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I AM NO songsmith to forge a blade of chant to send men roaring into battle, asthe bards of the Sulcar
ships do when those sea-serpents nose into enemy ports. Nor can | use words with care as men carve
out stones for the building of astrong, years-standing keep wall, that those generations following many
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wonder at their industry and skill. Y et when a man passes through gresat times, or faces action such as
few dream on, there awakes within him the desire to set down, even limpingly, his part in those acts so
that those who come after him to warm hishigh seet, lift his sword, light thefire on his hearth, may better
understand what he and hisfellowswrought that they might do these same things after the passing of time.

Thusdo | write out the truth of the Three againgt Estcarp, and what chanced when they ventured to
break a spdll which had lain more than a thousand years on the Old Race, to darken minds and blot out
the past. Three of usin the beginning, only three, Kyllan, Kemoc, and Kaththea. We were not fully of the
Old Race, and in that lay both our sorrow and our salvation. From the hours of our birth we were set
apart, for we were of the House of Tregarth.

Our mother was the Lady Jaelithe who had been a\Woman of Power, one of the Witches, ableto
summon, send and use forces beyond common reckoning. But it was also true that, contrary to al former
knowledge, though shelay with our father, the Lord Warder Simon, and brought forth usthreein asingle
birth, yet shelost not that gift which cannot be measured by sight nor touch.

And, though the Council never returned to her her Jewd, forfeited at the hour of her marriage, yet they
were dso forced to admit that she was till aWitch, though not one of their fellowship.

And he who was our father was aso not to be measured by any of the age-old laws and customs. For he
was out of another age and time, entering into Estcarp by one of the Gates. In hisworld he had been a
warrior, one giving orders to be obeyed by other men. But hefdl into atrap of ill fortune, and those who
were hisenemies sniffed at his heelsin such numbersthat he could not stand and meet them blade to
blade. Thus he was hunted until he found the Gate and came into Estcarp, and so dso into the war
againg the Kolder.

But by him and my mother there came aso the end of Kolder. And the House of Tregarth theresfter had
no little honor. For Simon and the Lady Jaelithe went up against the Kolder in their own secret place, and
closed their Gate through which the scourge had come upon us. And of thisthere have dready been sung

many songs.

But though the Kolder evil was gone, the stain lingered and Estcarp continued to gasp for life as her
enemies, ringing her about, nibbled eterndly at her tattered borders. Thiswas atwilight world, for which
would come no morning, and we were born into the dusk of life.

Our triple birth was without precedent among the Old Race. When our mother was brought to bed on
thelast day of the dying year, she sang warrior spells, determined that that one who would enter into life
would be afighter such aswas needed in thisdark hour. Thus camel, crying asif dready dl the sorrows
of adim and forbidding future shadowed me.

Y et my mother’ slabor was not at an end. And there was such concern for her that | was hurriedly
tended and put to one side. Her travail continued through the hours, until it would seem that she and that
other life, till within her, would depart through the last gate of all.

Then there came a stranger to the Ward Keep, awoman walking on her own two dusty feet. In the
courtyard shelifted up her voice, saying she was one sent and that her mission lay with the Lady Jadlithe.
By that time so great was my father’ sfear that he ordered her brought in.

From under her cloak she drew asword, the blade of it bright in the light, a glittering, icy thing, cold with
the burden of killing metd. Holding this before my mother’ s eyes, she began to chant, and from that
moment it was asif al the anxious ones gathered in that chamber were bound with tiesthey could not
break. But the Lady Jaelithe rose out of the sea of pain and haunted dreasmswhich held her, and she too
gave voice. Wild raving they thought those words of hers as she said:



“Warrior, sage, witch—three—one—I will this! Each a gift. Together—one and great—apart far less!”

And in the second hour of the new year there came forth my brother, and then my sister, close together
asif they werelinked by atie. But so great was my mother’ s exhaugtion that her life wasfeared for. The
woman who had made the birth magic put aside the siword quickly and took up the children asif that was
her full right—and, because of my mother’ s collapse, none disputed her.

Thus Anghart of the Falconer village became our nurse and foster mother and had the first shaping of us
inthisworld. She was an exile from her people, since she had revolted against their harsh code and
departed by night from their woman village. For the Fal coners, those strange fighting men, had their own
customs, unnatura in the eyes of the Old Race whose women hold great power and authority. So
repugnant were these customs to the Witches of Estcarp that they had refused the Fal coners settlement
land when they had come, centuries earlier, from overseas. Thus now the Hold of the Falconerswasin
the high mountains, ano-man’ sland border country between Estcarp and Karsten.

Among this people the males dwdlt gpart, living only for war and raiding, having more affection and
kinship with their scout hawks then they did with their women. The latter were quartered in valey
villages, to which certain selected men went at seasons to establish that their race did not die out. But
upon the birth of children there was aruthless judging, and Anghart’s newly born son had been dain,
since he had a crippled foot. So she came to the South Keep, but why she chose that day and hour, and
seemed to have foreknowledge of our mother’ s need, she never said. Nor did any choose to ask her, for
to most in the Keep she turned agrim, closed face.

But to us she was warmth, and love, and the mother the Lady Jaelithe could not be. Since from the hour
of thelast birth my mother sank into atrance of sorts and thus she lay day after day, eating when food
was put in her mouth, aware of nothing about her. And this passed for severa months. My father
appealed to the Witches, but in return he received only a cold message—that Jaelithe had seen fit to
follow her own path aways, and that they did not meddlein the matters of fate, nor could they reach one
who had gonelong and far down an alien way.

Upon thissaying my father grew slent and grim in histurn. He led his Borderers out on wild forays,
showing alove of sted play and bloodletting new to him. And they said to him that he was willfully
seeking yet another road and that led to the Black Gate. Of us he took no note, save to ask from timeto
time how we fared—absently, asif our welfare was that of strangers, no real concernto him.

It was heading into another year when the Lady Jaelithe at last roused. Then she was till weak and
dipped easily into deep when overtired. Also she seemed shadowed, asif some unhappiness she could
not name haunted her mind. At length thiswore away and there was alightsometime, if brief, when the
Senescha Korisand hiswife, the Lady Loyse, cameto South Keep at the waning of the year to make
merry, since the dmost ceaseless war had been brought to an uneasy truce and for thefirst timein years
there was no flame nor fast riding along either border, neither north to face the wolves of Alizon nor south
where the anarchy in Karsten was a constant boil and bubble of raid and counter-raid.

But that was only a short breathing space. For it was four monthsinto the new year when the threat of
Pagar came into being. Karsten had been awide battle field for many lords and would-be rulers since
Duke Y vian had been killed during the Kolder war. To that wracked duchy the Lady Loyse had aclam.
Wedded by force—axe marriage—to the Duke, she had never ruled. But on his desth she might have
raised his standard. However, there was no tie between her and a country in which she had suffered
much. Loving Koris, she had thankfully tossed away any rights over Karsten. And the policy of Estcarp,
to hold and maintain the old kingdom, not to carry war to its neighbors, suited her well. Also Korisand
Simon, both bolstering aswell asthey could the dwindling might of the Old Race, saw no advantagein
embroilment aboard, but much gain in the anarchy which would keep one of their enemies employed



dsawhere.

Now what they had forseen cameto pass. Starting asasmall holder in the far south, Pagar of Geen
began to gather followers and establish himsdlf, first asalord of two southern provinces, then acclaimed
by the men of the city of Kars of their own free will, the ruined merchants there willing to declare for
anyone likely to reestablish peace. By the end of our birth year Pagar was strong enough to risk battle
againgt a confederation of rivals. And four months later he was proclaimed Duke, even aong the border.

He cameto rulein acountry devastated by the worst sort of war, acivil sruggle. Hisfollowerswere a
motley and hard-to-control crew. Many were mercenaries, and the loot which had drawn them under his
banner must now be replaced by wages or they would go elsewhere to plunder.

Thus Pagar did as my father and Koris had expected: he looked outside his borders for a cause to unite
his followers and provide the meansfor rebuilding his duchy. And where he looked was north. Estcarp
had always been feared. Y vian, under the suggestion of the Kolder, had outlawed and massacred those
of the Old Race who had founded Karsten in days so far distant that no man could name the date. They
had died—hard—or they had fled, across the mountainsto their kin. And behind they left aburden of
guilt and fear. Nonein Karsten ever redly believed that Estcarp would not some day move to avenge
those deaths. Now Pagar need only play dightly on that emotion and he had a crusade to occupy his
fighters and unite the duchy firmly behind him.

Still, Estcarp was aformidable foe and one Pagar desired to test somewhat before he committed himsdlf.
Not only were the Old Race dour and respected fighting men, but the Witches of Estcarp used the
Power in ways no outsider could understand, and which were the more dreaded for that very reason. In
addition there was a firm and unbreakabl e aliance between Estcarp and the Sulcarmen—those dreaded
searoverswho aready had raided Alizon into atruce and asullen licking of sorewounds. They were as
ready to turn their serpent ships southward and bite along Karsten’ s open coast line, and that would
arouse the merchants of Karsto rebellion.

So Pagar had to prepare hisholy war quietly. Border raiding began that summer, but never in such
strength that the Falconers and the Borderers my father commanded could not easily control. Y et many
smdl raids, even though easily beaten back, can gnaw at the warding forces. A few men lost here, one or
two there—the sum mounts and is a steady drain. Asmy father early knew.

Edtcarp’ sanswer was|loosing of the Sulcar fleets. And that did give Pagar to think. Hostovrul gathered
twenty ships, rode out a storm by spectacular seamanship, and broke the river patrol, to raid into Kars
itself, with such successthat he | eft the new Duke unsteady for another full year. And then there was an
insurrection in the south from whence Pagar had come, led by his own haf-brother, to keep the Duke
further engaged. Thusthree years, maybe more, were won from the threat of chaos, and the twilight of
Estcarp did not dideinto night as quickly asthe Old Race had feared.

During these years of maneuvering the three of us were taken from the fortress of our birth—Dbut not to
Es, for both our father and mother held doof from the city where the Council reigned. The Lady Loyse
established ahomein asmall manor-garth of Etsford, and welcomed usinto her household. Anghart was
gtill the center of our lives, and she made an acceptable aliance with the mistress of Etsford based on
mutua regard and respect. For the Lady L oyse had adventured, disguised as ablank shield mercenary,
into the heart of enemy territory when she and my mother had been ranged againgt dl the might of Kars
and Duke Yvian.

Upon her long delayed recovery the Lady Jaelithe assumed once more her duties with my father as
vice-warder. Together they had control of the Power, not after the same fashion as the Witches, but in
another way. And | know now that the Witches were both jeal ous and suspicious of the gift so shared,



though it was used only for the good of the Old Race and Estcarp. The Wise Ones found such talent
unnatural in aman and secretly always reckoned my mother the less because of her uniting with Simon.
At thistime the Council gppeared to have no interest in us children. In fact their attitude might be more
termed a ddliberate ignoring of our existence. Kaththea was not subjected to examination for inherited
Power talent aswere dl girls of the Old Race before they were six.

| do not remember my mother much from those years. She would descend upon the manor, trailed by
fighters from the Border forces—of much greater interest to me, for my first crawl across the floor took
meto lay ababy’ s hand on the polished hilt of asword. Her vistswere very few, my father' s even less,
they could not often be spared from the patrol along the south border. We turned to Anghart for al
answersto childish problems, and held the Lady Loysein affection. To our mother was given respect and
awe, and our father had much the same recognition. He was not aman who was easy with children, |
believe, and perhaps he unconscioudy held againgt us the suffering our birth had caused hiswife who was
the one person he held extremely dear.

If we did not have a closeknit relationship with our parents, we made up for that with atight bond among
the three of us. Y et in nature we were different. As my mother had wished, | wasfirst awarrior, that
being my approach to life. Kemoc was a thinker—ypresented with any problem his was not the response
of outright and immediate action, but rather a consdered examination and inquiry into its nature. Very
early he began his questions, and when he found no one could give him dl the answers he wished, he
stroveto discover the learning which would.

Kaththeafelt the degper. She had a great oneness with the countryside. Oftentimes her instinct topped
my force of action or Kemoc' s considered reasoning.

| cannot remember the first time we realized that we, too, possessed a gift of the Power. We need not be
together, or even miles close, to be in communication. And when the need was we seemed asingle
person—I the armsfor action, Kemoc the brain, Kaththea the heart and controlled emotion. But some
wariness kept us from revealing this to those about us. Though | do not doubt that Anghart was well
aware of our so-knitted strength.

We were about sx when Kemoc and | were given smdll, specialy forged swords, dart guns suited to our
child hands, and began the profession of asamswhich dl of the Old Race must follow during this eventide.
Our tutor was a Sulcarman, crippled in aseafight, sent by our father to give usthe best training possible.
He was amaster of most weagpons, was Otkell, having been one of Hostovrul’ s officers during theraid
on Kars. Though neither of ustook to the use of the axe, to Otkell’ s disgppointment, both Kemoc and |
learned other weapon play with arapidity which pleased our ingtructor; and he was not in any way easy
with us.

It was during the summer of our twelfth year that we rode on our first foray. By that time Pagar had
reduced his unruly duchy to order and was prepared once moreto try hisluck north. The Sulcar fleet
was raiding Alizon, his agents must have reported that. So he sent flying columns north through the
mountains, in Smultaneous clawing atacks at five different places.

The Falconerstook out one of these, the Borderers two more. But the remaining two bands made their
way into valley land which the enemy had never reached before. Cut off from any retreat they fought like
wild beadts, intent on inflicting al the damage they could before they were dragged down.

So it was that a handful of these madmen reached Es River and captured a boat, putting her crew to the
sword. They came downstream with some cunning, perhagpsin avery vain hope of reaching the sea. But
the hunt was up and awarship wasin position at the river’ s mouth to cut them off.



They beached their stolen boat not five milesfrom Etsford and the whole of the manpower from the
farms around turned out in a hunt. Otkell refused to take us along, an order wetook iniill part.

But the small force he led was not an hour gone when Kaththea intercepted amessage. It came so
sharply into her mind that she held her head and cried out as she stood between us on the watch walk of
the center tower. It was aWitch sending, not aimed at agirl child afew milesaway, but for one of the
trained Old Race. And a portion of its demand for speedy aid reached usin turn through our Sgter.

We did not question the rightness of our answer as we rode forth, having to take our horses by stedlth.
And there was no leaving Kaththea behind—not only was she our directiona guide, but we three had
become alarger onein that moment on the tower walk.

Three children rode out of Etsford. But we were not ordinary children as we worked our way across
country and approached a place where the wild wolves from Karsten had holed up with a captive for
bargaining. Battle fortune does exist. We say this captain or that isa“lucky” man, for he losesfew men,
and isto befound at the right place at the right moment. Some of thisis strategy and kill, intelligence and
training serving as extraweapons. But other men equally well trained and endowed are never so favored
by seeming chance. Battle fortune rode with us that day. For we found thewolves den, and we picked
off the guards there—five of them, al trained and desperate fighters—so that awoman, bloodstained,
bound, yet proud and unbending, came out dive.

Her gray robe we knew. But her searching stare, her compelling measurement made us uneasy, and in
some manner broke the oneness of our tie. Then | realized that she had dismissed Kemoc and me, and
her attention was focused on Kaththea, and by that direct study we were all threatened. And, young as|
was, | knew we had no defense against this peril.

Otkell did not alow our breech of disciplineto pass, in spite of our success. Kemaoc and | bore body
smartswhich lasted afew days. But we were glad because the Witch was swiftly gone out of our lives
again, having spent but asingle night at Etsford.

It was only much later, when we had lost the first battle of our persond struggle, that we learned what
had followed upon that visit—that the Witches had ordered Kaththea to their testing and that our parents
had refused, and that the Council had had to accept that refusal for atime. Though they were not in any
way defegated by it. For the Witches never bdieved in hasty action and were willing to make time their
aly.

Time wasto serve them so. Simon Tregarth put to seatwo years later on a Sulcar ship, his purpose an
ingpection of certain idands reported newly fortified in astrange way by Alizon. There was ahint of
possible Kolder reviva there. Neither he nor his ship were heard from again.

Since we had known so little of our father, hisloss made smdl changein our lives—until our mother
cameto Etsford. Thistimeit was not for ashort visit: she came with her persona escort to Say.

She spoke little, looked out overmuch—not on the country, but to that which we could not see.

For some months she shut hersdlf up for hours at atime in one of the tower rooms, accompanied by the
Lady Loyse. And from such periods the Lady Loyse would emerge white-faced and ssumbling, asif she
had been drained of vita energy, while my mother grew thinner, her features sharper, her gaze more
abstracted.

Then one day she summoned the three of usinto the tower room. Therewas agloom in that place, even
though three windows were open on afine summer day. She gestured with afingertip and curtainsfell
over two of thosewindows, asif the fabric obeyed her will, leaving open only that to the north. With a



fingertip again she traced certain dimly-seen lines on the floor and they flared into flickering life, making a
design. Then, without aword, she motioned usto stand on portions of that pattern while she tossed dried
herbs on asmall brazier. Smoke curled up and around to hide us each from the other. But in that moment
we were ingtantly one again, as we had ever been when threatened.

Then—it ishard to set thisinto words that can be understood by those who have not experienced it—we
were aimed, sent, as one might shoot adart or strike with asword. And in that shooting | lost al sense of
time, or distance, or identity. Therewas a purpose and awill and in that | was swallowed up beyond any
protesting.

Afterwards we stood again in that room, facing our mother—no longer awoman abstracted and remote,
but alive. She held out her hands to us, and there were tears running down her sunken cheeks.

“Aswegaveyoulife” shesaid, “so have you returned that gift, oh, my children!”
Shetook asmdl vid from the table and threw its contents upon the now dying codsin the brazier.

Therewas aflash of fireand in that moved—things. But the nature of them, or what they did, | could not
say. They were gone again and | was blinking, no longer a part, but mysdf aone.

Now my mother no longer smiled, but wasintent. And that intentness was no longer concentrated upon
her own concerns, but upon the three of us.

“Thusit must be: | go my way, and you take another road. What | can do, | shall—believe that, my
children! It isnot the fault of any of usthat our destiny is so riven gpart. | am going to seek your
father—for he il lives—elsewhere. Y ou have another fate before you. Usewhat isbred in you and it
shall be asword which never breaks nor fails, ashied which will ever cover you. Perhaps, in the end, we
ghall find our separate roads are one after al. \Which would be good fortune past dl telling!”
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IT WAS THUS that our mother rode out of our lives on ahot midsummer morning when the dust rosein
ydlow puffs under the hooves of the mounts and the sky was cloudless. We watched her go from the
walk on the tower. Twice shelooked back and up, and the last time sheraised her hand inawarrior’s
sdute—to which Kemoc and | madefitting return in forma fashion, the brilliant sun mirroring on the
blades of our drawn swords. But Kaththea, between us, shivered asif chill fingers of an out-season wind
touched her. And Kemoc' sleft hand sought hers, to cover it where fingers gripped the parapet.

“I saw him,” she said, “when she drew upon usin the search—I saw him—all alone—there were rocks,
tall rocks and curling water—" Thistime her shudder shook her whole thin frame.

“Where?' Kemoc demanded.

Our sster shook her head. “I cannot tdll, but it was far—and more than distance of land and seallies

“Not enough to keep her from the searching,” | said as| sheathed my sword. There was a sense of loss
in me, but who can measure the loss of what one has never had? My mother and father dwelt inwardly
together in aworld they had made their own, unlike most other husbands and wives | had noted. To them
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that world was complete and all others were interlopers. There was no Power, good or evil, which could
hold the Lady Jadlithe from her present quest as long as breath wasin her. And had we offered aid in her
search, shewould have put us aside.

“We aretogether.” Kemoc had picked my thought out of my skull, as was common with us.

“For how long?” Again Kaththea shivered and we turned quickly to her, my hand again to weapon hilt,
Kemoc'son her shoulder.

“You mean?’ he asked, but | thought that | had the answer.
“Seeressesride with warriors. Y ou need not remain here when Otkell dlows usto join the Borderers!”

“Seeresses!” she repeated with emphasis. Kemoc' s hold on her grew tighter, and then 1, too,
understood.

“The Witches will not take you for training! Our parents forbadeit.”
“Our parents are no longer here to speak!” Kemoc flung a me.

Then fear clamed us. For the training of aWitch was not like awarrior’ sdaily use of sword, dart gun, or
axe. Shewent away from al those of her blood, to adistant place of mysteries, there to abide for years.
When she returned she no longer recognized kin of blood, only kinship with those of her calling. If they
took Kaththeafrom usto become one of their gray-robed ranks she might be lost forever. And what
Kemoc had said was very true—with Simon and the Lady Jadlithe gone, who remained who could put a
strong barrier between our sister and the desires of the Council?

Thus from that hour our life lay under a shadow. And the fear strengthened the bond between usinto a
tight ring. We knew each other’ sfedlings, though | had less skill than Kemoc and Kaththea. But days
passed, and life continued asit dways had. Since no fear remains sharp unlessit isfed by new darms,
we rel axed.

We did not know then that our mother had wrought for us as best she could before she departed from
Estcarp. For she went to Koris and had him swear on the Axe of Volt—that supernatural weapon only
he could wield and which had come to him directly from the dead hand of one who might belessthan a
god but who had certainly been more than human—swear that he would protect us from the wiles of the
Council. Thus he took oath and we lived a Etsford as dways.

Y ears passed and now the raids from Karsten grew more continuous. Pagar returned to hisold policy of
wearing us down. He met aflat defeat in the spring of the year we counted seventeen winters behind us,
the larger force he had sent going to their deathsin a pass. And in that battle Kemoc and | had apart,
being numbered among the scouts who combed the ridges to harry fugitives. We found war to be adark
and ugly business, but our breed continued to survive so, and when one has no choice oneturnsto the
sword.

It was mid-afternoon as we cantered adong atrail when the summons came. Kaththea might have stood
before me, crying out in terror. For though my eyes did not see her, yet her voice rang not only in my
ears, but through my body. And | heard Kemoc shout, then his mount jostled mine as| aso used spurs.

Our commander was Dermont, an exile from Karsten who had joined the Borderers when my father first
organized that force. He reined around to front us. There was no expression on his dark face, but so
efficiently did he block passage that even our determination was stayed.



“What do you?’ he asked.

“Weride” | answered, and | knew that | would cut down even him, should he hold that barrier of man
and horse againg us. “It isasending—our sister isin danger!”

His gaze searched my eyes, and he read the truth in what | said. Then he reined to the lft, opening the
way to us.

“Ride!” It was both permission and an order.

How much did he know of what chanced? If he was aware, he did not agree with it. And perchance he
was willing to let us make our try, for, young as we were, we had not been the least of those who had
followed him uncomplaining through hard days and weary nights.

Ride we did, twice swapping mountsin camps where we | eft the impression we rode on orders. Gallop,
walk, galop, dozein the saddlein turns during the walking. A haze of time passed—too much time. Then
Etsford was a shadow in awide expanse of fields where grain had been lately harvested. What we had
feared most was not to be seen—there was no sign of raiders. Fire and sword had not bitten here. Y et
we had no lightening of our burden.

Dimly, through theringing in my ears, | heard the horn dert of the tower watchman as we spurred down
the road, urging our weary mountsto alast burst of speed. We were white with dust but the House
badge on the breasts of our surcoats could be read, and we had passed the spell barrier with no hurt, so
they would know we were friends.

My horse ssumbled as we came into the court and | struggled to free my iff feet from the stirrups and
dismount before he went to his knees. Kemoc was alittle before me, aready staggering on histwo feet
to the door of the Hall.

She was standing there, her two hands bracing her strong body so that she met us on her feet by one last
effort of will. Not Kaththea, but Anghart. And at thelook in her eyes Kemoc wavered to ahalt, so that |
charged into him, and we held to one another. My brother spokefirst:

“Sheisgone—they have taken her!”

Anghart nodded—very dowly, asif the motion of her head was amost too hard an effort. Her long
braidsfel forward, their brown now heavily streaked with white. And her facel—she was an old woman,
and abroken one, from whom al will to live had been torn. For torn it had been. Thiswas astroke of the
Power; in that instant we both recognized it. Anghart had stood between her nurding and the will of a
Witch, pitting her unaided human strength and energy againgt aforce greater than any materia wegpon.

“She—is—gone—" Her words were without inflection, gray ghosts of speech from the mouth of deeth.
“They have set awall about her. To ride after—is—degth.”

We did not want to believe, but belief was forced upon us. The Witches had taken our sister and shut her
off from us by aforce which would kill spirit and body together, should we follow. Our deaths could avail
Kaththea nothing. Kemoc clutched at my arm until hisnails bit into my skin. | wanted to beat back at him,
smash flesh and bone—tear—rend—Perhaps the physical weakness|eft from our long ride was our
savation at that moment. For when Kemoc flung his arm across hisface with aterrible cry and collapsed
againg me, hisweight bore us both to the ground.

Anghart died within the hour. | think that she had held on to life with her two hands because she waited
for us. But before her spirit went forth, she spoke to us again, and, the first shock being past, those



words had meaning and a certain smal comfort to us.

“You arewarriors.” Her eyes went from Kemoc to me and then back to my brother’ swhite and
misery-ravaged face. “ Those Wise Onesthink of warriors only asforce of action. They disdain them at
heart. Now they will expect astorming of their gatesfor our dear one. But—give them outward
acceptance now and they will, intime, bdieveinit.”

“Andinthe meantime,” Kemoc said hitterly, “they will work upon her, fashioning from Kaththea one of
their nameless Women of Power!”

Anghart frowned. “Do you hold your sister o low, then? Sheisno smal maid to be molded easily into
their pattern. | think that these Witches shall find her far more than they expect, perhapsto their undoing.
But thisis not the hour—when they are expecting trouble—to giveit to them.”

