. I didn’t know what to think. She wasn’t in attack mode. She didn’t even look tense. I had a brief thought that maybe there had to be some kind of ground rules set before they started beating up on us with their metal batons. All I could do was sit there and see what came next.

Loor walked boldly up to the two Rokador guys who were directly in front of us. Her weapon was still in its sheath across her back. I figured maybe she was throwing out the white flag, since we were outnumbered and all. But that wasn’t like Loor. She’d sooner go down fighting. What happened next wasn’t like Loor either. She walked up to one of the guys, threw her arms around him, and hugged him.

Uhhh…

She said, “It has been far too long, Bokka.”

The Rokador pulled off his hood to reveal a white-skinned guy who stood a few inches taller than Loor. He didn’t take off his goggles, so I couldn’t get a look at his eyes, but from where I sat, he looked to be our age, maybe a little older, with longish blond hair that whipped around in the wind. I guess I could say he was kind of handsome, too. But I’m no expert in that department.

“I’ve missed you, Loor,” the guy named Bokka said. He spoke with a deep, authoritative voice that you would expect from a warrior. Though I can’t really say what it was I expected of anybody who lived his whole life underground.

Loor looked at the guy next to Bokka and said, “Is that you under there, Teek?”

The guy pulled down his hood to reveal another blond guy who was a little shorter than Bokka.

“Hello, Loor,” he said with a sheepish smile.

“Pendragon,” Loor called. “Please come here.”

I didn’t move. I think I was still trying to process what was happening. I had been expecting a fight, but instead I discovered that these guys were friends of Loor. If that weren’t bizarre enough, Loor had actually hugged the guy named Bokka. Let me write that again, she hugged him. I had never seen Loor that affectionate with anybody. Including me.

“It is all right, Pendragon,” Loor said. “Please join us.”

I took a quick glance back at the Rokador behind us. They stood with their weapons ready. They didn’t attack, nor throw off their hoods and join in this warm reunion. They just stood there. Ready. For what, I wasn’t sure. I slid off of my horse and took off my black cloak, dropping it to the sand. I figured these guys should see that I looked like a Rokador. Sort of.

Loor put her hand on Bokka’s shoulder like he was a bud and said, “Pendragon, this is my oldest friend, Bokka. We have known each other since we were children.”

I held out my hand to shake, which made the three other Tiggen guards tense up and lift their metal weapons, ready to rock. I suddenly got the vibe that these guys were like bodyguards. Even Bokka took a step back. I stood there with my hand in the air like a dope, afraid to move.

“It is all right,” Loor assured them. “Where Pendragon comes from, that is a sign of friendship.”

Bokka relaxed, took my hand, and squeezed. Youch! This guy had a grip! But I wasn’t about to squeal. No way.

“Hello, Pendragon,” Bokka said. “What tribe do you come from?”

I glanced at Loor, partly because I didn’t have an answer, and partly as a plea to get this guy to let go of my poor hand before bones started snapping. Loor reached out and gently eased us apart. For a second I thought my fingers were fused together. I had to work them to get the circulation back. I wouldn’t let Bokka see that, though.

“I met Pendragon when I made the journey to the far desert. He is from the tribe known as…as…” Loor was scrambling. Bokka didn’t know about the Travelers. I had to bail her out.

“Yankees,” I said. “The Yankees tribe.” Hey, what can I say? It was the first thing that came to mind. “It’s a strong tribe,” I added. “Respected by all…except for our mortal enemies, the Sox tribe. They hate us. Especially the Red ones. Cannibals. Nasty characters.”

“I haven’t heard of these tribes,” Bokka said.

“That’s okay,” I said. “We haven’t heard of you either.”

“But you’re dressed as a Rokador,” the guy next to Bokka said. “Why is that?”

“This is Teek,” Loor said, changing the subject. I’m happy to say he didn’t put out his hand to shake. One bone crusher was enough. “Ask him to show you the scar from when he was bitten by a zhou beast.”

“Loor!” Teek said, complaining. “Won’t you ever forget that?”