Thereisthisabout warrior training: it gives one ameasure of control. And since we had aways|ooked to
Anghart for wisdom from our childhood, we accepted what she told us now. But, though we accepted,
we neither forgot nor forgave. In those hours we cut the remaining bonds which tied usin persona
dlegianceto the Council.

If at that moment it seemed lesser, there was moreill news. Koris of Gorm, hewho had been al these
yearsto most of Estcarp an indestructible buttress and support, lay in the south sorely wounded. To him
had gone the Lady Loyse, thus opening the door for Kaththea staking. So dl the safe supports which
had based our small world were a once swept away.

“What do we now?” Kemoc asked of mein the night hours when we had taken Anghart to her last bed
of all, and then sat together in a shadow-cornered room, eating of food which had no taste.

“We go back—"
“To thetroop? To defend those who have done thisthing?”

“Something of that, but more of this, in the eyes of al we are green youths. As Anghart said, they will
expect usto engage in some rash action and that they will be prepared to counter. But—"

His eyes were now agleam. “Do not say of yoursdf again, brother, that you do not think deeply. You are
right, very right! We are but children in their eyes, and good children accept the dictates of their elders.
So we play that role. Also—" He hesitated and then continued, “ There is this—we can learn more of this
trade they have bred us to—this use of arms againgt a pressing enemy—and in addition seek learning in
other directions—"

“If you mean the Power, we are men, and they hold it isfor the use of women only.”

“True enough. But there is more than one kind of Power. Did our father not have his own version of it?
The Witches could not deny that, though they would have liked to. All knowledgeis not bound up in their
own tight little package. Have you not heard of Lormt?’

At first the name meant nothing to me. And then | recalled a half-heard conversation between Dermont
and one of the men who had been with him since he had fled Karsten. Lormt—a repository of records,
ancient chronicles.

“But what have weto learn from the records of old families?”’

Kemoc smiled. “ There may be other materia there of serviceto us. Kyllan,” he spoke sharply, asone
giving an order, “think of the east!”



| blinked. His command was foolish. East—what was east?>—why should | think of the east?

East—east—| hunched my shoulders, derted by an odd tingle dong the nerves. East—There wasthe
north where lay Alizon ready to spring at our throats, and south where Karsten now worried our flanks,
and west where lay the ocean roamed by Sulcar ships, with any number of idands and unknown lands
beyond the horizon’ srim, such as the land where Simon and Jadlithe had found the true Kolder nest. But
to the east there was only ablank—nothing at all—

“And tell methewhy of that!” Kemoc demanded. “ Thisland has an eastern border too, but have you
ever heard any speech of it? Think, now—uwhat liesto the east?’

| closed my eyesto picture amap of Estcarp as| had seen it many timesin usein thefield. Mountains—?
“Mountains?’ | repeated hesitantly.

“And beyond those?’

“Only mountains, on every map nothing else!” | was certain now.

“Why?"

Why? He was very right. He had maps showing far north, far south, beyond our boundaries, in every
detail. We had ocean charts drawn by the Sulcar. We had nothing—nothing at al for the east. And that
very absence of fact was noteworthy.

“They cannot even think of the east,” Kemoc continued.

“What!”

“It isvery true. Question anyone, over amap, of the east. They cannot discussit.”
“Will not, maybe, but—"

“No.” Kemoc was definite. “ Cannot. They are mind-blocked against the east. | am ready to swear to
thet.”

“Then—but why?’

“That we must learn. Do you not see, Kyllan, we cannot stay in Estcarp—not if we free Kaththea. The
Witcheswill never dlow her out of their hold willingly. And where could we go? Alizon or Karsten would
welcome us—as prisoners. The House of Tregarth istoo well known. And the Sulcarmen would not aid
us when the Witches were our enemies. But suppose we vanish into acountry or place they refuseto
admit has exisence—"

“Y@”

But it was s0 perfect an answer that | mistrusted it. Behind the smiling face of fortune often hidesthe
cracked countenance of ill luck.

“If thereisablock intheir minds, thereisareason for it, avery good one.”

“Which | do not deny. It isup to usto discover what it is, and why, and if it can be turned to our
purpose.”

“But if them, why not us—?" | began, and then answered my question with another: * Because of our



haf-blood?’
“I think so. Let usgo to Lormt and perhaps we' || have more than one explanation.”

| got to my feet. Suddenly the need to do something, for positive action, was plain to me. “And how do
we manage that? Do you suppose that the Council will alow usto roam about Estcarp under the
circumstances? | thought you had agreed that we should be obedient, return to the company, act asif we
acknowledged defeat.”

Kemoc sighed. “Do you not find it hard to be young, brother?” he asked. * Of course we shall be
watched. We do not know how much they suspect that we are bound to Kaththea in thought contact.
Surely our bolting here at her message will tell them something of that. I—I have not reached her since.”
Hedid not look to meto seeif | could give adifferent report. It had never been put into words with us
but we dl knew that between Kemoc and Kaththea the communication ties were far more secure; it was
asif thetime gap between our births had set me alittle apart from the other two.

“Kemoc—the tower room! Where our mother—" Remembrance of that time when | had been apart of
aquesting was not good, but | would will myself into that joyfully if it would avail us now. Only hewas
dready shaking his head.

“Our mother was an adept, with years of use of the full Power behind her. We have not the skill, the
knowledge, the strength for that road, not now. But what we have we shdl build upon. Asfor
Lormt—waell, I believe that willing can aso open gates. Perhaps not yet—but there will be aroad to
Lormt for us”

Wasit aflash of foreknowledge which made me correct him?

“For you. Lormt isyours, | am sure, Kemoc.”

Wedid not tarry at Etsford; there was nothing any longer to hold us. Otkell had commanded the small
force to escort the Lady Loyse to South Keep. And not one among the handful of retainerseft there had
the authority or reason to stay us when we announced our return to our company. But as we rode the
next day we were at work inwardly—striving to communicate, to speak by thought, with a determination
we had never redly given to such exercises before. Without guidance or training we struggled to
strengthen what talent we had.

And during the months which followed we kept at that task which was hidden from our camp fellows.
But hide it we were sure we must. No effort on our part ever awoke aresponse from Kaththea, though
we wereinformed that she had entered the completely cloistered dwelling of the novices of the Power.

Some sideissues of our talent did manifest themsalves. Kemoc discovered that hiswill, applied to
learning, could implant much in hismemory from asinglelistening, or sighting, and that he might pick out
of other minds such information. The questioning of prisonerswasincreasingly left to him. Dermont may
have guessed the reason for Kemoc' s success in that direction, but he did not comment upon it.

While | had no such contribution to make to our mountain missions, | was aware, dowly, of another
reach of whatever lay within me that was an inheritance from my parents. And thistook the form of
kinship with animals. Horses | knew probably as no other warrior of theforces. The wild things of the
wilderness| could draw to me or send on their way merely by concentrating upon them. The magtery of
horses | put to good use, but the other was not amatter of much moment.



Asto Kemoc'sdesireto get to Lormt, there seemed to be no way to achieve that. The scrimmages along
the border grew in intensity and we were absorbed into the guerrillatactics. Asthe outlook for Estcarp
grew darker we were dl aware that it was only amatter of time before we would be fugitivesin an
overrun land. Koris did not recover swiftly from his wounding, and when he did, he was amaimed man,
unableto again raise Volt's Axe. We heard the story of how he made amysterioustrip into the sea cliffs
of the south and returned thereafter without his super wespon.

From that moment his luck was left behind also, and his men suffered one defegat upon the heds of
another.

For months Pagar played with us, asif he did not want to quite ddiver the finishing blow, but amused
himsdf in thisfeinting. There wastalk of Sulcar ships departing with some of the Old Race aboard. Yet |
am sure that what redlly delayed thefina push of our enemieswastheir age-old fear of the Power and
what might chance should the Witches loose on them dl that might be so aimed. For no one, even among
us, knew exactly what the Power might do if awhole nation of Witcheswilled it into action. It might burn
out Estcarp, but it could aso take with it the rest of our world.

It was at the beginning of the second year after Kaththea was taken that the road to Lormt opened for
Kemoac, but not in afashion we would have wished. He was trgpped in an ambush and his right hand and
arm s0 mangled that it would be long before he could freely usethem, if ever hedid again. Aswe sat
together before they took him away for treatment we had our last words together:

“Hedingisfas, if willed. And add your will to mine, Brother,” he told me briskly, though his eyeswere
pain shadowed. “| shall hed as swiftly as| can, and then—"

He need put no more into words.

“Timemay turn againg us,” | warned him. “Karsten can press home at any time. Do we have even hours
left?

“I will not think of that. What | do, you shall know! | cannot believe that this chance shall be denied us!”

| was not doneas| had feared | might be when Kemoc was borne off dung in ahorse litter. We had
wrought well, for he wasin my mind, even as| wasin his. And the distance between us only thinned that
bond alittle, making us expend more effort. | knew when he went to Lormt. Then he warned me that we
must cut contact, unless the need was grest, for at Lormt he found or detected influences which tasted of
the Power and these he thought perhaps a danger.

Then—for months—silence.

Still I rode with the Borderers, and now, young as | was, | headed my own small command. Uniting us
was a comradeship forged of danger, and | had my friends. But till | dways knew that that other bond
was the stronger, and, should either Kaththea or Kemoc summon, | would be ahorse and gone, uncaring.
Fearing just that, | began to train my own replacement and did not alow mysdf to become too involved
in any matter beyond my regular duties. | fought, skulked, waited . . . and it seemed that the waiting was
sometimes longer than my endurance.
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WE WERE AS lean and vicious as those hounds the Riders of Alizon trained for the hunting of men, and,
like those fleet beasts, we coursed through the narrow valeys and over mountains, faintly surprised each
night that we still sat the saddle or tramped the narrow trails of the heights, and again in the morning when
we awoke in our concealed camps, able to greet the dawn dive.

If Alizon and Karsten had made common cause, as dl these years we had |ooked to them to do, Estcarp
would have been cracked, crunched, and swallowed up. But it would seem that Pagar had no wish to
drink cup-brotherhood with Facdllian of Alizon—the why might slem from many causes.

Perhaps the heart of those was some use of the Power which we did not detect. For we did know that
the Witches of the Council had their own way of dedling with afew men, whereas the Power weakened
and lost control when it was spread too thin, or when it was put to a prolonged use. For such an effort
needed the life force of many adepts working together, and would leave them drained for a perilous
Space theredfter.

However, it was that very act which they determined upon in the late summer of the second year after
Kemoc left us. Orders came by sending to every post, no matter how remote, or how mobile the men
who hddit. And rumor followed directly behind, asisthe way in armies. We were to withdraw, out of
the mountains, down from the foothills, gather onto the plains of Estcarp, leaving the ground we had
defended so long bare of al who wore Estcarp’ s badge.

To the outer eyeit wasthefolly of onewit-struck, but rumor had it that we were setting atrap, such a
trap as our world had not seen—that the Witches, dlarmed at the constant drain of our manpower in
these endless engagements, were to concentrate their forcesin agamble which would either teach Pagar
alesson he would never forget, or let usall go down to asingle defeat in place of thisdow bloodletting.

But we were a so ordered to retreat with skulker’ s skill so that it would be alittle time before their
raiderswould discover that the mountains were empty, the passes free. Thus we flitted back, company
by company, squad by squad, with a screen of rear guard behind us. And it was aweek or more of
redeployment before the Old Race were dl in the low lands.

Pagar’ s men were cautious at first. Too many times had they been dashed in ambushes and attacks. But
they scouted, they explored, and then they began to come. A Sulcar fleet gathered in the great bay into
which emptied the Es River, some of the ships anchoring even a haunted Gorm, where no man lived
unless under orders because of the terror that the Kolders had wrought there, othersin the very river
mouth. And the tale was that should our present plan fail, the remnants of the Old Race, those who could
make it, would be taken aboard that fleet for alast escape by sea.

But that story, we thought, was only for the ears of any spies Alizon and Karsten might have among us.
For this move was one born of extreme desperation, and we did not believe the Council were foals.
Perhaps the story did bring the Karsten Army at afaster trot viathe cleared passes, for they began to
pour up into the hillsand mountainsin an unending river of fighting men.

Chance led my own company to within afew miles of Etsford, and we built our fire and set up apicket
lineinthelater afternoon. The horses were restless, and as | waked among them, striving to sensethe
reason for their nervousness, | felt it also—ahovering feding, perhaps not of doom, but of gathering
pressure, of ajuggling of the balance of nature. So that which was right and proper was now askew, and
growing more so by the second, asucking out of the land and those on it, man and anima, of someinner
srength—



Aningathering! Out of nowhere camethat thought and | knew it for the truth. That which wasthe life of
Estcarp itsdlf was being drawn in upon some central core—readied—

| reached the horses with what quieting influence | had, but | was very aware now of that sucking. No
bird sound broke the oppressive silence, not aleaf or blade of grass moved under any touch of wind, and
the heat was a heavy, sullen cover over us. Through that dead cam of waiting, perhaps the more acute
because of it, flashed an dert to strike me like a Karstenian dart.

Kyllan—Etsford—now!

That unspoken summons was the same forceful cal for help asthe cry from Kaththea had been years
earlier. | swung bareback on the horse | held lightly by the mane, jerked free his picket rope. Then | was
riding, at agallop, to the manor which had been our home. There was shouting behind, but | did not look
back. | sent athought ahead:

Kemoc—what isit?
Come! Imperative, no explanation.

The sense of deadening, of withdrawal, held about me as we pounded down the road. Nothing moved in
al that land save ourselves, and it waswrong. Y et that wrongness was outside my private concern and |
would notyiddtoit.

There was the watch tower of the manor, but no flag hung limp in the fifling air. | could sight no sentry
manning the walk, nor any sign of life about the walls. Then | faced agate gar enough to make entrance
foragnglerider.

Kemoc awaited mein the door of the hall as Anghart had done on the other day. But he was not Power
blasted, hdf dying; hewasvividly dive. So much so thet hislife force wasfire, battling againgt the
strangeness of the day and hour, so that just looking upon him | was aman who, facing his enemy aone,
hears the battle cry of acomrade coming swiftly to share shields. There was no need for speech ether of
lip or mind. We—how shdll | say it?—flowed together in away past describing, and that which had been
cut apart was partialy hedled. But only partialy—for there was that third portion till lacking.

“In time—" He motioned towards theinterior of the hall.

| loosed the horse and it trotted for the stable asif agroom were leading it by the reins. Then we were
under theroof of Etsford once more. It was now an empty place, al those smal things which marked
daily living gone. | knew that the Lady Loyse now shared quarterswith Korisin aborder keep. Yet |
looked about me, somehow seeking all that had once been ours.

There was a bench by the end of the great table and there Kemaoc had put our food, traveler’ s cakes,
and fruit from manor trees. But | did not hunger for that, and for my other hunger | had some

appeasemen.
“It hasbeen along time,” my brother spoke aoud. “ To find akey for such alock takes searching.”

| did not need to ask had he been successful: histriumph shonein hiseyes.

“Tonight the Witches make their move against Karsten.” Kemoc strode back and forth asif he could not
gt dill, though | dropped upon the bench, the oppression of the air making me fed even more drained.

“And in three days’—he spun around to face me—"they would set the Witch oath on Kaththeal”



My bresth came out in ahiss, not unlike thefirst battle challenge of one of the high snow cats. Thiswas
the point of no return. Either she was brought forth from whatever bonds they had laid upon her before
that hour, or she would be absorbed into their whole and lost to us.

“You haveaplan.” | did not make aquestion of that.

He shrugged. “As good aone aswe shdl ever have, or so | think. We shdl take her forth from the Place
of Wisdom and ride—east!”

Simple words, but the action they evoked was another thing. To get a selected one out of the Place of
Wisdom was as greet afeat asthe waking into Karsto bring out Pagar.

Asl| thought that, Kemoc smiled. He brought up his hand between us. Therewas aridge of scar red and
rough acrossits surface and when hetried to flex hisfingers, two of them remained stiff and outthrust.

“Thiswasmy key to Lormt; | used it well. Also | have used what lies here—to some purpose.” He
tapped those Siffened fingers againgt his forehead where the black hair we three shared fdll in an unruly
curling lock. “ There was knowledge at Lormt, very old, veiled in much legend, but | scraped it bare. We
shall have such abolt hole for escape as they will not dream we dare use. Asfor the Place of
Wisdom—"

| smiled then, without humor. *Y es? What is your answer to the safeguards set about that? It will not
matter who or what we are, if we are taken within amile of that without authorization. And it issaid that
the guards employed are not men to be countered with any wespon we know.”

“Do not be too sure of that, brother. The guards may not be men—in that, | believe you speak the truth.
But neither are we weaponless. And tomorrow those guards may not be as great asthey have beenin all
other years. Y ou know what will happen in the hours of dark tonight?’

“The Council will moveto war—"

“Yes, but how?1 tell you, they attempt now the greatest use of the Power that has been tried in
generations. They return to what they did once before—in the east!”

“In the east? And that?’

“They will make the mountainsto walk, and theland itsdlf answer their will. It isther fina throw inthe
battle againgt extinction.”

“But—can they do that?’ The Power could createillusions; it could further communications; it could
kill—within anarrow range. But that it could accomplish what Kemoc suggested, asif he were assured
of itssuccess, | did not quite believe.

“They did it once, and they will try again. But to do so they must build up such areserve of energy aswill
sap their resources for sometime. | would not wonder if some of them die. Perhaps few may live past the
in-gathering and channeling of such force. Thusal the guards they have put on their secret placeswill be
drained and we can win past them.”

“You say they did thisoncein the eest?’

“Yes.” He had gone back to his striding. “ The Old Race were not born in Estcarp—they came across
the mountains, or from that direction, so many lifetimes ago that thereis no true reckoning. They fled
some danger there, and behind them the Power raised mountains, altered the land, walled them away.
Then therewas ablock in their minds, nurtured for some generations until it became anintegra part of



the race. Tell me, have you found anyone who can speak of the east”?’
| had never dared.

Since Kemoc' sfirst uncovering of the puzzle, | had never dared press that too strongly among the
Borderers, for fear of arousing suspicion. But it wastrue, no one ever spoke of the east and should | in
deviousways lead to that subject they were as blank of thoughts asif that point of the compass had no
exisence.

“If what they fled was s0 terrible that they must take such precautions—" | began.

“Darewefaceit now? A thousand years or more lies between that time and now. The Old Race are not
what they were then. Any fire burns very low and finaly to extinction. | know this, that the three of uswill
be hunted with greater fury than any Karstenian spy or Alizon Rider, more than any Kolder, if any such
dill liveinthistime and world. But not one of them will follow useast.”

“We are haf of the Old Race—can we break this block to takethetrail 7’

“That we shdl not know until wetry. But we can think of it and talk of it, asthey cannot. Why, |
discovered at Lormt that even the keeper of the old archives did not believe those significant legends
which existed. He was not aware of scrolls| consulted, even when | had them spread in plain sight.”

Kemoc was convincing. And reckless asthe plan was, it was the only one. But there were miles between
us and the Place of Wisdom; we had better be on our way. | said as much.

“I have five mounts of the Torgian breed,” he replied. “ Two here and ready, three others hidden for our
last 1ap of the escape.”

He mind-read my astonishment and respect, and laughed. “Oh, it took some doing. They were bought
separately over ayear’ stime under other names.”

“But how could you know this chance would come?’

“I did not. But | believed that we would have some chance, and | wasto beready for it. You areright,
brother: it istime to mount and ride—before the lash of the fury the Wise Women raise may snap back at
lB"

Torgian horses are from the high moors bordering on the secret marshes of Tor. They are noted for both
gpeed and endurance, a coupling of qualities not dwaysfound in the same animal. And they are so highly
prized that to gather five of them was afeat | had not thought possible for any individua. For most of
them were kept under the control of the Senescha himself. They were not much to look at, being usualy
dun colored, with dark manes and coats which did not take a gloss no matter how carefully they were
groomed. But for heart, staminaand speed they had no match.

Kemoc had them both saddled with those light saddles used by anti-raider patrols a ong the seashore.
But they were affected by the generd eeriness of this night, dancing alittle as we swung up, which was
not their usua manner. We walked them out across the courtyard and beyond the wall. The sun was
amost down, but the sky it bannered held a gathering of purple-black cloudsin odd shapes, and these
solidified into athreatening band of duskiness. . . while theland beneath lay in the samefrightening
Slence.

My brother had left nothing to chance, which included his having scouted the fastest route. Y et this night
even Torgian horses could not keep a swift pace. It was as if we rode through knee deep, ever-shifting
sand which sucked each hoof asit was placed, keeping us to a bare trot when every nerve demanded a



full galop. The clouds which had overshadowed the sunset thickened into acover through which neither
star nor moon shone.

And now aweird embellishment was added to the landscape. | had once ridden dong the Tor marsh and
seen those egrie lights native to that forbidden country glow and dim over its mist-ridden surface. Now
such wan gleams began to touch here and there about us—on thetip of atree branch, the crown of a
bush, dong avinewregthing awal. The very aienness heightened the genera gpprehension which strove
to overwhelm us.

Our sense of anticipation grew moment by moment. And the Torgians reacted to it, snorting and rearing.
| called to Kemoc:

“If we force them on now, they will panic!”

| had been trying to hold them under menta control for the past half mile, but | could do it no longer. We
dropped out of our saddles, and | stood between the two mounts, one hand on each strong neck, striving
with dl | possessed to keegp them from bolting. Then Kemoc's mind joined with mine, giving me added
assstance, and the horses, till snorting, their eyesroalling, foam in sticky strings about their jaws,
trembled but stood firm.

While | was so concentrating upon that task | had not seen beyond, and now | was shocked by a sharp
flash of fire acrossthe sky. Therewas, in answer, an ominous grumbling unlike any natura thunder | had
ever heard before. And it was not born in the sky above, but out of the ground under us, for that
shuddered. The horses screamed, but they did not try to bolt. They crowded under my hold even as|
clung to them, dimly feeling in that contact an anchor in aworld gone mad.

Those wan lights sprinkled here and there flamed higher, sent sharp points of pallid radiance skyward.
Again the crack of lightning, areply from the earth under us. A long moment of utter silence, then fury
such as no man could imagine broke over and around us.

The earth heaved inlong rolls, asif under its once stable surface waves moved towards the southern
highlands. Wind which had been missing al day burgt into frantic life, whipping the candled trees and
bushes, tearing the air from our nostrils. One could not fight this—one lost hisvery identity in such an
aien storm. We could only endure and hope, very faintly hope, that we could outlast the raving elements
of earth, fire, air, and then water. For there was rain—or could you truly name such stinging lashes of
water ran?

If the force of that storm drove us nearly witless, what must it have been like in those heights where it was
brought to a climax? Mountains walked that night, lost themselvesin vast waves of earth which ate avay
their sdes, changed lowlands to highlands, and reversed the process by quake, dide, every violent action
that could be evoked. The barrier formed by nature between Estcarp and Karsten, which we had kept
fortified for years, was wrung, squeezed, wrought by aforce which wasinitiated by human will, and once
begun there was no dtering of that destructive pattern.

Mind to mind, hand to hand, Kemoc and | made one during that terror. Afterwards we could piece
together but alittle of the night. Truly it was the end of aworld—hearing and sight were soon torn from
us, touch only remained and we clung to that sense with afierceintendty, lest, losing it, we might lose dll
else, including that which made uswhat we were.

There was an end—though we had not dared to hope there could ever be. Dark as the matted clouds
wereover us, ftill therewaslight, gray asthetree candles, yet it wasalight of the day rather than the
weird glow of the storm. We still stood on the road, Kemoc and | and the horses, asif we had been
frozen so amid the wild breakage of nature. The ground was solid under our feet, and a measure of sanity



had returned, so that our minds might crawl dowly out of the hiding holes we had burrowed within
oursalves.

Surprisingly, there was little storm wrack about us. A few branches down, the surface of the road wet
and shining. As one we |ooked to the south. There the clouds were il thick, no gray relieved their night
black, and now and again | thought | till saw the spark of lightning.

“What—?" Kemoc began, and then shook his head.

We did not question that the Council had used the Power as never before had it been done in Estcarp. |
had very little doubt that Pagar was at |ast stopped. To be caught in the mountains during that!

| smoothed the wet, tangled mane of my mount. He snorted, stamped, waking out of someill dream. Asl
got to saddle | could only marve at our surviva, which gill seemed like amiracle. Kemoc had dso
mounted. Thisisour hour!

Mind contact seemed proper, asif whatever we attempted now might awaken some of the force not yet
exhausted. We gave the Torgianslight rein and thistime they broke into their normal, country-covering
pace. The day lightened and suddenly abird broke the cloak of silence with aquestioning note. All the
pressure and drain had vanished; we were freed and the road was before us, with time now our worst

enemy.

From the main highway Kemoc swung off dong alesser way, and here the debris of the ssorm dowed
our pace. But we kept going, speeding up wherever we had an open space.

Whether we went by obscure paths, or whether the whole of Estcarp lay exhausted from shock that day,
we did not know. But we saw no one, not even in the fields about the isolated farms. We might have
ridden through a deserted country. And thus fortune favored us.

At nightfall we reached the farmstead with signs of long neglect where we could eat. Turning the Torgians
into pasture, we saddled their three fellows Kemoc had |eft in waiting there. Then wetook turnsat a
quick snatch of deep. The moon waswell up, not blanketed thistime, when Kemoc' stouch awakened
me

“Thisisthe hour,” he half-whispered.

And later, aswe did from the saddles and |ooked down into a hollow where a grove surrounded an age
darkened building, he did not have to add:

“Thisisthe Placd”
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THE LONGER | studied the building in the cup and its surroundings, the more | was conscious of a
drange shifting, arippling—asif between it and us hung anearly invisble curtain. Digtortion of shadow
and light, of which | could not quite be certain, blurred atree, eongated a bush, made even stone waver
and move. Yet in another ingtant al was clear again.

Kemoc held out his maimed hand and my fingers closed about it. Instantly | was drawn into hismind,
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with anintengity | had not before known. He launched a probe, straight through al that moon and
night-cloaked scene, down into the heart of the Place itsdlf.

Therewasresstance, awall as defensive to our attack as might be the stronghold of Esto the prick of a
sngledart gun. Kemoc withdrew speedily, only to launch for asecond time hisinvisible spear, thistime
with more force, enough to make me gasp asit drained energy from mein one grest gulp.

Thistimewe hit that wall, yes, but we went through it, straight on. And then—It was like throwing avery
dry branch on afire—ablaze, fierce, welcoming, rgoicing, feeding—Kaththea! If | had ever faintly
believed during the hours we had been riding that she might be changed, that perhaps she would not
welcome our interference—I need not have. Thiswas recognition, welcome, awild desireto befree, dll
in one. Then, after that first moment of reply, swift gpprehension and warning.

She could not give us any accurate idea of which lay between us, other than what we could see for
ourselves. But that there were guards, and not human warriors, she knew. Also she dared not moveto
meet us, and warned off any contact by mind, lest those warders be alarmed. Thus she abruptly broke
our thread of communication.

“Sobeit,” Kemoc said softly.

| broke his hold, my hand reaching for sword hilt. Yet | knew that stee! would have no part in any fight
we faced thisnight.

“To the left, passing under the trees, then aquick run for thewall at that point—" My scouting
knowledge took over, seeing each feature of that oddly fluid ground which could be put to our use.

“Yes....

Kemoc adlowed me the lead, deferring to my scout craft. But he was no tyro at this game ether, and we
flitted down the dopewith al the skill we could summon. | discovered that to glance ahead quickly and
then away after asingle second or so of regard cleared my sight, made that wavering less distracting.

We reached the edge of the wood and the outer defense of the Place fronted us. It was asif we had run
full faceinto arampart of glass. To the sght there was nothing, not even anything to touch when | struck
out—but we could not stir a step ahead.

“Mind—think it away!” Kemoc said, not asif to me, but in self-encouragement.

It was hard to make that switch, from action of body to that of mind. But | willed myself forward, told
myself that there was no wall, nothing but the earth, the trees growing out of it, the night—even if that
night was nowhere as empty asit seemed.

Sowly we advanced, shoving with our wills againg the barrier. | shal dways believe that Kemoc was
right about the effort of mountain turning exhausting the Power. For suddenly that invisblewall gave way,
as adam might suddenly burst agape before the pressure of aflood force. We went forward afew paces
a agumbling run.

“Only thefirg—"

| did not need that warning from Kemoc. Any defenses set about this heart center of Power would be the
most intricate and best known to the Witches. To cheer when one has made afirst smal assault into a
minor victory would befally indeed.

There was movement among the trees. Again my hand went to weapon hilt. Thiswas tangible—I could



seetheglint of moonlight on meta, and hear the footsteps of those who came.

Borderersl Here—? The hawk-crested helmet of a Falconer, the winged one of a Sulcarman, our own
smooth caps—And then, where faces showed at dl beneath that varied headgear they began to glow
paely, making plain thefeatures.

Dermont, Jorth, Nikon—I knew these every one, had ridden with them, shared shieldsin hot, quick
attacks, lain beside them at countless camp fires. Y et now they all turned to me grim faces set with
aversion, loathing, and from them came awave of hatred and disgust, naming me traitor, back fighter. In
me flowered the belief that they wereright, that it was fit duty for them to cut me down as| stood, so vile
athing had | become. My hand dropped from my sword and | wanted to kneel before them in the dust
and—

Kyllan!

Through the wave of guilt and shamerising to drown methat cry cut as might the bow of a serpent ship.
L ogic and reason battled emotion. They were not there, dl these comrades-in-arms, judging me to my
death. And | was not what they judged me. Though the belief was a smothering weight, | fought it, again
willing it away with the same determination asthat with which | had fought theinvisblewall.

Dermont was before me. The glitter in his eyes was righteous rage, and his dart gun was aimed straight at
my throat. But—Dermont was not there—he had no place—he wasrightfully atree, abush, distorted by
my own mind which the Power turned against me. | saw the smdll jerk of hisgun as he fired. He was not
therel

There was no prick of dart—no line of men—no shine of moon on metal! | heard asmall, smothered
sound from Kemoc.

“ S0 passes their second defense.” But his voice was as shaken as| fdlt.

We went on. | wondered how those guardians had known enough of usto front me with the phantoms of
just those men. Then Kemoc laughed, startling meto hear it in that time and place.

“Do you not see, brother?” He had picked the question out of my mind to answer in words. “They
merdly supply theimpulse, you the actorsfor its carrying out.”

| wasirritated that | had not redlized that as quickly as he. Hallucinations were the stock in trade of the
Witches, and hdlucinations grow from seed in aman’sown brain.

We were under the red walls, honest stone; we could touch and fed the darkness. | wondered at the fact
that there had been no more assaults againgt us.

“They cannot be so easily conquered.”

Again Kemoaoc laughed. “I knew you would not underrate them, Kyllan. The worst should till lie before
lJSI”

| stood face against the wall while Kemoc mounted my shoulder and climbed to the top. Thenwith a
hand hold and a pull from his cloak | joined him. We crouched there, looking down into the garden. One
sde wasthewall on which we baanced, the other three sdes the building. Therewas astilinessthere,
too, awaiting. Y et in the moonlight we could see that the garden was avery fair one.

A fountain played, with small musica sounds, to feed an oval pool, and the fragrance of flowersand
scented herbs arose about us. Scent—my mind caught at that: there were herbs the aroma of which



could stupefy or drug aman, leaving him open to control by another’ sdesire. | was wary of those
flowers.

“I do not think s0.” Again Kemoc answered my thought. “ Thisistheir own dwelling, wherethey train for
the Power. They dare not, for their own safety, play such tricks here.” Deliberately he bent his heed,
drawing in deep breaths, asif testing.

“No—that we do not haveto fear.” He dropped to the ground and | followed, willing at thistime to take
such reassurance. But wherein that dark bulk of building could we find Kaththea, without arousing all
who dwelt there?

“Could we summon her?’

“No!” Kemoc's voice crackled with anger. “No summonings here—they would know of it ingtantly.
That, too, is one of thelr tools, and they would react to it.”

But he seemed as uncertain of the next move aswas|. There was the building, utterly dark. And it held
rooms we could not number, nor dared we explore them. Now—

Movement again, a shadow which was lighter than the pool of dark marking adoor acrossfrom which
we stood. | frozein an old night fighting trick, using immobility for atype of conced ment. Someone was
coming into the garden, walking with quiet assurance, obvioudy not expecting any trouble.

Only great good fortune kept me from speech as she moved into the open moonlight. Dark hair, lying in
long, loose strands about her shoulders, her face upraised to the light asif she wished her features clearly
seen. A girl’ sface, yet older, marked now by experience such as she had not known when last | had
seen her. Kaththea had solved our riddle—she was coming to meet us!

Kemoc started forward, his hands outstretched. It was my turn to know—to guess—I caught him back.
All my scout’ singtincts rebelled againgt his smooth solution. Dermont | had seen, and now

K aththea—and she might be no more true than that other. Was she not in our minds, to be easily
summoned out?

She smiled and her beauty was such asto catch aman’sheart. Sender, tal, her silken black hair in vivid
contrast to her pale skin, her body moving with the grace of one who makeswalking aforma dance. She
held out her hands, her eyes dight, her welcome so plain and warm.

Kemoc pushed at my hold. He did not look a me; his attention was dl hers.

“Kemoc!” Her voicewas very low, hardly more than awhisper, Snging in welcome, longing, joy. . . .
Yet dill | held him fast, and he siwung in my hold, hiseyesangry.

“Kaththea! Let mego, Kyllan!”

“Kaththea—perhaps.” | do not know what guiding prudence held meto that small particle of disbelief.
But either he did not hear, or did not wish to understand.

She was close now, and flowers bent their heads as the hem of her gray robe brushed them. But so had |
heard the jingle of metal and the sound of footsteps that were not back in the woods. How could |
provide atest which would prove this mirage or truth?

“Kemoc—" Again that haf whisper. Yet | was here aso. Always there had been that tighter bond
between the two of them, yet now her eyeswere only for him, she spoke only his name—she did not



seem to see me. Why?
“Kaththea?’ Suiting my own voiceto her low tone, | made her name into aquestion.

Her eyes did not fdter; she never looked to me nor seemed to know | wasthere. At that moment
Kemoc twisted out of my grip, and hiswent out to catch hers, pulling her to him in aquick embrace.
Over his shoulder her eyeslooked into mine, sill unseeing, and her lips curved in the same set smile.

My questioning had become certainty. If thiswas awoman and not halucination, she was playing a
game. Y et when we had sought my sister by mind she had been welcoming. And | could not believe that
the emotion we had met in that brief contact had been alie. Could one lie with thoughts? | was surel
could not, though what the Witches might be able to accomplish | had no idea.

“Come!” Hisarm about her waist Kemoc was pushing her before him toward thewall. | moved—this
might be amistake, but better to learn now when we could retrieve our errors.

“Kemoc, listen!” My grip on his shoulder was no light one thistime, and | had the greater strength, which
| waswilling to use,

He struggled for hisfreedom, dropping his hold on the girl. And his anger was growing with arapidity
which was not norma.

“I do not think thisisKaththea.” | said dowly, with al the emphasis| could giveto my words. And she
just stood there, till smiling, her attention on him asif | wereinvishble.

“Kemoc—" His name with the sameinflection, no word of protest to me.
“You aremad!” my brother’ sface was white with anger. He was a man bewitched.

Bewitched! Could I reach him with sense now—in time? | brought hisarm up behind his back in alock
and held him so, then pulled him around to face the smiling girl. So holding him in spite of hisstruggles, |
spoke again into hisear.

“Look at her, man! Look at her very well!”

He could not free himsdlf, and look he did. Sowly he stopped struggling, and | hoped my fight won.
Kaththea, smiling, undisturbed, now and again uttering his name asif she had only that oneword to

speak.
“What—what is she?’

| loosed him when he asked that. He knew now, was ready to accept the truth. But what was the truth?
At our discovery she had not vanished away as had the warriors. | touched her arm—that was flesh
beneath my fingers, warm, apparently living. So rea ahallucination was beyond any | had seen before.

“I do not know what she is—save sheis not who we seek here.”

“If we had taken her and gone—" Kemoc paused.

“Yes. That would have served their purposes very well. But if thisis counterfeit; whereisthered ?”’
It was asif Kemoc had been shocked into inspired thinking by the closeness of hiserror.

“This—this one came from there.” He pointed to the doorway. “ Thusin the opposite direction lies, |
think, what we seek.”



He sounded too sure, yet | had no better reason or direction in which to look.

“Kemoc—" Her handswere out again. She was watching him and edging to thewall, subtly urging himto
that way of escape.

He shivered, drew away. “Kyllan, hurry—we haveto hurry!”

Turning his back on her, my brother ran towards the building, and | followed, fearing that any moment a
cry of darmwould be voiced behind us, that the surrogate for our sister would utter awarning.

There was another door, and Kemoc, alittle before me, put his hand to it. | expected bolts or bars and
wondered how we could dedl with such. But the panel siwung inward readily enough and Kemoc peered
into the dark.

“Hold to my belt,” he ordered. And there was such certainty in hisvoice that | obeyed. So linked, we
moved into adark which was complete.

Y et Kemoc walked with quick sure steps, asif he could see every foot of the way. My shoulder brushed
againg the sde of another doorway. Kemoc turned to the left. | felt about with my other hand, touched a
surface not too far away, and ran fingertips dong it aswe moved. A halway, | thought.

Then Kemoc halted, turned sharply to the right, and there was the sound of another door opening.
Sudden light, gray and dim, but light. We stood on the threshold of asmall, cell-like room, | looking over
Kemoc' s shoulder. On the edge of anarrow bed she sat, waiting for us.

There was none of the serene, smiling, untroubled beauty that the girl in the garden had worn.

Experience showed on this girl’ sface dso, but with it anxiety, strain, awearing down of the body by the
Spirit. Beauty, too, but a beauty which wasworn unconscioudy and not as awegpon. Her lips parted,
formed two names slently. Then Kaththeawas on her feet, running to us, ahand for each.

“Haste, oh, hagtel” Her voice wasthe thinnest of whispers. “We have so little time!”

Thistime there was no need for warning. | had Kaththeain my arms, no smulacrum of my sster. Then
she crowded past us and took the lead back through the dark, drawing uswith her at arun. We burst
into the free night of the garden. | half expected Kaththea to meet her double, but there was no onethere.

Back over the wall and into the wood we went, her frantic haste now spurring us. She held the long skirts
of her robe high, dragging them with sharp jerks from the bushes where they appeared to catch and hold
unnaturaly. We strove not to use care now, only speed. And we were al gasping as we came out of the
hollow to where our Torgianswaited.

Just as we reached the saddles a deep boom welled from the building in the cup. It held alittle of the
earth-thunder we had heard during the mountain moving. Our horses screamed shrilly, asif they feared
another such upheaval of their normal world. Aswe started off at awild gallop | listened for any other
sounds—shouts of some pursuit, another thunder roar. But there was nothing.

Not in the least reassured, | called to Kaththea:
“What will they send after us?’

Her hair whipped back, her face awhite oval, she turned to answer me. “Not—warriors—" she gasped.
“They have other servants—but tonight—they are limited.”



Even Torgians could not stand the pace we had set in fleeing the valley of the Place. | was aware that the
horses were disturbed, and that this uneasiness was fast gpproaching panic. Y et the reason for that was
not plain since we should be out of the influence of the Place by now. With dl thetaent | had | stroveto
quiet their minds, to bring them again to sane balance.

“Reinin!” | ordered. “They will run themsdvesblind—reinin!”

| had no fears for Kemoc' s horsemanship. But of Kaththea s| was not so sure. While the Witches did
not ignore the bodly in their training and exploration of the mind, | did not know how cloistered my sster
had been during these past years, how able to control her mount.

The Torgians fought for the bits, strove to continue their headlong run, but between our strength on the
reins, and my own efforts, they began to yield and we were dowing our pace when therewas an
ear-gplitting squawl from before us. The cry of asnow cat, once heard, is never to be mistaken. They are
the undisputed kings of the high valleys and the peaks. Though what one could be doing thisfar from its
native hunting grounds. | did not understand. Unless the orders which had brought us from the border
lands had been accompanied by some unknown commands which had moved the animals dso, spreading
them into territory they had not known before.

My mount reared and screamed, lashing out with front hooves asif the cat had materidized benegth its
nose. And Kemoc fought alike battle. But the Torgian my sister rode swung about and bolted the way
we had come, at the same breakneck pace which had started us off on thiswild ride. | spurred after her,
griving to reach the mind of her mount, with no effect, snceit was now filled with witlessterror. All |
could read there was that it imagined the snow cat behind it preparing for afatal legp to bring it down.

My horse fought me, but | drove savagely into its brain and did what | had never presumed to do
before—I took over, pressing my wishes so deeply that nothing was left of its own identity for the
present. We caught up with Kaththeaand | stretched my control to the other horse—not with such
success, snce | dso had to hold my own, but enough to gect from its brain the fear of imminent cat
attack.

We turned to see Kemoc pounding up through the moonlight. | spoke between set teeth:
“We may not be able to keep the horses!”

“Wasthat an attack?’ Kemoc demanded.

“I think so. Let usride whilewe can.”

Ride we did through the waning hours of the night, Kemoc in the lead over thetrail he had long ago
marked. | brought up the rear, trying to keep ever dert to any new ondaught against our mountsor us. |
ached with the weariness of the double strain, 1 who had believed mysdlf fine trained to the pesk of
endurance, such as only the fighting men of these later days of Estcarp were caled upon to face.
Kaththearodein slence, yet she was ever a source of sustenance to us both.
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V

THERE WAS LIGHT ahead—could that mark dawn? But dawn was not red and yellow, did not flicker
and reach—
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Firel A line of fire across our path. Kemoc drew rein and Kaththea pulled level with him, and amoment
later | brought up beside them. That ominous line ahead stretched across our way asfar asthe eye could
see. Under usthe horses were restive again, snorting, flinging up their heads. To force them into that
would not be possible.

Kaththed s head turned dowly from left to right, her eyes surveying thefire asif seeking some gate. Then
she made asmall sound, closeto laughter.

“Do they deem me so poor athing?’ she demanded, not of us, but of the night shadows before her. “I
cannot believe that—or this”

“INlusion?’ asked Kemac.

If it wereanillusion it wasavery redigtic one. | could smdll the smoke, hear the crackle of flames. But
my sister nodded. Now she looked to me.

“Y ou have afire striker—make me atorch.”

| dared not dismount, lest my Torgian break and run. It was hard to hold him to astand, but I urged him
to theleft and leaned in the saddleto jerk at aspindly bush, which luckily yielded to my pull. Thrusting
thisinto Kemoc' shold, | fumbled one-handedly a my belt pouch, dragging forth the snapper to givea
fire-gtarting spark.

The vegetation did not want to catch, but persistence won and findly aline of flame smoldered sullenly.
Kaththeaitook the bunch of burning twigs and whirled it through the air until the firewaswell dight. Then
she put her horse forward. Again it was my will which sent the animalsin. Kaththesa! s strange wegpon
was flung out and away, falling well ahead of us, to catch, so that a second fire spread fromit.

They were burning towards each other, asif some magnetism existed pulling them into union. But asthe
firgt line reached the one my sster had kindled—it was gone! There remained only the now smoldering
swath from the torch lighting. Kaththea laughed again, and thistime there was real amusement inthe
sound.

“Play of children!” she called. “ Can you not bring better to front us, ones of great wisdom?’
Kemoc gave aquick exclamation and rode to her, his crooked hand out.
“Do not provoke!” he ordered. “We have been very lucky.”

As shelooked to him, and beyond to me, her eyes were shining. She had an othernessin her face which
put acurtain between us.

“Y ou do not understand,” shereplied amost coldly. “It is best that we face—now—the worst they can
summon up against us, rather than later when their power has strengthened and we are wearied. Thusit is
well to chalenge them, and not wait to do battle when they wish!”

Her words made senseto me. But | think that Kemoc sill thought this unnecessary recklessness. And for
that reason, |, too, began to wonder. For it could well be that our sister, out of her prison, might find
freedom so fine adraft that she was not steady in her thinking.

Sheturned her head asmdl space farther, giving me her full attention.

“No, Kyllan, I am not drunk with freedom as asix-months Sulcar sallor greets wine the first hour off
ship’sdecking! Though I could well be. Give me this much credit: | know well those | have lived among.



We could not have done this thing tonight had they not lost much of their strength through the sending to
the mountains. | would meet their worst before they recover—lest they crush uslater. So—"

She began to chant, dropping the reinsto free her hands for the making of gestures. And oddly enough
the Torgian stood rock still under her asif no longer acreature of flesh and bone. The words were very
old. Now and again | caught one which had some meaning, afar-off ancestor of onein daily use, but the
mgority of them were as atongue foreign to me.

Her words might be foreign but the sense behind them had meaning. | have waited out the suspense of
ambush, the lurking fore-terror of a stedthy advance into enemy-held territory, wherein each rock can
give hiding placeto death. | knew of old that prickle dong the spine, that chill of nerve. Where | had met
that with action, now | had to sit, waiting only for the doing—of what, | did not know. And | found this
much harder than any such wait before.

K aththea was challenging the Power itsdlf, summoning up some counter-force of her own to draw it like
amagnet, as her redl fire had drawn that of illusion. But could she triumph now? All my respect and awe
of the Witches' abilities argued that she could not. | waited, tense, for the very world to erupt around us.

But what camein answer to my sister’ s chant was no ground-twisting blow, no halucination or illusion. It
had no vigble presence, no outward manifestation. It was—anger. Black, terrible anger—an emoation
which wasin itsdf awegpon to batter the mind, crush dl identity beneathitsicy weight.

Kyllan—Kemoc!

Sluggishly | answered that cal to contact. We were not one, but three that had become one. Clumsily
perhaps, not too smooth-fitting in our union, yet we were one—to stand against how many? But with that
uniting came also Kaththea s assurance. We did not need to attack; our only purpose was defense. If we
could hold, and hold, and continue to hold, we had a chance of winning. It waslike one of the wrestling
bouts in the camps wherein aman sets the whole of his strength againgt that of another.

| lost dl knowledge of mysdlf, Kyllan Tregarth, Captain of Scouts, seated ahorsein the night in afire
scorched clearing. | was no one—only something. Then, through that which wasiron endurance, camea

message
Reax.
Without question | obeyed. The answering pressure came down—flat, hard, crushing—

Unite—hold!

Wedmost failed. But asawrestler could use an unorthodox move to unsteady his opponent, so had my
Sster chosen the time and the maneuver. We threw the enemy off balance, even as she had hoped. The

crushing descent met once more a sturdy resistance. Its steady push broke alittle, wavered. Then came
battering blows, one after another, but even | could sense that each one was dower, less strong. At last

they came no more.

We glanced from oneto the other, again oursalves, three in three bodies, not one in a place where bodies
were naught.

Kemoc spokefirst: “For aspace—"

Kaththea nodded. “ For a space—and how long | do not know. But perhaps we have won enough time.”



True morning was graying the sky aswe rode. But the Torgians were no longer fresh, and we dared not
push the pace. We ate in the saddle, the journey bread of the army. And we did not talk much, saving all
energy for what might lie ahead.

There were the eastern mountains making agreet ridge against the sky, dark and threatening.

And | knew that, miles distant though they were, these were the final wall between Estcarp and the
unknown. What lay behind them? From all that Kemoc had learned in Lormt, there had once been some
danger past dl our present reckoning. Was he right—had the toll of years|essened that danger? Or were
we riding from a peril we did know into danger we did not, and which would be even greater?

The day wore on. We kept to the cover of wasteland when we could. In our favor wasthe fact that here
the farms were very few and far apart. Most of the ground was abandoned to second growth
woodlands. Fewer and fewer were the Sgns that man had ever planted hisrule here.

Still the mountainsloomed. Even though we plodded ever towards foothills we seemed to approach no
closer. They might have been fixed on some huge platform which moved a a speed equa to ours aways
ahead. | waited throughout that whole day for another contest of wills, or some sign the hunt was up
behind us. For | did not really believe that the Power was so exhausted they could not bring us up short
and hold us captive while they sent their ministersto take us bodily prisoner.

Y et we rode untroubled. We halted to rest the horses, to take short naps with one aways on watch, and
we rode again. And we saw nothing save now and then a curious animal peering through some screen of
bush. It waswrong, al wrong; every scout instinct belabored me with that. We would have trouble, we
must have trouble—

“Theremay bethis,” Kemoc cut into my thoughts, “they do not realize that we are not blocked against
the east, s0 they believe that we ride now into atrap without an exit—save back into their hands.”

That made sense. Yet | dared not wholly accept it. And, as we camped that night, without fire, on the
bank of arock strewn, mountain born stream, | still kept watch with the fedling that | would be easier in
my mind if an attack did come.

“Tothink s, Kyllan”—that was Kaththea, gazing up a me from where she knelt a the treamside
washing her face—"isto open you to attack. A man’ suncertainty isalever they may useto overset him.”

“We cannot go without taking precautions,” | countered.

“Yes. And thus alwaysthey will have asmall door open. But it isadoor which we may not close—you
aremost right, brother. Tell me, where do you look for any true hiding place?’

With that she surprised me. What had she thought—that we had taken her from the Place only to ride
blindly about the countryside with no foreplan?

Kaththealaughed. “No, Kyllan, | do not think so meanly of your intelligence. That you have aplan, |
knew from the moment you cdled to me from outside the walls of the Place. | know it has something to
do with these mountains we seek so wesarily. But now isthetimeto tell the what and thewhy.”

“Kemoc has planned it, let him—"

She shook drops of water from her hands and wiped them on sun dried grass from the stream bank.
“Then Kemoc mugt tdl methewhole”

Aswe sat together, chewing on the sustaining but insipid food, he laid before her the whole story of what



he had discovered at Lormt. She listened without question until had done, and then she nodded.

“I can give you thisfurther proof of your mystery, brother. For the past hour, before we reached this
spot, | wasriding blind—"

“What do you mean?’

Shemet my eyesgravely. “Just what | said, Kyllan. | rode through amigt. Oh, it was broken now and
then—I could make out atree, abush, rocks. But for the most part it was afog.”

“But you said nothing!”

“No, because watching the two of you, | knew it must be some form of illusion which did not trouble
you.” Shewrapped the part of cake she till held in its protecting napkin and restored it to saddle bag.
“And it was aso not born of anything they had unleashed againgt us. Y ou say we do not have this block
about the east because we are of mixed heritage. That is good sense. But it would aso seem that my
witch training mayhap has produced ameasure of it to confuse me. Perhaps had | taken the oath and
become wholly one of them | could not pierceit at al.”

“What if it getsworsefor you?’ | blurted out my growing concern.

“Thenyou shdl lead me,” shereturned tranquilly. “If it is somelong ago induced blank-out, | do not
believeit will last—except over the barrier itself, through the mountains. But now | aso agree with you,
Kemoc. They will relax their hunt, for they will confidently believe that we shal be turned back. They do
not redize that at least two of us can go clearsighted into their nothingness!”

| could not share her confidence completely, but dso | had learned as a Borderer that worry over what
might be never added a single second to aman’ slife, nor changed hisfuture for well or ill. | had not
encountered Kaththeal s mist, nor had Kemoc. And her explanation for that was reasonable. But could
we continue to be so free? Trailing over mountain tracks with impaired vison was a desperate thing.

Kemoc asked aquestion forming in my own mind. “This mist—of what manner isit? Andyou say . . .
not complete?’

Kaththea shook her head. “No, and sometimes| think it isamatter of will. If | fasten on something which
isonly ashadow and sharpen my will, | seeit the clearer. But that requires a concentration which might
work againg us.”

“How s0?’ | demanded.
“Because | mudt ligen—"
“Listen?’ My head came up and now | strained to hear too.