Bokka laughed. Loor chuckled too, and said, “When we were young, a small ceegee bug crept into his bunk while he was asleep. It nipped him and he jumped up shouting ‘Zhou! Zhou!’ The scar is quite impressive…if you look closely enough.”

Loor and Bokka chuckled. Teek looked embarrassed, but smiled. “I had been dreaming of a zhou. You would have done the same thing.”

Teek wasn’t upset. He took the goofing good-naturedly. This was all one big touchy-feely reunion. The whole thing had me off balance. I’m not sure why it struck me as odd at that moment that I could understand these guys and they understood me. Part of the benefit of being a Traveler is that we hear all languages as our own, and others hear us as if we were speaking their language. I guess maybe that still seems like magic. But it always works, so I shouldn’t be surprised anymore. Much.

Bokka said, “You did not tell us why you are dressed as a Rokador, Pendragon.”

Loor answered for me. “With his white skin, we decided it would be better for him to dress as a Rokador, in case he ran into fierce Tiggen guards, like you.”

Bokka nodded. He bought it.

“You have such light skin,” Teek said. “Do you live underground too?”

Loor jumped in, trying to get control of the situation before I said something else stupid. She said, “The tribe known as—”

“Yankees,” I reminded her.

“Yes, Yankees, lives on the surface in a forest of many trees that block the sun. That is why his skin is lighter than the Batu.”

“Yes, it’s a forest called the Bronx,” I threw in. Why not? It wasn’t like he was going to prove me wrong.

“Pendragon is a wise tribe member,” Loor continued. “He has traveled here to help us.”

Bokka looked me up and down, sizing me up.

“Can you fight?” he asked.

“The idea is to try and solve your problems without fighting,” I said.

“If you can do that,” Bokka said, “then you have more wisdom than anyone around here…from either tribe.”

I didn’t know how I felt about this guy. I guess I should have been saying that any friend of Loor’s was a friend of mine, but if I were being totally honest, I didn’t like the way they were being so chummy. Loor and I may not have known each other since we were little kids, but we had been through a whole lot together. You would think that facing death while trying to save everything that exists would have brought us a little closer together than two people who played ring-around-the-rosy when they were kids…or whatever it is they play here. Loor treats me like I’m some kind of business partner. That was okay, I didn’t think she had more warmth in her than that…until I saw her with Bokka. She never let her guard down with me like that. And he was a Rokador! An enemy of the Batu!

“Have you discovered anything?” Loor asked Bokka, changing the subject.

“Nothing,” he answered. “Except that the Tiggen guards have been put on alert. The Rokador elite are expecting the Batu to attack at any time.”

“But what of the rivers?” Loor asked. “Has there been any explanation from the Rokador elite?”

“Same as always,” Bokka answered. “They blame the drought on lack of rain in the north—where the rivers are fed. I have tried my best to find out more, but with no luck.”

“Uhh,” I interrupted. “What exactly are you talking about?”

Loor explained, “As you know, the Rokador live underground and control the rivers of Zadaa. For generations they have worked with the Batu, channeling the water between the different rivers to ensure it flows to where it is needed most. It is a valuable service that they provide for the Batu.”

“But we do more than that,” Bokka added. “The Rokador are manufacturers. In our factories we create clothing and weapons and building materials and most everything needed for our own survival…and for the Batu’s survival as well.”

“That is true,” Loor said, sounding a little defensive. “In return the Batu grow crops and tend livestock to feed both tribes. We also protect the Rokador from the wild tribes of the desert and the zhou beasts and snakes you’ve seen. Without the Batu, the Rokador would perish.”

“Without the Rokador, the Batu would live like primitives,” Teek threw in.

Loor quickly shot back, “We are a warrior race that does not shy from life by cowering beneath the ground.”

“You’re a crude people with no modern skills,” Bokka said quickly. “Look at your ancient weapon, and look at mine.” He held up his shiny, steel baton. “This is the product of an advanced race of modern thinkers.”

He and Loor exchanged cold looks. They seemed ready to start throwing fists.
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