“Not with ears,” shereplied quickly, “but with theinner hearing. They are not moving against us now;,
they are content to wait. But will they remain so the farther we go eastward, when they at last know that
we are not contained by their long set boundaries? Do not think they will ever give up.”

“Has there ever before been one who refused witchhood, | wonder?” Kemoc asked musingly. “The
Council must be as sartled by your flight asif one of the stones of Es City spoke out against them. But
why should they wish to keep you againgt your will?’

“It issmple enough—I am not of their same pattern. At first they did not push too hard to have me
because of that very thing. There were those in the Council who believed | would be adisrupting



influence should they strive to make me one with them. Then, as the menace of Karsten grew worse, they
were ready to grasp a any promise, no matter how small, of adding in some way to the sum tota of the
Power. Thus, they would have meto study, to seeif through me any new gates might be opened, that the
basic amount of their long treasured force be increased. But aslong as | would not take the oath,
become one with them in asurrendering of sdlf, they could not use me asthey wished. Yet | could not
delay such astep too long. Therewasthis—" She paused, her eyes dropped to the hands which had
rested lazily in her Iap. Now those long fingers curled, came together asif protecting something in their
cupped pams. “I wanted—some of what they had to offer, that | wanted! Every part of me thirsted for
their knowledge, for | knew that | could work wonders also. Then would come to me the thought that if |
chosetheir path, so must | cut away part of my life. Do you think that one who has been three can
happily be alone? Thus | turned and dodged, would not answer when they asked of methisthing. And at
last came the time when they would risk al againgt Karsten.

“They spoke plainly to me—to use the Power in aunification of al their selves meant an ending for some.
Many would die, did die, burnt out by making of themselves vessdsto hold the energy until it could be
aimed and loosed. They had to have replacements and no longer would the choice be left to me. And
now, with their ranks so depleted, neither will they alow meto go, if they can prevent it. Also—" Now
sheraised her eyesto look at usdirectly. “They will ded with you, the both of you, ruthlessy. They
aways secretly mistrusted and feared our father; | learned that when | wasfirst among them. It is not
natural, according to their belief, that aman should hold even asmall portion of the Power. And they
more than mistrusted our mother for the talent that she built with our father’ said when by dl rights she
should have logt her witchship in lying with aman. Thisthey consdered an abomination, athing againgt al
nature. They know you have some gift. After this past night and day, they will be even more certain of
that—with good cause to didike what they have learned. No normal man could have entered the Place,
and he certainly could not have won free of it again. Of course, their safeguards there were depleted, yet
they were such as would have been death to any male fully of the Old Race. Thus—you are not to be
trusted, you are amenace, to be removed!”

“Kaththea, who was the girl, the one in the garden?’ Kemoc asked suddenly.
“Gil?’

“You and yet not you,” he answered. “I believed in her—would have taken her and gone. Kyllan would
not let me. Why?" He turned now to me. “What was it that made you suspect her?’

“No more than afedling at first. Then—she was like one made for a purpose. She fastened upon you, as
if shewished to hold you—"

“Shelooked like me?’ Kaththea asked.

“Very much, save she wastoo serene. She smiled dways. Shelacked’—and | knew | had hit upon the
truth—" she lacked humanity.”

“A smulacrum! Then they did expect you, or some attempt to reach me! But it takeslong and long to
make one of those. | wonder which one of the novicesit realy was?’

“Shape changing?’ Kemoc said.

“Y es. But more intricate, Since she was designed to deceive such as you, who had mind contact—or did
they know that much of us? Y es, they must have! Oh, that proves it—they must be very sure now that
you are the enemy. And | wonder how much longer we have before they redize we are not in any trap,
and so move after us?’



Tothat question we had no answer. Buit it left uswith little peace of mind. The stream tinkled and burbled
through the dark, and we could hear the sound of the hobbled Torgians at graze. And we set up watches
turn and turn about.

The morning came and this one was clear and bright for Kemoc and me—though Kaththea admitted that
the fog was heavy for her, and that she had a disturbing disorientation when we began our ride into the
foothills. At last she begged usto tie her to her saddle and lead her mount as the overwhelming desireto
turn back was growing so strong she feared she could not control it.

We, too, had a measure of unease. There was adistortion of sight at times which was like that we had
experienced looking down into the valey of the Place. And the sensation of moving into some dark and
unpleasant surprise was haunting, but not to the point that it had any effect upon our determination.

But we did as Kaththea asked and at intervas she struggled against the ties we put on her, once crying
out that directly before us was sudden death in the form of adeep chasm—though that was not true.
Finaly she shut her eyes and had uslay abandage over them, saying that once shut into her own mindin
that fashion, she was better able to combat the waves of panic.

Thefaint trace of road had long since vanished. We went by the easiest riding we could pick through true
wilderness. | had lived much among mountains, but the weirdly broken ways we now followed were
strange to nature, and | thought | knew the reason. Just as the mountains of the south had been toppled
and turned, o, too, had these heights.

It was evening of the second day since we had | eft the streamsi de when we reached the end of open
ways. Before us now lay heights a determined man might climb on foot, but not on horseback. We faced
that fact bleskly.

“Why do you stop?’ Kaththea wanted to know.
“Theway runsout; thereisonly climbing ahead.”
“Wait!” She leaned down from her saddle. “Loose my hands!”

There was such urgency in that that Kemoc hastened to obey. Asif she could seein spite of the
blindfold, her fingers moved surely out, touched his brows, did down to the eyes he blinked shut. For a
long moment she held them so before she spoke:

“Turn, face where we must go.”
With her touch still on his closed eyes, my brother moved hishead dowly to the lft, facing the cliff face.

“Yes, oh, yes! Thus| can seeit!” There was excitement and rdlief in Kaththea svoice. “ Thisisthe way
we must go, then?’

But how could we? Kemoc and | could have doneit, though | wondered about his maimed hand. But to
take Kaththea bound and blindfolded—that wasimpossible.

“I do not think you need to take me s0,” she answered my silent doubts. “Leave me thusfor tonight, let
me gather al my powers, and then, with the dawn—let ustry. There will be an end to the block, of that |
ansure”

But her certainty was not mine. Perhaps with the dawn, instead of climbing, we would have to backtrack,



to seek out another way up through the tortured debris of this ancient battlefield.
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VI

| COULD NOT deep, though there was need for it in my body—to which my mind would not yield.
Finaly | dipped from my blanket and went to where Kemoc sat sentry.

“Nothing,” he answered my question before it was voiced. “ Perhaps we are so far into the debatable
land we need not fear pursuit.”

“I wish | knew at whose boundary we are,” | said. And my eyeswere for the heights that we must dare
tomorrow.

“Friend or enemy?’ In the moonlight his hand moved so there was aglint of light from the grip of the dart
gun lying unholstered on hisknee.

“And that—" | gestured to the weapon. “We have but two extra belts of darts. Steel may have to serve
usintheend.”

Kemoc flexed his hand and those siff fingersdid not curl with their fellows. “If you are thinking of this,
brother, do not underrate me. | have learned other things besidesthe lore of Lormt. If aman determines
enough he can change one hand for the other. Tomorrow | will belt on ablade for the left hand.”

“I have the feding that what we win beyond will be sword-taken.”
“In that you may be very right. But better land sword-taken than what lies behind us now.”

| gazed about. The moon was bright, so bright it seemed uncannily so. Wewerein avalley between two
ridges. And Kemoc had his post on aledge alittle more than aman’ s height above the valey floor. Y et
here our sight was restricted asto what lay above us, or farther down the cut of our back trail. And this
blindnessworried me.

“I want to seefrom up there,” | told him.

In the brightness of the moon | did not fear trouble, the dope being rough enough to afford good hand
and toe holds. Once on the crest | looked to the west. We had been climbing all day as we worked our
way through the foothills. The tree growth was sparse now and | had aclear sight. With the long seeing
lenses from my service belt | searched our back trail.

They were distant, those pricks of light in the night. No effort had been taken to concedl them; rather they
had been lit to et us know we were awaited. | counted some twenty fires and smiled wryly. So much did
those who sent those waiting sentries respect the three of us. Judging by Borderer practices there must
be well over ahundred men so encamped, waiting. How many of them were those with whom Kemoc
and | had ridden?

Were any drawn from my own smal command? Freed from the necessity of southward patrolsthey
could be used thus.

But we were not yet in atrap. | pivoted to study the cliff wall which now fronted us. Asfar asthe glass
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advanced my own sight north and south there appeared no easier way up. And would those others, back
there, remain at the line they had drawn, or come after us?

| dropped to Kemac's perch.

“Sothey arethere. .. .”

Mind contact passed news swiftly.

“I makeit at least afull field company, if we go by fire count. Maybe more.”

“It would seem thereisavow we shdl betaken. But | doubt if they will sniff thisfar in after us”
“I could sight no better climbing place.”

There was no need to put the rest of my worry into words. he shared it fully dready. But now he gave me
aghort reply.

“Do not believe that shewill not climb, Kyllan.”
“But if she does so blind?’

“Two of us, the saddle ropes, and mind contact which will give her sght? We may be dow, but we shdl
go. And you shdl fuzz the back trail, Kyllan, even asit hasjust crossed your mind to do.”

| laughed. “Why do we bother with speech? Y ou know my thoughts as | think them—"
He interrupted, hiswords sober: “Do 1?7 Do you know mine?’

| considered. Hewasright, at least asfar as| was concerned. | had contact, could communicate with
him and with Kaththea, but it was a come and go matter and, as| knew, mostly when we were intent
upon amutua problem. Unless hewilled it, Kemoc's persond thoughts were not mine.

“Nor yoursmine,” he replied promptly. “We may be one in will when necessary, but ill we are three
individuals with separate thoughts, separate needs, and perhaps separate fates also.”

“That isgood!” | said without thinking.

“It could not be otherwise, or we would be as the non-men the Kolder used to do their 1abor and their
fighting—those bodies who obeyed, though mind and spirit were dead. It is enough to open one surface
of our thoughts to one another when we must, but for the test—it is our own.”

“Tomorrow, if | blaze our trail up there and keep my mind open, can Kaththea see thus, even if she goes
blinded?’

“Soismy hope. But thisis also the truth, brother, that such an open mind must be held so by will, and
thiswill add to the strain of the climb. | do not think you can do thisfor long; we shal haveto divideit
between us. And’—again he flexed his scarred hand in the moonlight—"do not believe that in this either
shdll | be found wanting. Crooked and stiff asthese fingers are, yet my bone and flesh have learned to

obey me!”

That | did not doubt either. Kemoc got to hisfeet, holstering his gun, and | took his place so that he might
rest. We had already agreed that Kaththeawould not be one of this night’ s sentries, Snce it was her task
to wrestle with the block her witch training had set upon her.



As| watched, the very brilliance of the vale began to haveits effect. There was akind of dazzlement
about the pdlid light, akin to the subtle distortion we had noticed earlier, and | was so inwardly warned
agang any long study. There wasthat here which could evoke glamourie—the visonary state into which
the half-learned in any magic could easily dip, to belogt in their own visons. And | wanted no such
ensorcel ment.

At length | dropped from Kemoc'sledge and took to active sentry patrol, keeping on my feet, taking
care not to look too long at any rock, bush or stretch of ground. Thus | came to where the Torgians
browsed. They moved dowly, and aquick reading of their minds showed me adulling of their kind of
thought. Y et undue fatigue would not normally have brought them to such a state. Perhapsthe same
block which acted upon the Old Race held in small part for their animals a so.

We could not take them with us. And till there was away they could continue to serve us. It did not
take me long to strip off their hobbles. Then | saddled them and set on bridle and bit, looping thereins
about the saddle horns. As| worked they became more dert.

As| was about to set on them my last commands, there was astir behind me. | turned, hand going to my
gun. Kaththea was in the open, her hands tugging at the band she herself had fastened to blind her eyes
after we had eaten our medl. At alast tug that gave way and she stared in my direction as a short-sighted

person might peer.
“What—?" | began, then her hand came up in an impatient gesture.

“Thereismore which can be doneto carry through your scheme, brother,” she said softly. “Horses
should haveriders”

“Dummies? Yes, | had thought of that, but the materidsfor the making of such arelacking.”
“For materiadsthereis not much needed to induceilluson.”
“But you have no Jewe of Power,” | protested. “How can you build one of the strong illusons?’

Shewasfrowning alittle. “It may well bethat | cannot, but | shal not be sure until | try. Our mother
surrendered her Jewel upon her marriage day, yet theresfter she accomplished much without it. Mayhap
the Jewd is not quite as much the focus of the Power as the Wise Women will have usbelieve. Oh, | am
very young in their learning asthey count such things, but also am | certain that there has been no proper
messurement of what can be wrought by wish, will and the Power. If oneis content to use atool then
one shal never know what one can do without it. Now, here—" She plucked acurled, silvery leaf froma
nearby bush. “Lay upon this some hairs from your head, Kyllan—and pluck them from the roots, for they
must beliving hairs. Also, moisten them with spittle from your mouth.”

Her tone summoned obedience. | took off my helm, and my forehead and throat, about which its mail vell
had been wreathed, felt naked and chill in the night breeze. | plucked the hair she wished, and the
separate threads curled about my fingers, for it had gone unclipped for sometime. Then | spat upon the
leaf and laid the hair therein, even as Kaththea was doing in another such improvised carrier.

She crossed to Kemoc and awakened him to do likewise. Then she held the three leaves on her palm
and walked to the horses. With her right hand sherolled thefirst leaf and its strange burden into a spill,
thetime her lips murmuring sounds| could not make into any real word. The spill she tucked between the
knotted reins and the saddle horn, taking greet care asto itswedging. And this she did also with the
others. Then she stood aside and raised her hands to her mouth as haf open fists. Through these
trumpets of flesh and bone she sang, first in alow semi-whisper, then louder and louder. And the rhythm
of those sounds became a part of me, until | felt them in the beat of my heart, the throb of my pulses.



Whilethe brilliance of the moonlight was aflashing glare, itslight condensed to where we stood.

Kaththea s song ended abruptly, on abroken note. “Now! Give your commands, brother—send them
forth!”

Theorders| setinthe Torgians befogged brains sent them moving down the vale, away from us, in the
direction of that fireline. And asthey so left us| will dwaysbdievethat | saw the misty formsin those
saddles, aswirl of something to form threeriders, nor did | wonder who those riders would seem to be.

“It would appear, Sgter, that the half has not been told concerning the powers of Witches,” Kemoc
commented.

Kaththea swayed and caught at hisarm, so that he gave her his support.

“Witchery hasitsprices.” She smiled upon uswanly. “But | believe that this has bought us time—more
than just anight. And now we may rest in peace.”

We hdf-carried her between usto the blanket-branch bed we had earlier made her, and, as she lay with
closed eyes, Kemoc looked to me. There was no need for areading of minds between us—to attempt
the mountain climb tomorrow was beyond the borders of reasonable risk. If those who tended those
watchfires did not advance and Kaththeal s magic bought us more time, we need not push.

Dawn found me back on the lookout ridge. The fires still burned, more difficult to see with the coming of
light. | searched for the horses. It was along and anxious moment before my lenses picked them up,
moving across an open glade. And | was startled. There were ridersin those saddles, and they would
truly have deceived me had | been on scout. They would be watching, those others, and they would see
their prey returning. How good theillusion would be at close quarters, | could not guess. But for thetime
we were covered.

Kemoac joined me and we took turns watching the horses, until afold in the earth concedled them from
us. Then we went down to ingpect the cliff wall. It was rough enough to promise adequate holds, and not
far from the top was aledge of some depth to afford aresting place. Asto what lay beyond its crestswe
did not know, but neither could we say that we would be faced by something we could not surmount.

For that day we rested in camp, deeping so deeply in turn that no dreams troubled us. And Kaththea
recovered that strength which had been drawn from her in theweaving of illuson. At the first shadow of
night I climbed the ridge again. Thistime there was no sparkle of watchfires, nor did we sight any later in
the night. What this could mean might be either of two things: Kaththed s painfully wrought illusions might
have provided the waiting company with prisoners for a space—or they had speedily discovered the
trickery, struck camp, and were moving on. Y et amost paingtaking use of the lenses, studying each bit of
cover which might attract a staking hunt, showed nothing amiss.

“I think they aretruly gone,” Kaththea said with a confidence | did not atogether share. “But it does not
matter. In the morning we shal go aso, up and back—there.” She pointed to the mountain.

And in the morning we did go. Our provisions, weapons and blankets were made into packswhich
Kemoc and | shouldered. And roped between us both was K aththea, her hands free, no weight upon
her. She had discarded the eye bandage, but still kept her eyes closed, striving to “see” through mind
contact, snce shewas il in the confusing fog.

It was dow work, that upward pull, and | found it doubly hard when | had to concentrate not only on my



own efforts, but asan aid for Kaththea. She showed a surprising dexterity in spite of her self-imposed
blindness, never fumbling or missng ahold | pictured in my mind. But when we reached theledge | was
s0 weak with fatigue | feared it was not in meto pull up the last short way. Kemoc reached across
Kaththea as she crouched between us, his hand falling on my shaking knee.

“Therest tome” he stated as one who would not be denied.

Nor could | have fought him for that danger. | wastoo spent to risk their safety on my own fast failing
strength. So from the rest we reversed and my brother took the lead, hisface asrigid with concentration
as mine must have been. For | discovered my chin gtiff, my jaw aching with pressure when | had cometo
those moments of relaxation.

It waslucky that | had given way to Kemac, for the last part of that climb was anightmare. | forced my
trembling body to the effort, knowing well the danger of pulling back upon the rope and distracting
Kaththea. But there came an end and we were on a space almost wide enough to be a plateau.

There was a cold wind here which dried our swet, chilled us. So we pressed on hurriedly to where two
peaks jutted skyward, a shadowed cleft between them. And when we entered that dash Kaththea
suddenly flung back her head and opened her eyes, giving asmdl but joyful cry. We did not need any
wordsto know that her blindness was gone.

The cleft we entered intensified the cold of those heights. Kemoc scuffed a boot toe through a patch of
white and | saw that he had kicked up snow. Y et thiswas summer and the heat of the year had weighed
heavily on us below. We stopped to undo our packs and bring out the blankets, pulling them cloakwise
about our shoulders. That helped in asmall measure as we came to the end of the cleft and looked
down—into theworld of the unknown.

Our firgt impression was one of stark dishelief.

Therewas akind of wrongness about the broken land which receded down and down from our present
perch, into amisty lowland so hidden we could not tell whether land or water, or both, lay far below. All
| could think of was a piece of cloth which had been soaked in thin mud and then twisted by hand before
being allowed to dry, so that athousand wrinkles ran thisway and that without sane purpose. | had
thought that | knew mountain country, but this cut up land was worse than the foothills we had passed.

Kaththea was breathing deeply, not just as one who would fill her lungs, but asif she could separate
some one scent from many, and identify it, asahound or asnow cat could identify ahunting trace.

“Thereisthat here—" she began, and then hesitated. “No, | make no judgments. But thisland hasfelt the
lash of afury which was man-born and not the stroke of nature. Only that waslong and long ago, and the
destruction is under mend. Let us get from this place; | do not like my windsice-tipped.”

In one way the broken nature of the descent served us well—for while the finding of the way wastime
consuming, yet the terrain was so rough here there were natural stairway's of rock to be discovered.
Since Kaththea was now sure of her sight, we made far better time than we had on the other side of the
mountain.

However, the mist which choked the lower lands il curtained them from us, and that did not inspire
confidence. There was this aso: on the other side of the mountain, broken as the way had been, there
had been life. | had seen fresh tracks of animals, and we had noted birds, even though their number had
been few. But here were no such signs of life. We were down from the bare rock and into the first circle
of vegetation to find that this had astrange look. The green of the narrow bush leaves was lighter in shade
than that we had dways known, and the very shape of the leaves had a shriveled appearance asif they



had been born from blighted seeds.

It was when we came out at the head of avalley that | called ahalt. The territory below was even more
unbelievable than that we had sighted from the pass. At first | could not redlly tell the nature of what |
looked upon. Then, glancing about me, the sight of seedlings spreading from that growth gave me the
answer to that choked gap. They must be trees, for no bush grew to such aheight, but they were no
normd tree. And they must have grown so for centuries of time, for they completdly filled the valey, their
tips reaching only afew feet below the rocky point on which we now stood.

Sometime in the distant past they had begun as might any normd tree, but when their boles had reached
perhaps ten feet above the ground surface they had taken a sharp bend left or right. After proceeding in
that new direction for some feet, they again pointed skyward, to repest the process again and again,
lacing avast criss-cross of such branched levels, with the true ground of the valey far below. To cross
thiswe would have to walk the branches, for the woven growth gave no chance of penetration any
lower, which meant balancing from limb to limb, with fear that adip meant either abone bresking fdl or
even impaement on one of those shooting uptips.

| edged back from our vantage point. “For this| want afull day.”

Kaththea shaded her eyesfrom the last sun rays, reflected glitteringly from some quartz in the rocks.
“That istruth. But it is cold here—where can we shelter?’

Kemoc found protection, a crevice about which we piled other stones until the three of us, huddling
closdy into that crack, could endure the chill.

There waswood, but none of us suggested afire. Who knew what eyes might pick up aspark on a
mountain side where no spark should rightly be, or what might be drawn to investigate such a
phenomena? Kemoc and | had lain rough before, and Kaththea made no complaint, we putting her
between us and bringing the blankets about us all.

If the mountain had seemed dead, alifelessworld in daytime, that was not true a night. There wasthe
wall of asnow cat that had missed itskill, and ahooting from the air over the choked valey.

But nothing came near us as we dozed, awvoketo listen, and then dept again through anight which dso
was different this Sde of the mountain—onefar too long.
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VII

IN THE EARLY morning we ae the last crumbs of journey bread, and discovered there were only a
few sps of water left in the saddle bottles we had filled at the streamside. Kemoc shook hisbag over his
hand.

“It would seem we now have another very good reason to push on,” he remarked.

| ran my tongue over my lip and tried to think back to the last redly filling meal | had eaten. That was
hard doing, for | had lived more or less on emergency rations since Kemoc' s summons had taken me
from camp. We had seen no trace of game—yet a snow cat had yowled in the night and one of those
hunters would not be prowling aprey-lessland. | visuaized a prong-buck steak or even agrass
burrower, Szzling on aspit over afire. And that provided me impetus to approach the verge and survey
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the springy bough road we must travel.

We made what precautions we could, using the rope once again to unite us, so that adip need not be
fatal. But it was not with any great confidence that any of usfaced that crossng. We could not aim
graight for the other rim, but had to angle down the length of the branch-filled cut in order to keep
moving east to the presumed lowlands. The mist il clung there and we could only hope that there were
lowlands to be found.

| had always held that | had a good head for heights, but in my mountaineering | had trod on solid stone
and earth, not on afooting which swayed and dipped, giving to my weight with every step. And | was
amost afew feet out on that surface when | discovered, amost to my undoing, that thisweird vadley had
inhabitants.

Therewas asharp chattering cry; and from the upthrust branch tip, to which | had just reached a hand
for asupporting grip, burst athing which swooped on skin wings and skittered ahead to disappear again
into the masking foliage.

Kaththea gave a startled cry and | found my hold on the branch very necessary, for | was dmost
unbaanced by my start. So our advance became even more dow.

Three times more we sent flitters flying from our path. Once we needed to make an exhausting detour
when we sghted another and more frightening inhabitant of thistree top maze, ascaled thing which
watched us unblinkingly, anarrow forked tongue flickering from its green lips—for it was colored much
like the slver-green of the leavesamong which it lay. It was not aserpent, for it had smdl limbsand
clawed feet with which to cling, yet it was eongated of body, and its whol e gppearance was maefic. Nor
did it fear usinthelesst.

All time has an end. Swesting, weary from tension to the point of swimming heads and shaking bodies,
we made the last step from the quivering boughs to the solid rock of the valey rim. Kaththea dropped to
the ground, panting. All of us bore raw scratches and the red marks | eft by lashing branches. While our
fidld uniformswere sturdy enough to withstand hard usage, Kaththeal s robe was torn in many places,
and there were bits of broken twig snarled in hair ends which had escaped from the kerchief into which
she had knotted them before beginning that journey.

“I would seem to be one of the Mass Ones,” she commented with asmall dightly uncertain smile.

| looked back at the way we had come. “Thisis proper country for such,” | said idly. Then slence drew
my attention back to my companions. Both of them were staring at me with an intensity which had no
connection with what | had just said, or so | thought, but asif | had uttered some profound fact.

“Moss Ones,” Kaththea repeated.
“The Krogan, the Thas, the People of Green Silences, the Flannan,” Kemoc added.
“But those are legend—ta es to amuse children, to frighten the naughty, or to amuse,” | protested.

“They are those who areforeign to Estcarp,” Kaththea pointed out “Wheat of Volt? He, too, was
dismissed aslegend until Korisand our father found his Hole and him waiting. And did not Korisbring
forth from there that great axe, which was only legend too? And the sea serpent of Sulcar song—not
even themost learned ever said that that was only fantasy.”

“But women of moss who seek ahuman mother to nurse their children and who pay in pae gold and
good fortune, beings who fly on wings and torment those who strive to learn their secrets, crestures who



dwdll blindly underground and are to be feared lest they draw aman after them into eterna darkness, and
people akin to trees with powers over dl growth . . .” | recalled scraps and bits of thosetales, told to
amuse with laughter, or bring delightful shivers up the back of those who listened to terror while Sitting
snug and secure by awinter firein astrongly held manor.

“Those storiesare as old as Estcarp,” Kemoc said, “and perhaps they reach beyond Estcarp . . . to
some other place.”

“We have enough to face without evoking phantoms,” | snapped. “Do not put one behind each bush for
usnow.”

Y et one could not gtifle the working of imagination and this was the type of land which could giveriseto
such legends. Always, too, there was the redity of Volt which my father had helped to prove. And, as
we advanced, my mind kept returning to shift old memoriesfor descriptions of those fantastic beingsin
the stories,

We were definitely on adown dope, though the broken character of the land continued. Now our
greatest need was for water. Though the vegetation grew heavily hereabouts, we came across no stream
nor spring, and the growing hest of the day added to our discomfort. The mist ill clung, and thus at
times we could see only a short distance ahead. And that mist had asteamy qudity, making uslong to
throw aside our hedms and mail which weighed so heavy.

| do not know just when | became aware that we were not aone in that seam-wreathed wildness.
Perhaps fatigue and the need for water had dulled my scouting sense. But it grew on me that we were
under observation. And so surewas| of that, that | waved my companionsto cover in the thicket and
drew my dart gun as| studied the haf concedled landscape.

“Itisthere. .. somewhere.” Kemoc had hisweapon in hand aso.

Kaththea sat with closed eyes, her lips parted alittle, her whole attitude one of listening, perhaps not with
the ears, but with a deeper sense.

“I cannot touch it,” she said in awhisper. “Thereisno contact—"

“Now itisgone!” | wasas sure of that asif | had seen the lurker flitting away as the skinned flapped
things had donein thetree vdley. | beckoned them on, having now only the desire to put distance
between us and whatever had skulked in our wake.

Aswe moved into yet lower land the mist disappeared. Here the trees and high brush gave way to wide,
open glades. Many of these were carpeted by thick, springy growth of gray moss. And | had afaint
distaste for walking on it, though it cushioned the step and made the going more comfortable.

Bird calls sounded, and we saw small creaturesin the mosslands. There was achance for hunting now,
but water remained our mgjor desire. Then we came upon our first trace of man—acrumbling wall, more
than half buried or tumbled from its estate as boundary for afield. The growth it guarded wastal grass,
but here and there showed the yellow-ripe head of agrain salk, wizened and smdll, reverting to the wild
grassfrom which it had evolved. Once this had been afarm.

Wetook one side of that wall for aguide and so came into the open. The hest of the sun added to our
distress but afarm meant water somewhere near. Kaththea ssumbled and caught at the wall.

“I am sorry,” her voice was low and strained. “I do not think | can go much farther.”



Shewasright. Y et to separate in this place of danger . . .

Kemoc supported her. “ Over there” He pointed to where a stand of trees grew to offer apatch of
shade. When we reached those we discovered another piece of good fortune, for there was afruit-laden
vineonthewall. Thered globesit bore | recognized as a species of grape, tart and mouth-puckering
even when ripe as these were, but to be welcomed now for the moisture they held. Kemoc began to pick
al within reach, passing his harvest to Kaththea

“Thereiswater somewhere, and we must haveit.” | dropped my pack, checked again the loading of my
dart gun, then dung the straps of two of the saddle bottles over my shoulder.

“Kyllan!” Kaththea swallowed amouthful of pulp hurriedly. “Keep in mind touch!”
But Kemoc shook his head. “I think not—unless you need us. Thereis no need to arouse anything.”

So hefdt it too, the sensation that we did not walk through an empty world, that there was here that
which was aware of us, waiting, measuring, sudying. . . .

“I will think of water, and water only.” | do not know just why that assertion seemed important. But | did
walk away from them concentrating on apring, astream, building up in my mind avivid menta picture
of what | sought.

The walled field was separated from another of its kind; perhaps the gap between them marked some
roadway long since overgrown. | caught sight, in the second enclosure, of a prong-horn family group at
graze. The buck waslarger than any of his species| had known in Estcarp, standing some four feet at the
shoulder, hishornsaruddy pair of intricate spiralsin the sunlight. He had three does, their lesser horns
gligtening black, lacking the ringing of the mal€’ s. And there were four fawns and an dmost grown
yearling. Thelatter wasmy prize.

Dartsare noisdess save for thefaint hiss of their gection. The yearling gave aconvulsive legp and fell.
For asecond or two its companions lifted their heads to regard the fallen with round-eyed stares. Then
they took fright and headed in great bounds for the far end of the ancient field, while | legped the wall and
went to my kill.

It waswhile | was butchering that the sound of water reached my ears, the steady, rippling gurgle of what
could only be aswiftly flowing stream. Having made abundle of meeat ingde the green hide, | shouldered
the package and followed that sound.

Not astream, but ariver, waswhat | did down ahigh bank to find. There was agood current, and a
scattering of large rocks around which the water washed with some force.

| ran forward and knelt to drink from my cupped hands. The flood was mountain born, for it was cold,
and it was good to fill my mouth and then splash it over my bared head, upon my swesting face. For a
long moment or two | was content merely to revel in the touch of water, the wonderful taste of water.
Then | rinsed out the saddle bottles, filled each to the brim and hammered in their stoppers, making
certain not to lose adrop.

Food and drink—and Kaththea and Kemoc waiting for both. With the heavy bottles dragging at my side,
and the prong-horn meat on my shoulder, | started to retrace my trail. But to climb the bank at this point,
S0 burdened, would not be easy. | needed two hands—thus | moved to theright, seeking agap in the
earth barrier.

What | came upon in rounding a stream curve was another reminder that this land had once been



peopled. But thiswas no ruins of ahouse, nor any building | could recognize. There was a platform of
massive blocks, now overgrown in parts with grass and moss. And rising from the sturdy base a series of
pillars—not set in aides, but in concentric circles. | doubted, after surveying them, whether they had ever
supported any roofing. And the reason for such an erection was baffling. It was plain curiosity which
betrayed me, for | stepped from raw earth onto the platform, and walked between two of the nearest
pillars.

Then . .. wasmarching at aslow, set pace around the circle, and | could not bresk free.

Round and round, spiraling ever to the middle of the maze. From that core came forth—not a
gregting—but akind of gloating recognition that prey was advancing to its maw, alapping tongue from
which my whole nature revolted. A complete and loathsome evil asif | had been licked by ablack
foulnesswhose traces il befouled my shrinking skin.

The attack was 0 utterly racking that | think | cried out, shaken past the point of courage. And if |
screamed with throat and tongue, so did | scream with mind, reaching for any help which might exist, ina
blindly terrified cdl for ad.

That came—I was not alone. Strength flowed in, made union with me, tightened to hold against the
licking of what dwelt in this stone web. There was another contact and that touch snapped. Satisfaction
and desire became anger. | set my hand to the pillar, pulled mysdlf backward, broke the pattern of my
steady march.

Rillar hold by pillar hold | retreated, and in me held that defense against the raging entity | could not see.
Rage fed upon frustration and bafflement. And then the confidence began to fray. The thing that lurked
here had been bloated with constant success; it had not met any counter to its power. And that fact that it
could not sweep mein easily for itsfeeding now worried it.

| had clawed my way to the outer row of the pillar circle when it launched onelast attack. Black—I
could see thewave of black foulnessflowing towardsme. | think | cried out again, as | threw mysdf on
with alast surge of energy. My foot caught, and | was faling—into the dark, the black, the very opposite
of dl that life meant to me,

| wasvilely ill—of that | was consciousfirdt, asif there were some substance in my body now being
violently rgected by my flesh. And | was retching miserably as| opened my eyes, to find Kemoc
supporting me through those wrenching spasms. For thetime, only my illnesswasred. Then, asmy
brother lowered meto the ground, | levered mysdlf up, to stare wildly about, fearful that | il lay within
the pillar way.

But around me was open field, clean and wide under alate afternoon sun which held no hint of any
threatening shadows. As Kaththea leaned over me to hold one of the water bottlesto my lips| tried to
raise my hand to her and found that gesture was beyond my power.

Her face had a strange, closed look; her mouth was set. Beyond her Kemoc was on one knee, his eyes
roving, asif hefeared attack.

“Bvil—" Kaththea cradlied my heavy head on her arm. “But thank the Power it wastied to its own sink
hole! Thereisindeed peril inthisland. The stench of it hangstowarn us. . . .”

“How did | get here?’ | whispered.



“When it took you—or strove to take you—you summoned. And we came. When you regled out of that
trap we brought you away, lest it have greater range than its own cold web—buit it did not.” Sheraised
her head, looked from side to side; her nostrils expanded as she drew in deep breaths of thewarm air.
“Thisissweet and clean, and wishes hurt to nothing—empty of dl threet. Y et there you ssumbled on a
pocket of evil, very ancient evil, and where thereisone we are likely to find another.”

“What kind of evil?’ | asked. “Kolder—?’ Even as| gave the name of that old arch enemy, | was sureiit
did not answer what | had stumbled upon by theriver.

“I never knew Kolder, but | do not think thisisof that ilk. Thisisevil, asof. . . the Power!” She gazed
down a measif she hersdf could not believe in what she said.

Kemoc brokein sharply: “That isa contradiction which cannot stand!”

“Sowould | have said before today. Y e, | tell you, thiswas born not from any alien force, butina
twisted way from what we have known al our lives. Can | not recognize my learning, my wegpons, even
when distorted and debased? Distorted and debased isthis thing, and for that reason perhaps the greater
menaceto us, asit carriesin it aminute particle of the familiar. What happened here to turn al we know
utterly vile?”

But there was no reply for her. Sherested the pam of her hand flat against my forehead, and stooped far
over me so that her eyes|ooked directly into mine. Again from her lips came alow chant, and her actions
drew out of me, mind and body, the rest of the wrenching nauseaand terrible revulsion, leaving only the
warning memory of what had happened and must never happen so again.

A measure of my energy restored, we went on. The open field had been security of akind, but with night
30 close upon us we wanted shelter. Thus we followed thewalls until we cameto asmall risewithonita
mound of stones, some of which gtill held together in an angle of what once might have been the corner of
abuilding.

Together Kemoc and | worked to loosen more and build up a barricade before that triangular space
while Kaththea roamed about the rise gathering sticks, and now and then breaking off abit of growing
thing. When she returned she was lighter of countenance.

“Thereisno rank smell here—rather, once there must have dwelt nearby one who followed the healing
arts. Herbswill grow without tending, once they are well rooted. And look what | have found.” She
spread out her harvest on top of asquared block of stone, “This’—one finger touched adip of what
could befern—"is saxfage, which gives sweet deep to the fevered. And this'—a stem with four trifid
leaves—"langlorn, which brightens the mind and clears the senses. Best of dl, which may be thereason
that the other fair herbs have continued to grow—IIllbane—Spirit FHower.”

That | knew of, sinceit wasthe old, old custom even in Estcarp to plant such about a doorway in spring,
harvest itswhite flowersin thefdl and dry them, to wreeth above the main entrance to any house and
stable. Such action brought good luck, prevented the entrance of ill fortune, and aso had an older
meaning—that any power of evil be baffled by its scent. For it was the nature of the plant that, picked or
broken, its aromatic odor lingered for along time.

Kaththea built afire, laying her pieces with the care of one congtructing awork of significance. When |
would have protested such revealment of our presence, Kemoc shook his head, laying fingertip to lipsin
warning. Then, when she had her stickslaid, she crushed between her pdms the saxfage and langlorn,
working the massinto the midst of thewood. Last of al she carefully broke two blossoms from her spray
of lllbane and added those aso. Taking up the slem with itsremaining tip cluster of flowers, she began to
walk back and forth along our smdll barricade, brushing the stones we had set there with it, then planting



the bruised spray among the rocks asa smdl banner.

“Light thefire,” shebade us. “It will not betray; rather, it will guard this night. For nothing which istruly of
the dark will find in it, smoke and flame, that which it can face.”

So | set spark and the flames arose. The smoke was spiced with the smell of herbs. And shortly
thereafter came another fine aroma as we toasted fresh meet on spits of wood. Perhaps Kaththea had
indeed wrought strong magic, for | no longer felt that eyes saw, earslistened, that we were over-watched
inthissrangeland.
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VIII

WE SLEPT WELL that night, too deep for the troubling of dreams, to awake rested and clear-eyed,
with only memory’ swarning against what must walk here. But Kaththea must have avakened thefirgt,
for when | roused she kndlt, her crossed arms on our barrier, gazing out into the morning land. There was
no sun, only clouds prolonging the half-light of the early hoursinto the day.

Sheturned her head as| gtirred. “Kyllan, what do you make of that?’

My gaze followed her pointing finger. There was a copse of trees some distance away and from beyond
that a glow reached the sky. Not the red of fire flame, but a greenish radiance, which clearly was from no
natura cause.

“It remains dways the same, neither waning nor waxing.”
“A beacon of sorts?’ | hazarded.

“Perhaps. But to summon—or to guide—what? | do not remember that we saw it last night. But | have
listened and there is naught to hear.”

| knew that she had not listened with her ears, but with her seer-trained inner sense.
“Kaththee—"
Sheturned her head to look at me.

“Thisland may befull of such trgpsas| blundered into. There may be good reason why it was closed
and is closed to those of our mother’ s blood.”

“All that istrue. Y et it has come to me that there was a purpose beyond our own wills guiding us here,
Kyllan. Save for such plague spots as you found, thisisafair land. Look about you. Even under the
shadow of the clouds, do you not find it in you to have aliking for these fields?’

She wasright. There was an odd drawing in me, adesire to walk those ancient, overgrown fields, even
to thrust my hands deep into their waiting soil. | wanted to fling off the heaviness of helm and mail, to run
joyoudy free and unburdened, with the wind about me and afresh land under my feet. | had not felt so
sncel had been asmall boy aready under the hammer of Otkdl’ sdiscipline.

Kaththea nodded. “Y ou see? Can you turn your back on dl this merely because it suffers from some
disease? We can beware of the places of evil, and make the best of those of good. | tell you such herbs
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as| harvested last night cannot grow where al is befouled by the Powers of the Dark.”

“No matter how fair aland,” Kemoc said from behind us, “aman must have two things—a shelter and a
supply of food. I do not believe thisis what we want for a home roof-tree or hal. And for awhilewe
must turn huntersfor food. Also, | would like to know alittle more of our neighbors.”

With that | agreed. It is always best to be sure that any shadow pooled behind atreeis only shadow and
not sheltering some unpleasant surprise.

We ate more of the meat and drank the tart vine fruit, and then we prepared to journey on. Though
before Kaththea | eft the hill she again plucked asdection of herbs, bagging them in astrip torn from the
hem of her robe, which she now proceeded to shorten to only dightly below knee length.

The gleam, dtill faintly visible because of the clouds, drew us. But we went warily, taking to the cover of
the woods. Kaththea reported no troublesome scents and the small copse seemed normal with birds and
other wild life. Thiswoods was not too wide and finally we reached afringe of brush onitsfar sde. Here
again was open country and through it wound theriver. In acurve of that stream stood thefirst redl
Sructure we had seen this Sde of the mountains. And it was familiar in shape—one of the
watchtower-guard-keeps, such as we had been housed in many timesin Estcarp. From the dit windows
of the third and fourth levelsissued the light, and more was diffused from the crown, where were the only
evidence of age, afew stones missing from parapet gaps.

Looking upon it | had not the dightest desire to explore further. It had not met us with an active dap of
evil such as| had met in the stoneweb . . . but there was an eerie sense of withdrawal, a sgnpost without
wordsto ward off the coming of men. Whatever walked there might not be actively antagonistic to our
species, but neither would we be welcomed by it. Asto how | knew this, | cannot explain. But Kemoc
agreed with me,

Kaththea centered upon it her “seeing,” then shook her head. “ Thereis no penetration of mind, and |
would not try in body. Let bewhat liesthere, if anything does. There are and have aways been forces
which are not actively good or evil—they can kill or cure. But to meddle with them isrisky; it is best not
to awaken them.”

Stll I had adistaste for being observed by anything or anyone manning that post. The others agreed to
dip back into the wood and circle under its cover to the river. We kept downstream from the site of the
pillar web, Kaththea sniffing the wind for any warning of ill.

Though it did not rain, yet the gloom of the clouds continued as we followed the siream for aguide. And
this country was more wooded and therefore dark. Then | sighted the fresh tracks of one of the large,
flightless birds which are esteemed excellent egting in Estcarp. They being most wary, | thought it best to
hunt done, promising faithfully that | would not fall under any enticement because of curiosity. | stripped
off pack and water bottle, and even my helm, lest its chain mail throat scarf give forth some small clink of
noise.

It was plain that the birds fed in beds of riversde wild grain, but tall reeds arose nearby, promising cover.
However, | was not to reach my quarry.

Warning came in amovement across the Stream.

Drift from past high water had gathered on a sand bank there, piling up a causeway. In and among that
tangle were dinking shadows—black, agile, so swift of movement that | could not truly make out what



manner of creature they were. Y et the very stedlth of their gpproach, the concentration of their numbers,
wasawarning. Asif they knew or sensed my uneasiness, they came the faster, more and more of them.
Thefirst plunged into the water, its narrow snout cutting aV acrossthe current.

Only the swiftness of the current delayed their determination, carrying them well downstream. Yet | was
certain they would make alanding there somewhere. And they were not hunting the birds, but me!

Trouble—head for the open—the nearest field.

As| thought that darm | got to my feet and ran for the open. The dinking advance of these things needed
cover; in the open they could be met more effectively.

Kemoc acknowledged and signaled me to the right. Now | dowed my retreat, walking backwards,
having no wish to be rushed from behind. And my precautions proved to be well taken when thefirst of
that black pack darted from abush to the massive roots of afdlen treein my sght afew moments|ater.

| was moving through shoulder high bush, and this was unpleasant country through which to be so
stalked. There were too many excellent sitesfor ambush. Animals! Perhaps | had been too shocked from
my experience with the web thing. | had been able to control animals before, so there was no reason why
| might not again. | sent an exploring thought to what lurked behind the tree roots.

No anima—no normal anima! What? A red madness of kill, kill, tear and devour—an insanity which
was not animal, but raw fury combined with cunning on another level. There was no control for this, only
revulsion and the fear that the sane can fed for the chaotic depths of complete unbalance! Again | had
erred, for my contact aroused them even more, flamed their hunger to ahigher pitch. Also there were

many—too many—

| wanted to run, to burst through the brush which was now a prison restraining me to be pulled down and
dain a ther pleasure. But | forced mysdf to move dowly, dart gun ready, watching for any dinker that
camewithin range.

The bushesbecame smaller . . . then | wasfree, out in awide stretch of open. Some distance away
Kemoc and Kaththea moved, heading for the very center of that space. But with the pack coming . . .
How could we stand them dll of f?

In my eagerness to reach the others | stumbled and went down. | heard Kaththea cry out, and flung
myself over, to seethe black creaturesflow eagerly toward me. They ran silently, not as houndsthat give
tonguein the hunt, and that silence added to their uncanniness.

They were short of leg, though that did not impair their speed, and their bodies were deekly furred, very
lithe and agile. Their heads were narrow, pointing sharply to muzzles where yelow fangs showed against
their dark hides. Their eyes were small specks of red fire.,

Sincel dared not take timeto get to my feet | fired as| lay. Theleader of that pack curled up, biting
savagely at adart initsshoulder. Y et even in pain and rage the thing made no outcry. However, the
mishap of their leader gave the rest of the pack pause. They scattered back into cover, leaving the
writhing wounded one behind until its struggleswere stilled.

| ran for where K aththea and Kemoc stood.
Kemoc was waiting with ready gun. “Hunters,” he said. “Where did they come from?’

“They crossed theriver,” | panted. “1 have never seen their kind before—"



“Haven't you?' Kaththea held her bundle of herbs pressed tight against her breast asif in those withering
bits of twig, leaf and stem she had a shield to withstand al danger. “ They areradti.”

“Rasti?” How could one associate arodent perhaps aslong as amid-finger with these three-foot, insane
hunters? Y et, when | considered the appearance of the creatures, perhaps not true rasti, but of the same
family, grown to gigantic proportions for their species and with even worse ferocity than their midget
brethren displayed. To so identify them removed some of the fear of the unknown that had been part of
their impact upon me.

“And radti are not so easily turned from any prey,” Kemoc pointed out. “Have you never seen them drag
down afowl in ahill-protected farm-yard?’

| had once, and that memory made meflinch. Circling—yes, they were beginning to circle us now, as
they had that doomed fowl on that long past day. More and more of them squirmed out of the wood,
belliesflat to earth asif they were snakes rather than warm-blooded furred things.

No need to warn Kemoc—he wasfiring. Three black thingslegped in the air, beat at and clawed the
ground. But agun can continueto fire only aslong asit isloaded. How long could our limited supply of
dartslast? We had our swords, but to wait until rasti came into range for cutting work was to open our
defense to only one probable end.

“I cannot—the Power will not work againgt them!” Kaththea svoice was shrill. “They have nothing | can
resch!”

“These will reach them!” | fired again, striving to pick the best shot possible. But it seemed that nature
was ranged against us now in more than one fashion. For the darkness of the clouds approached night
and suddenly adownpour of rain burst upon us, with force enough to buffet our bodies. However, it did
not make our enemy retreat.

“Wait—look there!”

| missed my shot at Kemoc's cry and snarled a him as a snow cat might after an aborted hunting legp.
Then | saw what was coming. A horse—at least in this gloom it seemed to be a horse—pounded on a a
gdlop. And on it was arider. The figure came up between us and the rasti pack. Then my eyeswere
dazzled by aburst of white, searing light. It seemed that that rider called down lightning to serve asalash
with which to beet the earth about the skulking hunters.

Threetimesthat lash fel, blinding us. Then | caught adim sight of mount and rider galloping on, lost in the
wood once again, while from the earth where that strange weapon had smote arose smoking trails of
vapor. Nothing else moved.

Without aword Kemoc and | caught Kaththea between us and ran—away from that place, out of the
open and the pouring rain. We gained the shelter of atree and crouched together asif we were dl one.

| heard Kaththea speak closeto my ear. “ That—that was of the Power—and for good, not ill. But it did
not answer me!” Her bewilderment held anote of hurt. “ Listen”—her fingers gripped both of us— I
have remembered something. Running water—if we can find the place in the midst of running water, and
blessit, then we are safe.”

“Thoserasti swam theriver,” | protested.
“True. But we were not in the midst of running water on a blessed place. We must find such.”

| had no wish to return to theriver; asfar as| could see most of the evil we had met with so far had been



connected with that stretch of water. It would be better to try and follow the rider—

“Come!” Kaththeaurged us out into the fury of the ssorm. “I tell you, this dark, together with wind and
water, may release other things—we must find asafe place.”

| was unconvinced, but | dso knew that no argument of mine would make any impression on her. And
Kemoc advanced no protest. We went on, the rain beating us, asthat rider had lashed the ground which
now showed great dashes of seared black vegetation and earth. At least | was able to convince Kaththea
to head in the direction where the rider had disappeared.

Here the wooded land was less densely grown. | thought we had stumbled on some track or road, for
we found the footing easier. And that track did bring usto the river. Kaththea could have claimed
foresight, for there, in the midst of the rain-pitted and rising river, was an idet of rock. Drift had caught a
one end, and apoint in the center made a natural watchtower.

“We had better get over before the water isany higher,” Kemoc said.

Whether we might or not, burdened with packs and weapons, | was not sure. Kaththea broke from us,
was aready wading through the shallows. She was waist deep and battling the pull of the current before
we reached her. Thefact that we entered the stream above the narrow tip of theidand wasin our favor,
asthe current bore us down upon it and we crawled out on the tip very little wetter than therain had
aready left us.

Nature had fashioned an easily-defended keep, with arock-walled space for ahal and the watch point
above. A short survey proved we had come ashore on the only place possible for alanding. Elsawhere
the rocks gave no foothold, but reared up small cliffs from the water’ sfoaming edge. Should the rasti
come after us, we would have only anarrow strip to defend, so they could not possibly draw their fatal
rng.

“Thisisafree place, not touched by any ill,” Kaththeatold us. “Now | shal sedl it s0.” From her packet
of herbs she brought out astalk of Illbane, crushing it tightly in her fist, then holding her hand to her lips
while she dternately breathed upon and chanted over what she held. At length she went forward on
hands and knees, scrubbing the mass of vegetation into the rocky way up which we had come from the
water. Then she was back with us, leaning against a stone, limp as one spent after hours of hard labor.

The violence of the rain did not long continue, though the river water continued to boil about our refuge.
Storm gusts receded into adrizzle, which at length pattered into sillence.

Speculation concerning the rider who had saved us continued to excise most of my thought. Kaththea
had declared the stranger to be one who used the Power rightly, if not in her way. That other had not
replied to my sigter’ s attempt for communication, but that did not mean enmity. The fact that such service
had been rendered spoke of good will. Thus far we had come across no other sign of any natives. Unless
one could count the horror of the web, and that which might have garrisoned the watch-keep as
inhabitants.

My glimpse of the rider had been so limited by the gloom and the storm that | was sure only that he had a
reasonably human shape, that he was a horseman of no mean ability, and that he had known exactly how
to put rasti to rout. Beyond that wasignorance.

But the thought of horsesin thisland adso gave me materid to chew upon. Since | had bestrode my first
pony when | had had no more than four summers behind me, | have never willingly gone afoot. After we
had |eft the Torgians on the other side of the range akind of loss had plagued me. Now—if there were
mounts to be had in this land the sooner we obtained them the better! Mounted, we need not have feared



theradti.

Tomorrow we must hunt in our turn, trace that galloping rescuer, and learn what manner of men shared
thiswilderness. . .

Look! Be quiet—Two orders, one beamed over the other in Kemoc's haste.

Out over the surface of the turbulent stream, a bird wheeled, dipped and soared. There was ashimmer to
itswings, aglint which | had never seen reflected from feathers before, asit approached our refuge.

Food. . ..

Kemoc' s suggestion made me aware of hunger. We did not lack water thistime, but we did food—our
packet of prong-horn mest having been logt in the rasti hunt. Unless we could hook some stream dweller
out of theflood, we would fast this night. The bird was large enough to provide a scanty meal. But to
shoot it unless directly over-head would send it down to be swept away by the current.

My brother drew his gun, then Kaththea s hand shot forward, dapping down his.
“No!” shecried aoud.

Closer the bird swung; then, after a downward plunge, it settled on the rocks of our refuge and began to
sdle around that rough way in our direction.

The shimmering quality of its plumage was even more pronounced at close range, white and pure, yet
overlaid with radiant sheen. Bill and feet were aclear, bright red, the eyes dark and large. It halted and
folded itswings, sat watching us asif awaiting some meaningful move on our part. All ideaof feeding on
the creature faded rapidly from my mind.

Kaththea studied it asintently asthe bird appeared to be observing us. Then, lifting her right hand, our
sster tossed asmall crumpled leaf a the winged visitor. The long neck twisted and the head darted
forward; bright eyesinspected her offering.

The shimmering became even brighter. My sster uttered some words in atone of command, brought her
hands together with a sharp clap. There was a shimmer of mi<, then it cleared before us. The bird was
gone—what teetered on arock perch was till winged but no bird.
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“FLANNAN!" | WHISPERED, unable to believe that my eyes were not bedazzled by some sorcery.

The creature might not be the ethered thing legend has reported in tales, but it was not abird and it did
have characteristics which were akin—outwardly—to the human.

Thefeet were still clawed and red, yet they were not the stick-proportions of atrue bird; the body had
taken on ahumanoid shape with arms showing beneath the half spread wings, and tiny hands at the end
of those arms. The neck might still be long and supple, but the head it supported, though centered by a
jutting beak, held arecognizable face. The white shimmering feathers clothed it, save for feet, aams and
hands.
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It was blinking rapidly and those tiny hands lifted in a gesture toward Kaththea asif warding off some
blow it feared.

Hannan, thear-bornerace. . . My memory presented gleanings from haf ahundred old stories, and |
thought fleetingly that perhapsit waswell for us now that we had dl had aliking in childhood for listening
to old legends. The Hannan were friendly to man after asomewhat skittish fashion, for they quickly lost
interest in any project, had small powers of concentration, and were very gpt to leave any undertaking far
from finished. The heroes and heroines of many stories had cometo grief by depending upon aFannan
past its desire to render aid. However, never had it made any aliance with dark forces.

Kaththea began a crooning sing-song, closeto abird’ strill. The Flannan sdled alittle closer, itslong
neck twisting. Then itsbeak opened and it trilled back. My sster frowned, was slent amoment before
she replied—to be interrupted by atrill in higher note. A pause, then it sang longer, and thistime | was
sure that sound held the rasp of impatience.

“It responds,” Kaththeatold us, “to the invocation of shared power, but | cannot read its answer. And |
do not believe that it practices shape changing of its own accord.”

“Sent to py on us?’ Kemoc wondered.

“Perhaps”

“Then it could guide usto the onewho sent it!” | was till thinking of therider.

Kaththea laughed. “Only if it wishes, unless you can grow wings and teketo the air in itswake.”

She brought out her packet of herbs and picked free Il1bane. On the palm of her hand she held it towards
the Flannan. The creature looked from the withered herb to Kaththea, plainly in question. A little of my
sster’ sfrown lightened.

“At least legend holdstrue so far. Thisis not the messenger of any ill force. So—" Once again she broke
into song, thistime dowly, with space between notes.

The FHannan cocked its head in abird-like pose. When it trilled in reply, its answer, too, was dower, so
that | was able to detect individua notes. Once or twice Kaththea nodded asif she had caught one she
could trandate.

“It was sent to watch us. Thisisaland where evil interlocks with good, and the pools of evil may
overflow from timeto time. Its messageisfor usto retreat, to return whence we came.”

“Who sent it?” My demand was blunt.

Kaththeatrilled. The Flannan’ slong neck curved, it looked to me, and | could read nothing, not even
interest, in that regard. It made no answer. Kaththea repeated her query, thistime sharply. When it
remained slent, she traced asymbol by fingertip in the air between them.

The reaction to this was sartling. There was a squawk, and the haf-human aspect of the Flannan
vanished. We saw abird once more. It spread wings and took off flying three times counterclockwise
about the idet, while each timeit passed usit shrieked. My sister’ s eyes were ablaze and her hands
moved in aseries of sharp gestures as she chanted some words in the seer tongue. The bird fatered and
squawked again, then flew straight asadart’ sflight north.

“So—well, that will not work!” Kaththea broke out. “I may not be asworn witch, but I have more
Power than athrice-circle set by such asthat can confine!”



“What wasit trying to do?’ | asked.

“A piece of very lementary magic.” My sister made a sound close to asnort of contempt. “It was laying
athrice-circle to keep us pinned on this spot. If that isthe best the one who sent it can do, then we can
beet it on dl points.”

“When it went north, could it have been returning to the one who sent it?” Kemaoc put my own question
doud.

“I think so. It isthe nature of the Flannan not to be able to hold any purpose long in mind. And the fact
that | defeated it could send it back to the sourcein panic.”

“Then north lieswhat what we seek.”
“Northward went therider also,” | added.

“ And north would take us once more past the web, and the silent keep, and perhaps other pitfalls. There
must come atime when we have clear Sght. . .” There was an odd note of hesitation in her voice,
drawing our attention to her.

Kaththea stared down at her hands, as | had seen her sit before, cupping in their apparent emptiness
something in which she could read the future, and it would seem that was not a bright one.

“To beonly hdf of athing isnever easy,” she continued. “Thiswe have dwaysknown. | did not take the
oath and | have never worn the Jewd of the sisterhood. Y et, save for those two things, | am awitch.
Thereis one other step | did not take, which was forbidden to one not sworn and bound by seer oaths.
Y et now thismight serve, even save us”

“No!” Kemoc knew, though | did not, what she hinted. His hands went to cup her chin, bringing up her
head s0 that he might ook straight into her eyes. “No!” he repeated, with such force that his cry might
have been a battle shout.

“So we continue to walk into hidden peril, when by so much we may be ableto guard, and guide?’ she
asked.

“And you would do thisthing, knowing al the danger which liesin it? We have no time for rank folly
ether, Kaththea. Think—how many even of the sisterhood have taken this grave step? And when it is
done they must have the aid of the Power to the highest degree. And—"

“And, and, and!” sheinterrupted him. “Do not believe dl you have heard, Kemoc. It isthe nature of any
organization of Wise Onesthat they make mysteriesto awe those who have not their gifts. Yes, itistrue
that few Witches now havethisaid, but in Estcarp there was little reason for it. What need had they to
explore? They knew their country intimately, both asit was and as it had been for countlessyears. They
have not ventured for centuriesinto territory so strange they must have adelegate. It was our father and
mother, not the Witches, who went up againgt the Kolder. And in their time the Kolder sedled off Gorm.
But hereisno dien force, only that which we know in part. Though it may be warped or changed in
some particulars. Thus no better aid could we summon—"

“What does she mean?’ | appealed to Kemoc.

“A Familiar’ shirth,” hereplied. Hisface was as set asit had been on that ride to bring Kaththea forth
from the Place.

“A Familiar?’ | did not yet know what he meant. What was a Familiar?



Kaththearaised her hands and took Kemoc' swrists so that she could set aside his grasp on her chin.
She did not look a me when she answered, but at him asif she would impose her will so that he could
not deny her desire,

“I must make aservant, Kyllan. One which will explore not this country aswe seeit, walk it, senseit, but
who can return to the past and witness what chanced here and what can be done in the present for our
preservation.”

“And how must she do this?” Kemoc burst out hotly. “ Asawoman gives birth to achild, so must sheina
measure create a being, though thiswill be born of her mind and spirit, not her flesh! 1t can be adeadly
thing!”

“All birth laysarisk on someone,” Kaththea s quiet tone was in such contrast to hisanger that it carried
more emphasis. “ And—if you are both willing—I shal have more than myself to cal upon. Never before
in Estcarp have there been three like us—is that not so? We can be one after afashion when thereis
need. What if we now unite so and will with me—will not the risk be so much the lessened? | would not
try thisalone, that | swear to you indl truth. Only if you will consent freely and willingly to my ad will this
be my path.”

“And you think that thereisatrue need for such an act?’ | asked.

“It isachoice between waking into apit asblindly as | crossed the mountains, or going clear-eyed. The
seeds of dl perilswhich lurk here were sown in the past, and time has both nourished and mutated them.
But should we dig up those seeds and understand the reason for their sowing, then we can dso take
guard againgt the fruit they have borne through the years.”

“I will not!” Kemoc was vehement.

“Kemoc. ..” She had not loosed her hold on his hands, and now she spread out the scarred and
diff-fingered one, smoothing itsridged flesh. “ Did you say ‘1 will not” when you went into the fight
wherein you got this?’

“But that was far different! | wasaman, awarrior—it was my strength againgt that of those | faced—"

“Why count me aslessthan yoursdf?’ she countered. “ Perhaps my battles may not be fought with dart
gun and sword blade, but | have been under as severe adiscipline these six years as any warrior could
ever know. And | havein that time been set against such enemies as perhaps you cannot even conceive.
Nor am | saying now in false confidencethat | can do thisthing alone—I know that isnot the truth. | am
bidding you to afight, to stand with me, which isan easer thing than willing you to stand asde and do
nothing while watching another take risks.”

Hisset lipsdid not relax, but he did not protest again, and | knew that she had won. Perhaps | had not
fought on his side because | did not know the danger into which she would venture, but my ignorance
wasaso trust in her. At moments such as these she was no young girl: instead she put on such arobe of
authority that the matter of years did not mean much and she was our €l der.

“When?' Kemoc surrendered with that word.

“What better time than here and now? Though first we must eat and drink. Strength of body means
backing for strength of mind and will.”

“Thedrinking iseasy, but theegating . . .” Kemoc looked alittle brighter, asif he had discovered in this
mundane need an argument for abandoning the whole project.



“Kyllan will provide.” Again shedid not ook at me. But | knew what must be done. And this| had never
tried before, save when | had approached it with the Torgians.

When one has even asmall share of talent or reflection of the Power, one dso knowsthat there are
bounds set upon itsuse. And to willfully break one such for one's own benefit exactsapricein return.
Never sncethetime | had first learned | could control the minds of beastshad | ever used that to
facilitate hunting. | had not sent the Torgians away into peril when | had dispatched them from our camp.
Severa times| had deterred wild things from attacking or trailing men. But to summon a cregture to
death for my profit. | sensed, was one of the forbidden things.

But now that was just what | must do, for the good Kaththea would accomplish. Silently | took upon
myself thefull responsgibility for my act, lest the backlash of this perversion of the Power fal upon my
sgter'ssorcery. Then | set mysdlf, intently, to seek and draw the food we must have.

Fish and reptiles, as | had long ago learned, had minds so gpart from human kind that they could not be
compelled to action—though, in the case of some reptiles, awithdrawing could be urged. But amammal
could be s0 brought to us. Prong-horns could swim . . . Mentaly | built up asvivid apicture of a
prong-horn as memory and imagination combined could create. Holding such apicture then, | cast out
my thin line, seeking contact. Never before | tried to do thisthing, for | had dedlt with beasts directly
under eye, or knew, from other evidence, were nearby. This seeking for no particular animal, but only
one of aspecies, might fall.

But it did not. My spinning thought made contact—and instantly | impressed will, needing to move swiftly
to control the anima. Moments later ayoung prong-horn legped down the river bank in full sight. |
brought it out into the flood at the same angle we had used so that the current would beer it to the idet.

“No!” | forbade Kemoc' suse of hisgun. Thekill was my responsibility in al ways, none of the guilt must
go to another. | awaited theanima | had forced to swim to its desth, and dl | could offer it was aquick,
cleanend.

Kaththea watched me closdly as| dragged up the body. Out of my troubled mind | asked her:
“Will thisin any way |essen the Power?’

She shook her head, but there was a shadow in her eyes. “We need only strength of body, Kyllan. But
yet. . . you have taken upon yoursdlf aburden. And how great will be your payment, | cannot reckon.”

A lessening of my talent, | thought, and put it to mind that | must not trust that in any crisisuntil | was sure
of the extent of my loss. Nor did | take into consideration that this was not Estcarp, that those rules
which conditioned witchery in that land might not hold here where the Power had been set adrift into
other ways.

We made afire of drift and ate, forcing ourselves past the firgt satisfying of hunger, as flames must
consume fuel for some necessary degree of hest.

“Itisnear to night.” Kemoc thrust astick which had spitted mest into the heart of thefire. “Should this
not wait upon daybresk? Oursisaforce fed by light. Such summoning at the wrong time might bring
instead a Power of the dark.”

“Thisisathing which, begun at sunset, iswell begun. If aFamiliar be sent forth by the mid-hour of the
night, it may rove the farther. Not aways are light and dark so opposed, oneto the other,” Kaththea
returned. “Now listen well, for once | have begun this| cannot tell you aught, or explain. We shdl clasp
hands, and you must join minds as well. Pay no heed to anything my body may do, save do not loose our



hand clasp. Above dl, no matter what may come, stay with me!”

We needed to make no promises asto that. | feared now for her, as Kemoc did. She was very young,
for dl her seeresstraining. And, though she seemed very sure of her powers, yet she might also havethe
overconfidence of thewarrior who has not yet been tried in hisfirst ambush.

The clouds which had overhung the day lifted at sunset, and my sister drew us around to face those
brilliant flagsin the sky, so that we could a so see the mountains over which we had comeinto this
haunted land. We joined hands and then minds.

For meit waslike that time when our mother had so drawn upon the three of usin her search for our
father. There wasfirst the loss of identity, with the knowledge that | must not fight that loss though it went
agang every ingtinct of sdlf-preservation. After that—akind of flowing back and forth, inandout .. . . a
weaving . . . of what?

| do not know how long that period lasted, but | emerged suddenly, my hand jerking wildly. Kaththea
was gasping, moaning, her body moved now and again in convulsive shudders. | caught at her shoulder
with my free hand, trying to steady her. Then | heard acry from Kemoc as he cameto my ad.

She gave smdl, sharp gaculations of pain. And at intervas she writhed so that we could hardly keep the
hold we had promised her we would not bregk. To make it more difficult, | wastired and drained of
strength, so that | had to forced myself to every movemen.

Her eyeswere shut. | thought that she must be elsawhere, her body remaining to fight against what she
willed it to do. In thelight of the now dying fire her face was not only pae, but faintly luminescent, so that
we missed no outward sign of her torment.

The end came with alast sharp outcry and arching of her body. From her sprang a dart of—wasit
flame? Perhaps the size of my hand, it stood upright, sharply brilliant. Then it swayed alittle, asmight a
candle flamein abreeze. Kaththea shuddered again and opened her eyesto |ook upon what she had
brought forth. The flame shape changed, put forth smal pinions of light, and became adender wand
between those wings. Kaththea sighed and then said weekly:

“Itisnot like—"
“Bvil?’ Kemoc demanded sharply.

“No. But theform isdifferent. That which ishere has had ahand in its making. Form does not matter,
though. Now—"

With our arms about her in support, she leaned forward to address the winged wand as she had spoken
to the Flannan. In our minds we read the meaning of those unknown words. She was repesting ancient
formulae, putting this child, or more-than-child, of hers under obedience, setting it to the task it must do.

Back and forth it swayed as she spoke. Her words might have been wind bending it to and fro. Then she
finished and it stood till and upright. Her last command came dart-swift:

1] GO! ”

It was gone and we sat in the dark. Kaththea withdrew her hands from ours and pressed them down
upon her body asif striving to soothe an ache.

| threw wood on the fire. Asthe flames climbed, her face showed in their light sunken, old, with acast of
suffering | had seen on men sore wounded. Kemoc cried out and drew her to him, so that her head



rested on his shoulder, and his cheeks were wet with more than the swest caled forth by our effortsto
feed her energy.

Sheraised her hand dowly and touched hisface. “It is over and we have wrought together very well, my
brothers! Our child searchestime and space, being bound by neither, and what it learns will serve us
well. | do not guessthis; | know it. Now, let usdeep. . .”

Kaththea dept, and Kemoc also. But though | wasweary yet gtill there was arestlessness within me.
Fear for Kaththea, no—her travail was over, and anything which could have been perilousfor her must
aready have struck during that struggle. Wariness of attack now? | thought not: we were on safe ground
for thisnight. My own guilt? Perhaps.

But for that | would not disturb the others. In due time | would pay for what | had done; for the present it
would be best to put it out of mind.

| settled down on my blanket, shut my eyes, and stroveto invite deep. Then | started up on one elbow,
awake—to lisen to along familiar sound through the night. Not too far away ahorse had neighed!
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| HEARD THE sound of hooves pounding turf. And did | or did | not sight the flash of lightning whip on
thefar shore of theriver, that from which the rasti had swun for their attack? But lastly | fixed my mind on
the thought of horses and what those might mean to us. In me grew the determination that with the
coming of morning light | would go exploring . . .

Asif that decision were an answer to dlay my uneasiness, | dept. For the sounds of the hunt, if hunt it
could be, died away, while the murmur of the river made a sound to soothe overwrought nerves.

Though | wasthelast to deep, | wasthefirst to wake. Our fire had smoldered into dead ash and the
dawn was cold, with damp eddying from the water to touch uswith moist fingers. | pulled the rest of the
bleached wood we had gathered and coaxed anew blaze into life. It waswhile | knelt so that | saw
him—coming down to the water to drink.

Torgianswere the finest steeds of Estcarp, but they were not beautiful. Their coats never gleamed, for dl
the grooming aman could give, nor werethey large in frame. But here, raisng adripping muzzle from the
water’ s edge, was such amount asaman may dream of al hisdays, yet never see savein those dreams.
Big of frame, yet dender of leg, arched of neck, with ablack coat which shone like a polished sword
blade, amane and tal rippling as might amaiden’s hair—

And once | looked upon that stallion | knew such alonging as | could not stifle. Head raised he faced me
acrossthat current. There was no fear in him; curiosity, yes, but no fear. He was of the wild, and |
thought he had never had reason to believe that hiswill could be subordinated to that of any cresture.

For along moment he stood o, studying me as | moved to the narrow end of theidet. And then,
dismissing me as harmless, he drank again, before moving alittle into theriver, asif he enjoyed the fed of
the water about hislegs. Looking upon him, his beauty and his proud freedom, | was|og.
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Without thought | tried contact, striving to win him so to wait for me, to listen to my desire. Head flung
up, he snorted, retreated a step or two for the bank from which he had come. He was curious, yet alittle
wary. Then | touched what could only be adim memory—of arider he had oncehad . . .

On the shore he waited, watched, as | plunged into the stream, helmless, without the mail or weapons|
had laid aside. | swam for the shore and till the stallion stood to watch me, now and then pawing the
earth alittle impatiently, tossng his head so that the slky mane fluttered out, or flicking hislong tail.

Hewould stand for me! | exulted in my triumph—hewas mine! My fears of losng my gift had been
foolish; never had my ahility to contact an animal mind been so sharp and so quickly successful. With
such ahorse asthisthe world was mine! There was only the stdlion and me in the early morning—

| waded ashore, unheeding water-soaked garments and the chill of the wind, intent only on the greet and
wonderful animal waiting for me—for me! Helowered his noble head to blow into the palm | held out to
him. Then he dlowed me to run my hands dong his shoulders. He was mine as securely asif | had
followed the ancient craft of training wherein acake of oats and honey carried against my skin for three
days and then moistened with my spittle had been given him to eat. Between us there was abond of no
breaking. That was s0 clear to methat | had no hesitation in mounting him bareback, and he suffered me
to do so.

He began to trot and | gloried in the strong motion of his body, the even pacing. Inal my years| had
never bestrode such force, dignity, beauty, authority. It carried with it an intoxication greater than any
wine aman might savor. This—thiswas being aking, agodling out of early mists of forgotten time.

Behind uswastheriver, before us an open world. Just the two of us, free and alone. A faint questioning
rose somewhere deep within me. Two of us?2—away from theriver? But there was something back
there, something of importance. Under me that mighty body tensed, began to gallop. | twined my fingers
deep in the flowing mane which whipped at my face, and knew awonderful exultation aswe pounded on
acrossaplain.

There was sunlight now, and till the stalion ran effortlesdy, asif those muscles could know no fatigue. |
believed he could keep to that flight for hours. But my first exultation paled asthe light brightened. The
river . .. | glanced over my shoulder—that dim line far behind marked it. Theriver ... andonit. ..

In my mind there was aclick. Kaththeal Kemoc! How, why had | come to do this? Back—I must head
back there. Without bit or rein | should use my mind to control the stdlion, return himto theriver. | set
my wish upon him—

No effect. Under me that powerful body still galloped away from theriver, into the unknown. | thrust
again, harder now as my faint discomfort became active alarm. Y et there was no lessening of speed, no
turning. Then | strove to take entire control wholly, as| had with the Torgians and the prong-horn | had
brought to its death.

It wasasif | walked across a crust beneath which bubbled afar different substance. If onedid not test
the crust it served for afooting, but to strike hard upon it carried one to what lay below.

And in those seconds | learned the truth. If what | rode carried to my eyes and my surface probing the
form of agalion, it wasin redity avery different creature. What it was | could not tell, save that it was
wholly diento dl | knew or wished to know.

And aso | believed that | had as much chance of controlling it by my will as| had of containing the full
flood of the river in my two hands. | had not mastered a free running horse; | had been taken in asclever
anet ashad ever been laid for a half-bewitched man, for that | must have been from my first sighting of



this beast.

Perhaps| could throw myself from its back, though its pace, now certainly swifter than any set by ared
horse, could mean injury, even degth, to follow such atry a escape. Where wasit taking me, and for
what purpose?| strove frantically to pierce below the horse leve of itsmind. There was astrong
compulsion, yes. | wasto be entrapped and then delivered—where and to whom?

Through my own folly this had come upon me. But the peril at the end could be more than mine done, for
what if the other two could then be reached through me? That enchantment which had held from my
sighting of the horse was breaking fast, cracked by shock and fear.

With me they would possess alever to use against Kaththea and Kemoc. They—who or what were
they? Who were the rulers of thisland, and what did they want with us? That the force had taken me so
was not beneficent | waswell aware. Thiswas merely another part of that which had tried to trap mein
the stone web. And thistime | must not summon any aid, lest that recoil upon those | wanted least to
harm.

The plain over which we sped did have an end. A dark line of trees gppeared to spring out of the ground,
so fast was our pace. They were oddly pallid trees, their green bleached, their trunks and limbs gray, asif
life had somehow been dowly sucked out of them. And from this gaunt forest came an effluvium of
ancient evil, worn and very old, but gtill abiding as a stench.

There was aroad through that wood, and the stalion’ s hooves rang on its pavement asif he were shod
with sted. It did not run straight, but wove in and out. And now | had no desireto legp from my sest, for
| believed that more than just clean desth awaited any who touched thisleached ground.

On and on pounded my mount. | no longer strove to contact its mind; rather did | husband what strength
| possessed in perhaps avain hope that there would be some second alowed meinwhich | could use
every bit of my talent in alast stroke for freedom. And | tried to develop acrust of my own, an outer
covering of despair, so that whatever intelligence might be in command would believe | wasindeed now
itsfull captive.

Always | had been one who depended upon action of body more than of mind, and this new form of
warfare did not come easily. For some men fear ignites and enrages, it does not dampen nor subdue, and
soitiswithme. | must now curb my burning desire to strike out, and instead harbor al my ability to do
S0 againg atime when | might have at least the smallest of chances.

We came through the wood, but still we kept to the road. Now before uswas a city, towers, walls. . .
Yet it wasnot acity of theliving as| knew life. From it soread an aura of cold, of utter negation of my
kind of living and being. As| stared a it | knew that once | was borne within those gray wals Kyllan
Tregarth as he now was would cease to be.

Not only did my inborn regjection of death arm me then, but also the remembrance of those | had
betrayed by my yieding to this enchantment. | must make my move—now!

| struck, deep down, through the vanishing crusgt, into the will of the thing which had captured me. My will
now, not to turn, to reach safety for myself, but to avoid what lay before me asthefind end. If | would
dieit would be adeath of my choosing.

Perhaps | had played my part so well | had deceived that which would compel meto its own ends, or
perhapsit had no real knowledge of my species. It must have relaxed its strongest force, for | succeeded
in part. That steady stride faltered, and the stallion turned from the city road. | held to my purpose,
despite aboiling up of that other will. Then came a petulant flash of anger which reached meamost asif |



understood words shouted a me from thewalls now to my left. Very well, if | would haveit so, then it
would let me choose—

And inthat was ahint of the wearing of age on the force in command. For, angered by defiance, it was
willing to sacrifice apawn that might be of grester value dive.

The stdlion ran smoothly and | had no doubts at al that | rode to my death. But no man diestamely and |
would not yield where any chance of afight remained. There was aflash in the Sky asabird flapped
overhead. The shimmer about it—

Flannan! That same onethat had visited us on theidet? What wasiits purpose?

It made a sudden dart and the stallion veered, voicing at the same time a scream of rage, though he did
not abate his pace. Again and again the bird dived, to change the path of the animd, until we headed
north, away from the city, on ground which climbed to heights forest-cloaked and dark againgt the sky,
but green and good, with none of the withered evil of that other wood.

Once the stdlion was headed in this direction the Flannan flew above us, keeping awatchful eye upon
our going. And in measmal, very smal hope was kindled, afire which abregth could have puffed into
nothingness. The Flannan served good, or at least was an aly, and by so much had it challenged that
other Power inthisland. Thus by afraction had | the aid of something which might bewell disposed to
me

Inmy need | strove to communicate with any such unknown friend, using the link sense | shared with
those of my triple birth. But | was not seer trained; | had no hope of contact. Then | feared lest |
endanger those who | hoped were gill safe. Only one short cast did | make before | busied myself with
thoughts of what | could do for mysdlf.

We were running into broken ground, not quite astwisted and torn as the foothills of the western range,
but il cut by sharp bitten ravines and craggy outcroppings. It was no country into which one should
penetrate a awild run. When | tried to reach the stalion’ s consciousness | found nothing now, only the
command to run and run which | could not bresk.

The end came as we reached the top of arise, where our path was a narrow one between cliffsdewall
and adrop into nothingness. In that moment my hope was extinguished, for the Flannan made another of
those darts, the sdlion legped, and we werefaling—

All men speculate sometime during their lives on the nature of death. Perhgps thisis not so common while
we are young, but if aman isawarrior there is always the prospect of ending at the point of every sword
he must face. Thus he cannot push from him the wonder of what will become of that whichistruly him,
once that sword may open thefind gate.

There are believers who hold to them the promise of another world beyond that gate, in which thereisa
reckoning and payment on both sides of the scale, for the good and theiill they have wrought in their
lifetimes. And others sdlect endless degp and nothingness astheir portion.

But | had not thought that pain, torment so racking that it filled the entire world, was what ate on one
when lifewas passed. For | was pain—all pain—a shrieking madness of it inwhich | no longer had a
body, was only fire ever burning, never quenched. Then that passed and | knew that | had abody, and
that body wasthe fuel of the flame which burned.



Later, | could see. . . and there was sky over me, blue as ever the sky of life had been. A broken branch
showed afreshly-splintered end against the sky. But away's the abiding pain was a cover over and about
me, shutting off the redity of branch and sky.

Pain—and then asmall thought creeping through the pain, adim fedling that thiswas not the mercy of
death, that that was yet to come and | had life till to suffer. | closed my eyes against the sky and the
branch and willed with dl Ieft in me, in that smdl place yet free from the crowding pain, that desth would
come and soon.

After awhiletherewasalittle dulling of the pain and | opened my eyes, hoping this meant desth was
indeed closg, for | knew that sometimes there was an end to agony when aman neared his departure. On
the branch now perched a bird—not the Flannan, but atrue bird with brilliantly blue-green festhers. It
peered down at me and then raised its head and gave out aclear call. And | wondered dully if sofair a
thing could be an eater of carrion, akin to those black ill-omened gleaners of the battlefields.

The pain was dtill apart of me, yet between it and me there was a cushioning cloud. | tried to turn my
head, but no nerve nor muscle obeyed my will. The sky, the branch, the peering bird: that was what my
world had become. But the sky was very blue, the bird was beautiful, and the painless. . .

As| had heard the bird call, so now | heard another sound. Hooves! The stalion! But | could not be
charmed onto his back now; in that much had | escaped the trap. The pound of hooves on earth
stopped. Now came another noise. . . But that did not matter; nothing mattered—save that the pain was
less

| looked up into aface which came between me and the branch.

How can | describe adream in clumsy words? Are there ever creatures fashioned of mist and cloud,
lacking the solid harshness of our own species? A wraith from beyond that gate now opening for me—?

Pain, sudden and sharp, bore me once more into torment. | screamed and heard that cry ring in my own
ears. Therewas a cool touch on my head and from that spread a measure of curtain once more between
me and red agony. | gasped and spun out into darkness.

But | was not to have that respite for long. Once more | came into consciousness. Thistime neither
branch nor bird nor wraith face was over me, though the sky was till blue. But pain was with me. And it
exploded in hot darts as there was movement over and about me where someone subjected my broken
body to further torment.

| whimpered and begged, my voice a quavering ghost which was not heeded by my torturer. My head
was raised, propped so, and forcing my eyes open | strove to see who wished me suchiill.

Perhapsit was the pain which made that whole picture wavery and indistinct. | lay bare of body, and
what | saw of that body my mind flinched from recording—broken bones must have been the least of the
injuries. But much was hidden beneath red mud and the rest was being speedily covered in the same
fashion.

It was hard in my dizzy date to seethe workers. At least two of them were animals, bringing up the mud
with front paws, patting it down in mounds over my helpless and broken limbs. Another had ascaled skin
which gave off gparkling glintsin the sunlight. But the fourth, shewho put on thefirg layer with infinite
care. ..

My wraith? Just as the Flannan’ s feathered wings had shimmered, so did her body outline fade and melt.
Sometimes she was a shadow, then substance. And whether that was because of my own condition or an



agpect of her nature | did not know. But that she would do mewell instead of ill | dimly guessed.

They worked with a swift concentration and deftness, covering from sight the ruin of torn flesh and
broken bones. Not as one would bury a spirit-discarded body, but as those who labor on atask of some
delicacy and much need.

Y et none of them looked into my eyes, nor showed in any way that they knew | was aware of what they
did. After atimethis cameto disturb me, leading me to wonder if | were indeed seeing this, or whether it
wasdl born of some pain-rooted halucination.

It was not until shewho led that strange company reached the last packing of mud under my chinand
smoothed it over with her handsthat she did at last look into my eyes. And even so close aview between
us brought no lagting certainty of her true countenance. Alwaysdid it seem to flow or change, so that
sometimes her hair was dark, her face of one shape, her eyes of one color, and the next she was light of
hair, different of eye, changed asto chin line—asif, in one woman, many faces had been blended, with
the power of changing from one to another at her will or the onlooker’ sfancy. And thiswas so
bewildering athing that | closed my eyes.

But | felt acool touch on my cheek and then the pressure of fingertips on my forehead growing stronger.
There was a soft snging which waslike my sster’ s voice when weaving aspell, and yet again unlike, in
that it held atrilling like abird’ snote, risng and faling. But from that touch spread a cooling, a soothing
throughout my head and then down into my body, putting up abarrier againgt the pain which wasnow a
dim, far-off thing, no longer redly apart of me. And asthe singing continued it seemed that | did not lay
buried in mud for some unknown reason, but that | floated in a place which had no relation to time or
space as| knew thoseto exigt.

There were powers and forcesin that place beyond measurement by human means, and they moved
about on incomprehensible duties. But that it al had meaning | so knew. Twicedid | return to my body,
open my eyes and gaze into that face which was never the same. And once behind it was night sky and
moonlight, and once again blue, with drifting white clouds.

Both times did the touch and the singing send me out once more into the other places beyond the
boundaries of our world. Dimly | knew that thiswas not the death | had sought during the time of my
agony, but rather arenewing of life.

Then for the third time | awoke, and thistime | was alone. And my mind was clear asit had not been
since that dawn when | had |ooked at the stalion by the river. My head was still supported so that |
could look down my body mounded by clay. It had hardened and baked, with here and thereacrack in
its surface. But there were no fingers on my flesh, no voice snging. And this bothered me, first dimly and
then with growing unease. | strove to turn my head, to see more of where |l lay, imprisoned in the earth.
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THERE WAS A curving wall to my left, and, alittle way from that saucer-like dope, apool which
bubbled lazily, apool of the same red mud hardened upon my body. | turned my head dowly to the lft:
again therewasthe wall and farther beyond another pool, itsthick substance churning. It was day—light
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enough, though there were clouds velling the sun. | could hear the soft plop-plop as the pool blew
bubbles and they broke.

Then came another sound, a plaintive mewling which held in it such aburden of pain that it awoke my
own memories, hazy though they now tended to be. On the rim of the saucer something stirred and pulled
itsdlf laborioudy aong. It gathered in a back-arched hump and each movement was so constrained and
awkward that | knew the creature was sorely injured.

It did over the concave dope, uttering asharp yowl of hurt. A snow cat! The beautiful gray-white of its
thick fur was dabbled with blood. There was an cozing rent inits side, so deep | thought | could seethe
white of bonelaid bare. But till the cat crawled, its eyesfixed on the nearest poal, uttering its plaint.
With alast effort of what must have been dying energy it rolled into the soft mud, plastering its hurt and
mogt of itsbody. Then it lay dill, now facing me, panting, itstongue lolling fromitsjaws, and it no longer
cried.

| might have believed the cat dead, save that the heavy panting continued. It did not move again, lying half
inthe pool of mud asif utterly spent.

My range of vision was very limited; whatever braced my head to giveit to mewas not high. But | could
see other poolsin this depression. And by some of them were mounds which could mark other sufferers
who had dragged their hurts hither.

Then | redized that al my pain was gone. | had no desire to move, to break the dried covering which
immobilized me. For | fet languidly a ease, soothed, akind of well being flowing through my body.

There were anumber of tracksin the dried mud about me, even prints left in that mounded over my
body. I tried to see them more clearly. Had it been truth and not a dream, that haf-memory of lying here
torn and broken while two furred and one scaled creature had worked to pack me under the direction of
an ever-changing wraith? But al trace of the latter were missing, save for ahand print which was|eft
impressed, sharp and clear, over the region of my heart.

Sender fingers, narrow palm—yesit was human, no animal pad nor reptile foot. And | tried to remember
more clearly the wraith who had been one woman and then another in abewildering medley of
shimmering forms.

The snow cat’seyeswere closed, but it still breathed. Along its body the mud was dready hardening into
aprotective crust. How long—for thefirst time the idea of timeitself returned to me. Kaththea—Kemoc!
How long had it been since | had ridden away from them on that devil’ slure?

My languid acceptance broke as the need for action worked in me. | strove to move. Therewas no
yielding of the dried mud. | was a hel pless prisoner, encased in stone hard materia! And that discovery
banished dl my waking content.

| do not know why | did not call aloud, but it never occurred to meto do so. Instead | used the mind
cdl, not to those | had deserted during my bewitchment, but to the wraith, she who might not have any
exigencea dl saveinmy pain world.

What would you do with me?

Therewasascurry. A thing which glinted with rainbow colors skittered across the basin, reared up on
hind legs to survey me with bright beads of eyes. It was not any creature | had known in Estcarp, nor
wasit from one of the legends. Lizard, yes, but more than amere green-gold reptile. Beautiful initsway.
It had paused at my buried feet; now it gave alittle legp to the mound which encased me and ran, on its



hind legs, up to my head. There it siopped to examine me searchingly. And | knew there wasintelligence
of asort inits narrow, pike crested head.

“Gresetings, sword brother.” Thewords came out of me unthinkingly.

It whistled back, an odd noise to issue from that scaed throat. Then it was gone, agreen-gold stresk
heading up and over the rim of the saucer.

Oddly enough its coming and going alayed my first dismay at finding mysdf aprisoner. Thelizard had
certainly not meant me harm and neither, | was certain, had those who had |left me here. That was
gpparent by my own present feeling of well-being, and by the actions of the sorely hurt snow cat. This
was aplace of hedling to which an anima would drag itself if it could. And those virtues had been applied
tome. .. by whom?Thelizard, thefurred ones. . . thewraith . . . yes, surely the wraith!

Though | could not smell sorcery as Kaththea could, | was sure no evil abode here—that it was an oasis
of some Power. And | was dive only because | had been brought into its beneficent influence. Now |
knew by atingling of my skin, aprickling of my scalp, alittlelike that excitement which eats one before
the order to advance comes, that there was something on the way.

Severd of thelizards sped down the saucer side, and behind them, at alessfrantic pace, came two of the
furred beasts, their hides also of ablue-green shade. Their narrow heads and plumed tails were those of
atree-dwelling animal | knew, but they were much larger than their brothers of Estcarp.

Behind this advance guard and out-scouts she came, walking with alithesome stride. Her dark hair hung
loose about her shoulders—but was it dark? Did it glint with ared hue? Or wasit light and fair? To meit
seemed dl that at one and the same time. She wore atunic of green-blue close-fitting her body, leaving
arms and legs bare. And this garment was girdled by a broad belt of green-blue gems set thickly in pae
gold, flexible to her movements. About each dender wrist was awide band of the same gems, and she
carried by a shoulder strap aquiver of arrows, al tipped with blue-green feathers, and abow of the pae
gold color.

One could be far more certain of her garments than of her, since, though | struggled to focus on her face
and that floating cloud of hair, | could not be sure of what | saw, that some haze of change did not ever
hold between us. Even as she kndlt beside me that disorientation held.

“Who areyou?’ | asked that baldly, for my inability to see her clearly irked me.

Amazingly, | heard her laugh. Her hand touched my cheek, moved to my forehead, and under that touch
my vison cleared. | saw her face—or one face—sharply and distinctly.

Thefestures of the Old Race are never to be mistaken: the delicate bones, the pointed chin, the small
mouith, larger eyes, arched brows. And she possessed these, making such beauty asto awe aman. But
there was a so about her a modification which hinted at the unhuman as | knew human. That did not
matter—not in the least did it matter.

A warrior knowswomen. | was no Falconer to foreswear such companionship. But it is aso true that
some appetites run less deeply with the Old Race. Perhaps the very ancientness of their blood and the
fact that the witch gift has set a wedge between male and female makes this so. | had never looked upon
any woman whom | wanted for more than a passing hour of pleasure such asthe Free Companions of
the Sulcar give, finding equa enjoyment of such play. But it was no passing desire which avokein meas
| gazed at that face. No, thiswas something different, aheightening of the excitement which had built in
me as | had sensed her coming, athing | had never known before.



She laughed and then fell sober once again, her eyes holding mine in alook which was not quite the
communication | wished.

“Rather—who areyou?’ Her demand was swift, dmost roughly spoken.

“Kyllan of the House of Tregarth, out of Estcarp,” | replied formally, as| might on ddivering achalenge.
What was it between us? | could not quite understand. “And you?’ For the second time | asked, and
now my tone pressed for her reply.

“I have many names, Kyllan of the House of Tregarth, out of Estcarp.” She was mocking me, but | did
not accept that mockery.

“Tdl meone, or two, or dl.”

“You areabrave man,” her silken mockery continued. “In my own time and place. | am not oneto be
lightly named.”

“Nor will I doit lightly.” From whence had come thisword play new to me?

Shewassilent. Her fingerstwitched asif she would lift them from my forehead. And that | feared, lest my
clear sght of her be so spoiled.

“I am Dahaun, aso am | Morquant, and some say Lady of the Green—"

“—Silences,” | finished for her as she paused. Legend—no! Shewasdive; | felt the pressure and
coolness of her flesh againgt mine.

“So you know me after dl, Kyllan of the House of Tregarth.”
“I have heard the old legends—"

“Legends?’ Laughter bubbled once again from her. “But alegend is atale which may or may not hold a
core of truth. | dwell in the here and now. Estcarp—and where is Estcarp, bold warrior, that you know
of Dahaun asalegend?’

“To the west, over the mountains—"

She snatched her hand away, asif the touch burnt her fingertips. Once more distortion made her waver in
my sght.

“Am | suddenly made so into amonster?’ | asked of the silence fallen between us.

“I do not know—are you?’ Then her hand was back, and once more she was clear to see. “No, you are
not—though what you are | do not know either. That Which Dwells Apart strove to take you with the
Keplian, but you were not swalowed up. Y ou fought in away new to me, stranger. And then | read you
for aforce of good, not ill. Y et the mountains and what lie behind them are abarrier through which only ill
may seep—or o say our legends. Why did you come, Kyllan of the House of Tregarth, out of Etcarp?’

| had no wish to dissemble with her: between us must be only the truth aswell as| could giveit.
“For refuge.”
“And what do you fleg, stranger? What ill have you wrought behind you that you must run from wrath?’

“Theill of not being as our felows—"



“Y es, you are not one but three—and yet, dsoone. . . .”
Her words aroused memory. “Kaththeal Kemoc? What—7"

“What has happened to them since you would go ariding the Keplian, thus foolishly surrendering yourself
to the very power you would fight? They have taken their own road, Kyllan. Thissster of yours has done
that which hastroubled the land. We do not easily take Witchesto our bosoms here, warrior. In the past
that served usill. Were she older in magic, then she would not have been so eager to trouble dark pools
which should be left undisturbed in the shadows. So far she has not met that which she cannot face with
her own shield and armor. But that tate of affairswill not last long—not herein Escore.”

“But you areaWise One.” | was as certain of that asif | saw the Witch Jewel on her breast, yet | dso
knew that she was not of the same breed as the rulers of Estcarp.

“There are many kinds of wisdom, asyou well know aready. Long ago, roads branched here in Escore,
and we Green People chose to walk in different ways. Some led us very far gpart from one another. But
also through the years we learned to balance good againgt ill, so that there was no inequality to draw new
witcheraft in. To do so, even on the side of good, will evoke change, and change may awaken things
which havelong dumbered, to theill of al. This has your sster done—as an unthinking child might smite
the surface of apool with astick, sending ripples running, annoying some mongter a ease in the depths.
Yet...” Shepursed her lipsasif about to give judgment, and in that small movement lost more of the
strangeness which separated us, so that | saw her asagirl, like Kaththea. “Y et, we can not deny to her
the right of what she has done; we only wish she had done it elsewhere!” Again Dahaun smiled. “Now,
Kyllan of Tregarth, we have immediate thingsto seeto.”

Her hand went from my head to the baked clay over my chest. Down the center of that she scratched a
linewith the nail of her forefinger, again marking such dong my amsand legs.

The creatures that had accompanied her thereupon set to work, clawing away aong those lines, working
with a speed and diligence which suggested this was atask they had performed many times before.
Dahaun got to her feet and crossed to the snow cat, stooping to examine the drying mud, stroking the
head of the creature between the eyes and up behind the ears.

Speedy as her servants were, it took them some time to chip me out of my covering. But findly | was
ableto rise out of the depression which was the shape of my body. My limbs were whole, dthough
scarred with marks of dmost-hedled hurts | would have thought no man could survive.

“Desth is powerless here, if you can reach thisplace,” said Dahaun.
“And how did | reech thisplace, lady?’
“By thead of many strengths, to which you are now beholden, warrior.”

“I acknowledge al debts,” | said, giving the forma reply. But | spoke alittle absently, since | looked
down upon my nakedness and wondered if | wasto go so bare.

“Another debt dso | lay upon you.” Amusement became asmall trill of laughter. “What you seek now,
granger, you shdl find up there.”

She had not moved to leave the wounded cat, merely waved me to the saucer’ srim. The ground was
soft underfoot as| hurried up the dope, acouple of the lizards flashing along.

There was grass here, tall as my knees, soft and green, and by two rock pillars abundle of nearly the
same color. | pulled at abelt which held it together and inspected my new wardrobe. The outer wrapping



was agreen cloak, within garments which seemed at first well tanned and very supple lesther, and which
| then decided were some unknown materia. There were breeches, with attached leggings and booted
feet sections, the soles soft and earth-feeling. Abovethewaist | donned a deevelessjerkin which latched
halfway down my chest by ameta clasp set with one of the blue-green gems Dahaun favored. The belt
supported not a sword, but ameta rod about as long as my forearm and afinger-span thick. If it wasa
wegpon, it was like none | had seen before.

The clothing fitted asif it had been cut and sewn for me aone, and gave amarvelous freedom to my
body, such aswaslacking in the mail and leather of Estcarp. Y et | found my hands were going ever to
fed for thearms| did not wear: the siword and dart gun which had been my tools for so long.

With the cloak over my arm | strode back to the edge of the saucer. Now that | could look down upon it
| saw that the areawas larger than | had thought. A dozen or more of the mud pools were scattered
haphazardly about it, and more than one had a patient immobilized—though al of these were animasor
birds.

Dahaun till knelt, stroking the snow cat’ s head. But now she looked up and waved with her other hand
and amoment later arose and cameto join me, surveying mewith afrankly appraisng sare.

“You are aproper Green Man, Kyllan of the House of Tregarth.”
“A Green Man?’

It did not seem so difficult now for meto read her festures, though | still could not have given apositive
name to the color of her hair or eyes.

“The Green People.” She pointed to the cloak | held. “ Though thisisonly their outer skin that you wear,
and not our true semblance. However, it will serve you for what needs be done.” She put her half closed
fist to her mouth as had my sister when engaged in sorcery, but the sound she uttered was aclear cdll,
not unlike the high note of averge horn.

A drumming of hooves brought me around, my hand seeking aweapon | no longer had. Sensetold me
thiswas not the stdlion that had been my undoing, yet that sound now made my flesh creep.

They came out of the green shadow of a copse, shoulder to shoulder, cantering easily and matching their
paces. They were bare of saddle or bridle, but only in that were they like the stdlion. For they had not
the appearance of true horses at al. More closdly dlied to the prong-horns, yet not them either, they
were aslarge asanorma mount, but their tails were brushes of fluff they kept clipped tight againgt their
haunches as they moved. There was no mane, but atopknot of fluffy longer hair on the crest of each
skull, right above ahorn which curved gracefully in agleaming red arc. In color they were adeek, roan
red, with a creamy under-body. And for al their strangeness | found them most beautiful.

Coming to a stop before Dahaun, they swung their heads about to regard me with large yellow eyes. As
with thelizard, they shared a spark of what | realized wasintelligence.

“Shabra, Shabring,” Dahaun said gravely in introduction, and those proud horned headsinclined to mein
dignified recognition of their naming.

Out of the grass burst one of the lizards, running to Dahaun, who stopped to catch it up. It sped up her
arm to her shoulder, settling therein her hair.

“Shabrawill bear you.” One of the horned ones moved to me. “Y ou need have no fears of this mount.”

“Hewill takemeto theriver?’



“To thosewho seek you,” shereplied obliquely. “Fortune attend you—good, not ill.”

| do not know why | had expected her to come with me, but | was Startled at the suggestion she would
not. So abrupt a parting was like the dicing of arope upon which one' s safety depended.

“Y ou—you do not ride with me?’

She was dready adtride her mount. Now she favored me with one of those long, measuring stares.
“Why?"

Tothat | had no answer but the smple truth.

“Because | cannot leave you so—"

“Y ou fed you debt weighing heavily?’

“If owing on€e' slifeisadebt, yes—but there ismore. Also, even if there was no debt, till 1 would seek
your road.”

“To do thisyou are not free.”

| nodded. “Inthis| am not free—you need not remind me of that, lady. Y ou owe me no debt—the
choiceisyours.”

She played with one of the long tresses of hair hanging so long asto brush the gems on her belt.

“Wdl said.” Plainly something amused her and | was not dtogether sure | cared for her laughter now.
“Also, | begin to think that having seen one out of Estcarp, | would see more—this Sster of yourswho
may have gtirred up too much for al of us. So | chooseyour road . . . for thistime. HO!” She gaveacry
and her mount leaped with agrest bound.

| scrambled up on Shabra and fought to keep my seat as he lunged to catch up with his mate. Sun broke
through cloudsto light us, and asit touched Dahaun she was no longer dusky. The hair streaming behind
her in the wind was the same pale gold of her belt and wristlets, and she blazed with a great surge of light
andlife
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THERE WAS A thing loping awkwardly in aparadld coursetowards us. Sometimesit ran limpingly on
threelegs, afordimb held upcurved; again, sumbling and bent over, on two. Dahaun checked her mount
and waited for the creature to approach. It lifted anarrow head, showed fangsin asnarl. There were
patches of foam at the corners of its black lips, matting the brindle fur on its neck and shoulders, whilethe
forelimb it upheld ended in ared blob of mangled flesh.

It growled, walked gtiff-legged, striving to pass Dahaun a adistance. As| rodeto join her, my hair
dirred alittle a skull base. For thiswas not anima, but something which was an unholy mingling of
gpecies—wolf and man.

“By the pact.” Itswords were a coughing growl and it made ahaf gesture with its wounded paw-hand.
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“By the pact,” Dahaun acknowledged. “ Strange, Fikkold, for you to seek whét lies here. Have matters
gone so badly that the dark must seek the light for succor?’

The creature snarled again, its eyes gleaming, yellow-red pits of that evil againgt which adl clean human
flesh and spirit revolts.

“Therewill come atime—" it gat.

“Yes, therewill come atime, Fikkold, when we shall test Powers, not in small strikes against each other,
but in open battle. But it would appear that you have aready done battle, and not to benefit for you.”

Those yellow-red eyes shifted away from Dahaun, asif they could not bear to look too long at the golden
glory she had become. Now they fastened on me. The twisted snarl was more acute. Fikkold hunched
his shoulders asif he wished to spring to bring me down. My hand sought the blade | did not wear.

Dahaun spoke sharply. “Y ou have claimed the right, Fikkold; do you now step beyond that right?’
The wolf-man relaxed. A red tongue licked between those fanged jaws.

“So you make one with these, Morquant?’ he asked in return. “That will be plessant hearing for the Gray
Ones, and That Which Is Apart. No, | do not step beyond the right, but perchance you have crossed
another barrier. And if you make common cause with these, ride swift, Green Lady, for they need dl the
adposshle”

With alast snarl in my direction, Fikkold went on, staggering, weaving toward the mud pools, his
blood-streaming paw pressed tight to his furred breast.

But what he had hinted at, that Kaththeaand Kemoc might be in active danger, sent me pounding aong
his back trail.

“No!” Dahaun pulled up besde me. “No! Never ride so dong awere-trail. To follow it Straightly leaves
your own track open for them. Crossit, thus. . .”

She cantered in a criss-cross pattern, back and forth across the blood-spotted track the wounded
Fikkold had left. And, though | grudged the time such a.complicated maneuver cost us, | did likewise.

“Did he spesk the truth?’ | asked as | drew level with her again.

“Yes, for in this case the truth would please Fikkold.” She frowned. “ And if they felt strong enough to
meet in an open fight with Power such as your sister can shape and mould, then the balanceis surdly
upset and things move here which have not stirred in years upon long years! It istime we knew what or
whoisdigned...”

She set her hand to her mouth again as she had when she had summoned the horned onesto our service.
But no audible sound issued between her fingers. In my head was that sound, shrill, painful. Both our
mounts flung high their heads and gave voice to coughing grunts.

| was not too surprised at the shimmer of aFlannan inits bird shape appearing before us. It flapped
about Dahaun as sherode. A moment later she looked to me, her face troubled.

“Fikkold spoke the truth, but it isaworse truth than | thought, Kyllan. Those of your blood have been
trapped in one of the Silent Places and the thrice circle laid upon them, such as no witch, lest she be more
powerful than your sster, may break. Thus can they be held until the death of their bodies—and even
beyond—’



| had faced death for myself, and had come to accept the fact that perhaps | had taken the last sword
blow. But for Kaththea and Kemoc | would not accept this—not while | till breathed, walked, had
hands to hold wespons or to use bare. Of this| did not spesk, but the resolution filled mein ahot surge
of rage and determination. And more strongly was | pledged to this because of my folly and desertion by
theriver.

“I knew you would fed s0,” she said. “But more than strength of body, will of mind, desire of heart, will
you need for this. Where are your weapons?’

“1 shdl find such!” | told her between st tecth.

“Thereisone.” Dahaun pointed to the rod which hung as a sword from my borrowed belt. “Whether it
will answer you. | know not. It was forged for another hand and mind. Try it. It isaforce whip—useit as
youwould alash.”

| remembered the crackling fire with which the unknown rider had beaten off therasti and | jerked the
rod fromitsding, to useit as she suggested, asif athong depended fromiitstip.

There was aflash of fire crackling againgt the ground to sear and blacken. | shouted in triumph. Dahaun
smiled & me across that burned sirip.

“It would seem that we are not so different after al, Kyllan of the House of Tregarth, out of Estcarp. So
you do not ride barehanded, nor, perhaps, will you fight alone. For that, we must see. But to summon aid
will taketime, and that runsfast for those you would succor. Also, it will need persuasion such asyou
can not provide. Thus we part here warrior. Follow the blood trail, to do what you must do. | go to other
labors”

Shewas a agallop before | could speak, her horned one keeping aspeed | do not believe even the
galion could have equaed. Before melay the back trail of the werewolf for my guide.

| followed Dahaun’ singtructions and continued to crisscross those tracks, but at a steady, ground-eating
pace. We descended from that high ground into which the stalion had carried me, away from the hedthy
country. | did not sight that bleached wood, nor the city, unless adistant gray shadow to my left wasa
glimpse of that, but there were other places Shabra avoided, sometimes leaving the trail to detour about
them—a setting of rocks, an off color splotch of vegetation and thelike. | trusted to my mount’ s decision
in such matters, for it was plain this part of the country was astronghold of those forces against which my
kind were eterndly arrayed.

Shabradowed pace. | marveled at how far Fikkold had come with his spouting wound. A flock of black
winged things arose from atangle of brush and twisted trees, circled above us, crying raucoudly.

“Whip!”

Out of nowhere came that warning. Then | saw Shabraturn his head, and knew that the darm came from
the onewho carried me. | gave asharp jerk to the weapon, A light flash snapped out. One of the black
things screeched, somersaulted in the air and fell. The rest broke, flew for adistance, and then reformed
with the cunning of an advance guard, to try once more to complete their circle. Threetimesthey
attempted that, and each time the lash drove them off, broke their pattern. From the last attack they flew
before us, asif determining somewhere on ahead to lay an ambush.

We were still going down dope. Here the grass in the open spaces was coarser and darker than that of
the upper country. And in placesit was broken and stamped flat asif ahost had gone thisway. My scout
training asserted control. To ride face on into impossible odds was no way to provide help for those |



sought. Tentatively | thought thisat Shabra.
They know you come. Y ou cannot hide from those who hold thisland.

The answer came clearly and promptly. | was ready to accept any help from my mount which he had
ready to offer.

His pace had dropped to awalk. He held his head high, hiswide nogtrils drawing in and expelling the air
in audible sniffs, asif by this sense he could detect what lay ahead. Abandoning the blood trail which had
guided usto this point, he swung to the right on a course which angled sharply from the one we had
followed.

Along the pillar way. Peace holdstherein part.

Shabra s explanation meant nothing to me, but that he was willing to risk thisroute did. | could not scent
anything inthe air, though | strove to. But there was something el se—aweight upon the spirit, a
darkening of the mind, which grew aswe advanced, until it was aburden on me.

We came out on the rim of another dope and below lay open country with, not too far away, the line of
theriver. Inthat plainsland was acircle of menhirs, not concentric rings as had been the stone web, but a
sangleline of rough pillars, two of which had fallen and lay pointing outward. They encircled or guarded a
platform of stone of adate-blue color. And on that platform were thetwo | sought. While outside the
ring of menhirs, amotley pack of creatures crawled, prowled, sniffed. Black blots of rasti dithered in and
out, visible where the grasswas well trampled. Several werewolves paced, sometimes on four feet, other
times erect. The black birds wheeled and dipped. An armorplated thing raised a ghastly head and clawed
forefeet now and then. And white blobs of mist gathered, drifted, thickened and thinned. But al these
moved outside the ring of stones, and they avoided the two which had fallen outward, leaving agoodly
gpace free about those as they continued their siege.

From the circle led two paths of pillars, one from the direction of theriver, one marching up the hill to my
right. Of these, many had fallen, some were broken, even blackened, asif they had been lightning struck.

Shabratrotted to the line near us. Again he began an in and out advance. Those broken and blackened
stones he leaped or passed with speed; by the others he modified his pace. But back and forth, in and
out, he worked down to the besieged circle.

Kyllan! Gresting, recognition from the two | sought.
Then: Take care! To your left—

There was an upheavad among the watchers, and one of the armored monsters came at aclumsy run. It
opened its mouth to puff foul and stinking breeth at us. | swished the whip and the lightning curled about
the scaled barrdl just behind the head. But that did not dow thething. Next | laid the lash of energy
acrossits head and eyes. It gave an explosive grunt and plowed ahead.

Hold! Not Kemoc nor Kaththea, but Shabra, warning.

Under me the horned one bunched muscle, legped, plowed to a hat by astanding stone. The armored
thing came on, to be hurled back asif it had run headfirst into awall that even its bulk could not breach.
Its coughing roar grew louder asit kept on stupidly attempting to reach us. Now some of the other
attackers gathered to join it. A wolf-man, striding on two feet, yellow-red eyes cunning and intelligent,
rasti a-boail, adrifting blob of mist—

Hold!



| gripped Shabraastightly with my kneesas| could, and kept aleft-handed hold on the curve of his
neck while | held ready the whip with my right. He made adart past one of the shattered pillarswhile |
lashed at themist curling in a us. Therewasaburst of brilliant fire. The thing, whatever it might have
been, ignited from the whip’ sforce. Rasti squaled asit puffed out to catch two of them initsthroes.

We were in another of the pools of safety by a standing stone. The space ahead was not too wide, but
midpoint there was afallen pillar, and there gathered rasti and wolfmen. The mist drifted back from any
contact with the weapon | carried.

Come—now!

That was Kaththea. She stood on the blue block, her hands to her mouth as she chanted. Though the
meaning of what she sang did not reach me. | fet aresponsein my body, arisng surge of strength. The
horned one sprang, breaking into arun. | lashed out on either side, not with any aim, but to clear our

path.

| heard growling from ahairy wolf throat. One of the were-things sprang, striving to drag me from
Shabra sback. | stiff-armed it, my blow striking, by good fortune aone, benesth itsjaw. But it left a
dripping dash dong my arm. Somehow | managed to cling to both my seat on the horned one and the
whip. Then we were within the circle. And outside, the howls of that weird pack arose in adiscordant
chorus.

Shabratrotted to the blue stone. Kemoc hdf lay, haf sat there, with his back supported by a shrunken
pack. His helm was gone, his arm bandaged. And in his hand wasthe hilt of a sword, its blade broken
into anarrow diver. Kaththea still stood on the stone, her hands now at her breast. She was gaunt, asif
from months of ill foraging, her beauty worn to adying shadow, her spirit so outgoing through its sheath
of flesh that | was frightened to look upon her. | did from Shabra s back and came to them, dropping the
whip unknowingly, my hands out to givethem dl that | had, of my own strength, comfort—whatever they
could draw fromme.

Kemoc greeted me with afaint, very faint stretch of lips, the merest shadow of hisone-time amile.
“Wecome back, brother. I might have known that afight would draw you when al elsefailed.”

Kaththea came to the edge of the rock and half jumped, haf fell into my arms. For along moment she
clung to me, no Wise Woman, no Witch, but only my sister, who had been sorely frightened and yet
found the need to put aside that fear. Sheraised her head, her eyes closed.

“Power.” Her lips shaped the word rather than spokeit clearly doud. “Y ou have lain in the shadow of
Power. When—where?’ Eagerness overrode her fatigue.

Kemoc stirred and pulled himsdf up. He was studying me, intently from head to foot, his gaze lingering
on my chest where the tunic gaped and the just hedled scars from my hurts were il plain to read.

“It would seem that thisis not your first battle, brother. But—now it would be well to tend to this—" He
gestured to the gash the werewolf had opened on my arm. Kaththea pushed away from mewith alittle
cry of concern.

| felt no pain. Perhaps whatever virtue lay in the healing mud held for awhilein the bodies of those so
treated. For when Kaththea examined the hurt the edges of the wound were closed and | bled no longer.

“Who has been your aid, my brother?” she asked as she worked.
“The Lady of Green Silences”



My sister raised her head and stared at me as one who seeks for signs of jesting.
“She dso calshersdf Dahaun and Morquant,” | added.

“Morquant!” Kaththea seized upon the second of those names. “ Of the Green Ones, the forest born! We
must know more, we must!” She moved her hands asif wringing speech from silence.

“Y ou have learned nothing?’ Far ago now was that night we had wrought magic that Kaththea' s spirit
messenger might crosstime. “What happened? How and why have you come here?’

Kemoc answvered firg. “ Asto your first question, we have learned that trouble arises swiftly hereabouts.
Weleft theidet because—" He hesitated, his eyes avoiding mine.

| gave him the rest: * Because you sought one whose folly had made him easy prey for the enemy?Isthat
not theright of it?’

And he respected me enough not to give any comforting lie.
“Y es. Kaththea—when we awoke, she knew, and through her did | also, that evil had cometo you.”

Kaththea asked softly. “Had you not thrown open the gate to it when you used your giftinanill fashion,
evenif theresult wasfor our good? We knew not how you had been taken from us, only that thiswas
s0. And that we must find you.”

“But the Familiar—you needed to await itsreturn.”

She amiled a my protest. “Not so. Where | am, there it will come—though that has not yet happened.
We found your trail—or at least atrail of active evil. But where it |led”—she shivered—"there we dared
not follow—not without such safeguards for our inner selvesthat | did not have the knowledge to weave.
Then those came a-hunting, and we ran before them. But thisisaholy place in which that kind can not
venture. So we took refuge here, only to discover that we had trapped ourselves, for they have woven
their net outsde and we are within two walls, one built by the enemy.”

Then she sghed and swayed so that | threw out an arm to support her. Her eyes closed and she leaned
back against me as Kemoc made plain therest of their plight.

“I do not suppose, brother, that you carry any food? It has been three days since we have eaten. There
was dew on the stone this morning, enough to quench our thirgt alittle. But water in such small amounts
doeslittlefor thefilling of an empty belly!”

“I woninwiththis” | touched the whip with my toe. “It can cut us a passage out—"

Kemoc shook his head. “We have not the strength nor the quickness for such afight now. Also, they
have a counterspell to strip Kaththea of al Power if she venturesforth.”

But | refused to accept that. “With Kaththea on Shabra, and you and | running—it isworth the try!” But
| knew that he was right. Outside the protection of the circle stones we could not out-run and out-fight
that pack, now padding, trotting, drifting about, waiting for usto try such desperate measures. In addition
both Kemoc and K aththea had said they were immured here by magic.

“Oh!” In my grasp Kaththea shuddered, shaking as she had on the night she had brought forth the
Familiar. She opened her eyes and |ooked before her with awide, unseeing Stare.

“To the stone with her!” Kemoc cried. “It holds the most virtue in this place.”



There was ablanket on the stone, asif perhaps during the night they had rested there together. | swung
her pitifully light body up to lie on that, and then scrambled to her side, pulling Kemoc after me. She il
moaned alittle, her hands moving restlessly back and forth, sometimes|ifting up asif she sought to pluck
something fromthear.

The din which had followed my entrance into the circle had died away. Those creatures paraded in utter
slence now, so that Kaththea' s smal plaints could be heard.

One of those reaching hands caught at Kemoc's scarred fingers, clasped and tightened. His thought sped
to meand | took her other hand. We were linked now as we had been on that night.

Expectancy awokein me. Therewasaglow in the air above the blue block. The glow grew brighter,
formed an image, awinged wand, looking solid and distinct.

For amoment we saw it so, and then, asadart, it dropped in a streak of whitefire. Kaththea s back
arched and she gave agreat cry, as her messenger returned to that which had given it birth. She was
quiet but not sllent—not to our minds—for as she learned so did we aso, and for usrock, day and world
vanished as that knowledge unfolded.
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IT WASA drange sight we had, operating on two levels. First it was asif we hung in the sky abovethis
land asit had once been, dl itsfields, woods, streams and mountains spread below us. And it was afair
land then, holding no shadows, no spots of corruption. Also it wasawell peopled land, with garthsand
manors serene and safe. There were three cities—no, four . . . for in the foothills of the mountainswasa
collection of tall towers apart in use and spirit from the rest. Men and women of the Old Race went
about, content and untroubled.

Also there were others, partly of the Old Race, partly of ayet older stock. And these had giftswhich led
them to be revered. There was agolden light on thisland and it drew us asif we rode & twilight through
the wind and dark of acoming storm, to see before us the guest lights of a manor wherein dwelt the best
of friends. Yes, it drew us, yet we could not accept what it promised, for between us lay the barrier of
time

Then that al-encompassing vision narrowed, and we watched the coming of change. There were Wise
Women here, but they did not rule so autocraticaly asthey did in Estcarp. For not only did the women of
thisland have the gift of Power—among them were men who could aso walk with spirits.

How did theill begin?With good intentions, not by any active evil. A handful of seekers after knowledge
experimented with Powers they thought they understood. And their discoveries, feeding upon themin
turn, atered subtly spirit, mind, and sometimes even body. Power for itsresults was whét first they
sought, but then, inevitably, it was Power for the sake of power alone. They did not accept gradua
changes, they began to force them.

Y ears sped as might the moments of an hour. There was the rise of the brother-sisterhood, first secretly,
then in the open, dedicated to experimentation, with volunteers, then with those forced to their purposes.
Children, animals, things were born which were not astheir parents had been. Some were harmless, even
of great beauty and an aid to al. But that kind became fewer and fewer. At first those that were
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distorted, ill-conceived, were destroyed. Then it was proposed that they be kept, studied, examined.
Later yet their makers released them, that they might be observed in freedom.

And, asthe corruption spread and befouled those who dabbled in it, these monstrosities were used! Nor
did the users and the makers any longer place bonds on the fashioning of such dark servantsand

wespons.

So began astruggle, to eclipse the fast fading brightness of the land. There was a party of the Old Race,
as yet unshadowed by the evil flowering among their kind. At first they sounded war horns, gathering a
host to put down the enemy. But they had waited far too long; they were as a dipper of water againgt the
ocean. War brought them bitter defeat and the prospect of being utterly lost in the ocean of defilement
which wasturning their homeland into a morass wherein no decent thing might find existence.

There were leaders who argued that it was better to perish in war than to live under the hand of the
enemy, taking with them dl that they held dear, so that death would in fact be safety from that which
threatened more than the body. And there were many who supported them in that. We watched
households go into their manors, take comfort together, and then bring down upon themselves a blotting
out by raw forcesthey deliberately summoned and did not try to control.

But others held to afaith that the end was not yet for them and their kind. Against the array of the Enemy
they were apitifully few in number. But among them were some wielders of the Power such as even their
opponents might well fear. And these ordered an ingathering of those willing to try another road.

There was this about the Old Race: they were deeply rooted in their own country, drawing from the land
arecharging of energy and lifeforce. Never had they been wanderers, rovers, seekers of the physical
unknown—though they moved afar in mind and spirit. And to leave the land was amost as hard as degth.
Still they were minded to try this. And they set out for the west and what might lie across the bordering
mountainsthere.

They did not go without trouble. The crooked servants of the Enemy harassed their train, harried them by
night and day. They lost men, women, families—some to deeth, some otherwise. Y et they held to their
purpose. Through the mountains they fought their way. And once beyond those barriers, they turned and
wrought such havoc againgt the land that it closed the road behind them for century upon century.

Left to itsdf, evil boiled and spread out in greedy freedom. But it was not entire master in the land, even
though what challenged it lay very low, making no movein thosefirst yearsto betray its presence. The
Old Race had not taken with it any of the creatures that had been born of experimentation, not even
those attuned to good rather thanill. A few of these were strong, and they withdrew to the waste spaces
and there disguised themselves againgt detection. There were aso those who were not of the Old Racein
whole, but part more ancient yet. And these were so united to the land that it wastheir life base.

There were only ahandful of these, yet they were held in awe and shunned by the new rulers. For,
though they had not tirred againgt evil, nor actively aided good, yet they had such forces under their
command as could not be reckoned by evil. These too withdrew to the wild, and in time they attracted to
them the created onesin loose dliance. But evil ruled totaly except in these wastes.

Timeflowed astheriver current. Those who were drunk with power arose to greater and greater
extravagancesin its use. Quarreling, they turned upon one another, so that the countryside was wracked
with strange and terrible wars, fought with energies and inhuman, demonic things. Struggles lasted so for
centuries, but there were drastic defeats, completely wiping out one force or the other. Thus the more
outwardly aggressive ate up each other. Then there were those who turned their backs upon the world as
it was and ventured farther and farther into weird rellms they broke open for exploration. Of these few



ever returned. So did the long toll of years bring ameasure of quietude to the riven land.

Therewere till powers of evil, but the mgority of them, satiated by countless tastings and explorations,
werelulled into akind of abstracted existence in which they floated unmoved and unmoving. Now those
in the wastes ventured forth, acreeping at first, wary, ready to retreet. For they only tested evil in small
way's, not battles.

Intimethey held again haf theland, dwaystaking cautioudy, never offering direct opposition when one
of the evil oneswas aroused to active retaliation. And this had gone on so long it was the accepted way
of life.

Then—into this balanced land we had come, and we saw in part what our coming had done. Magic
summoned magic, aroused more than one of the dreaming evilsinto languid action. Y et againgt the least
of these, alone, we were as helpless as the dust the wind whirls before it. Asfor now the evil was old,
withdrawn, yet till alittle rooted to this plane. Were we greater than we were—only alittle greater—it
could be utterly driven forth into that world, or worlds, which it now roved, doors seded behind it, the
land free and golden, and open for our kind once again. | opened my eyesto meet Kemoc's.

“So now we know,” he said quietly. “And are no better for that knowing. The Council, in our position,
could overcomethis. We have not asingle chance! And it was—is—so fair aland!”

| shared that nostalgic longing for the country we had seen at the beginning of that timeflight. All my lifel
had lived under the cloud of war and trouble. And | had faced from a child the knowledge that | was
living in the end days of acivilization which had no hope. Therefore to have seen what we had been
shown was doubly bitter. And to redlize there was nothing we could do—not even to save
ourselves—was more than hitter.

Kaththea tirred in our hold. Her eyes opened. Tears gathered, flowed to her thin cheeks.

“So beautiful! Sowarm, so good!” she whispered. “And if—if we only had the Power—we could bring
it back!”

“If wehad wings” | said harshly, “we could fly out of here!” | gazed over my shoulder a what lay
beyond our protecting ring of stones.

The creatures of the dark still prowled there. And | knew, without needing the telling, they would
continue to do o, until there came an end to us and al the dight danger to their overlordswhich we
represented.

It was growing dark and, while | knew that the pillars would keep them at a distance, yet | wasadso
haunted by the knowledge that with the night their true world began, that they would be strengthened by
so much. | was hungry and if | felt thus, how much more must Kaththea and Kemoc be in need of food.
To Stay here, waiting for death—that could not be my way!

Again | thought of Shabra. He had brought me safely in—could be get out again? And doing so, might he
serve as amessenger? Could or would Dahaun do aught to aid us now? She had said she was going for
help, but hours had passed since then and none had come. It could well be that she had failed in the
persuasion she had said she must use. Once more the thought of Kaththea on the horned one, Kemoc
and | to flank her in abreak out crossed my mind . . . only to be answered by my sister’ swesk voice:

“Have you forgotten? They have set awitch bar. But you and Kemoc—perhaps that will not encompass
you—’



Our combined dissent was quick and hot. Asthree we would escape or not &t all.
“Thereisno way left to fight them with the Power?”

She shook her head. “ Already | have done too much. My acts troubled the quiet here and aroused that
which huntsus now. A child playing with asword cutsitsaf because it had neither the skill nor strength to
use such aweapon properly. Thereisonly this, my brothers: that which sits out there cannot take us. For
which we should give thanks, for if it could we would not face clean degth of body, but that whichisfar
worse!”

Remembering what | had learned as the stallion bore me towards that city of dread silence, | understood.
Y et | was not meant to await death, clean or otherwise, without astruggle. And al | had now wasavery
faint hope that awraith girl, who had saved my life and then ridden from me, would redeem a half
promise she had made.

| covered my eyeswith my hands and strove with every bit of any small power | had to fix upon her face,
to somehow reach her, to learn if | could in any way find hope. For if | could not, then | must turn to
some desperate and doubtless fatal move of my own.

But those features of many changes could not be so pinned in mind for ared picture. All thevision faces
she had shown me spun dusively, sometimes singly for an ingtant, sometimes superimposed one on the
other. Dahaun was not one of the created ones, produced by awhim of the Old Race; she was one of
those who had stood apart, being of yet more ancient blood, and in her the human portion wasthe lesser.

Therewas asnort from Shabra. With the coming of evening a pae luminescence fingered up the menhirs.
About them swirled threads of light, twining about them as planted vines might seek support on such
rough stone. Also the blue platform on which we now rested had its measure of such spectrd radiance.
By thelight | saw the horned one face about, head up, nostrils expanded. Then, with atoss of head so
that hisred horn caught the light, he voiced acry, not unlike the challenge of afighting stallion.

| amost expected to see that black thing which had entrapped me come pacing along with the other
besiegers. But Shabra s answer came in another form—a crackle of fire on the crest of the dope down
which theline of pillars marched. There was no mistaking its source—the lash of an energy whip!

Dahaun! | put into that Slent call dl my need.

No answer, save once more the whip cracked an arc of raw lightning in the sky. A bush flamed whereits
tip must have stuck the ground. And from outside the circle arose a concentrated, growling roar from the
things who kept sentry duty there.

Shabra—I reached for contact. Who rides there?
Bedtill! Would you have the Dark Ones know? It was a sharp rebuke.

| was startled. Thiswas no contact with any animal; thiswas equa chiding equal, or perhaps even an
adult rebuking achild. I might have ridden Shabrato this place, but hisfunction was not only that of
mount. And now | caught aflash of amusement at my surprise. Then hismind was closed to me as adoor
might be locked and barred to any entrance.

Kaththea gragped my arm and Kemoc' s and pulled herself up.

“There areforceson themove,” she said. But something in the curling light about the pillars bedazzled
our eyesto anything which lay beyond. We could hear the evil host but we could no longer seeit. No
more whip cracks broke the night.



“Can you reach—have any contact at all?” Kemoc demanded.

“No, | must not. | could disturb, awaken—Our power isamixture. Ceremonia magic comes fromritud,
from study, used by those who learn as scholars and priestesses. True witchceraft is older, more primitive,
alied with nature, not truly bound by our standards of good and evil. In Estcarp we have united the two,
but ways give the greater weight to magic, not witchcraft. Here magic went utterly wrong and crooked,
becoming atwisted, wicked thing. But witchcraft stepped asde and walksinitsearlier guise. Thuswhen
| stroveto use what | knew | drew magic, yes, but | used aforce which had been distorted. What may
work in our favor iswitcheraft, and of that | have no mastery. Tell me, quickly, Kyllan, of this Lady of
Green Silences and how you met with her!”

With my attention half for anything which might move outside the lights of the menhirs, | told my
story—and more dowly of what had happened after my awaking in the mud basin.

“Natural forces,” Kaththea broke in. “ Shapechanging—because she has Power which adapts—"

“How do you mean?’ | had not guessed that my sister, never having seen Dahaun, could yet explain
some of her mysery.

“The Green Silences—the woodlands—have dways had their guardians and inhabitants. And their magic
isof wind, water, earth and sky—literdly of those. Not as we witches use them, imposing our will for a
gpace, ether inilluson or for destruction, but with the rhythm and flow of nature. They will useastorm,
yes, but they do not summon one. They can use the rushing current of ariver, but within its boundaries.
All animasand birds, even plants, will obey them—unless such are dready in the service of evil, and thus
corrupt. They take on the coloring of their surroundings. If they wish, you can not see them among trees,
inwater, nor even in the open. And they cannot live among stone walls, nor in places wherein only men
dwell, or they wither and die. Because they are of the very stuff of life, so they are feared by the forces of
destruction. But o they will bewary of the risking of life. In some waysthey are indeed more powerful
than we, in spite of al our centuries of magic; yet in othersthey are more vulnerable. Their like does not
exis in Estcarp; they could not make the break to leave thisland in which they are rooted. But still we
had our legends of their kind—"

“Legends centuries old,” | interrupted. “ Dahaun—she can not be that Lady of those—"

“Perhgps an office descending in some ancient line, the name with it. Morguant is one of the names by
which we evoke wind magic, yet you say she gaveit as her own. Also, note that unlike asworn witch she
givesyou her namefredy, proving that she has no fear of so ddivering hersdf into your hands. Only her
kind are so above the threat of counterspdll.”

There was atrill overhead. Startled, we looked up at a blue-green bird such as had been with me during
my hours of pain. Threetimesit circled us, trilling in short bursts of clear, sweet notes. Kaththea gasped,
her grip tightening to dig nailsinto my shoulder, her face becoming even more pae. She whispered:

“They—they areindeed great! | have been—slenced!”
“Silenced?’ Kemoc echoed.

“I cannot use spells. Should | strive to use an incantation it would not make sense! Kyllan—why? Why
would they do thisthing? 1 am now open to what lies out there. Kyllan, they wish usill, not well! They
have chosen thistime to stand with evil!”

She pulled awvay from me and clung to Kemoc. Over her bowed shoulders he gazed hostildly a me, as
he had never done before.



Nor could | deny that he might have some cause for such judgment. | had returned to them through the
agency of thisforce which now acted againgt Kaththes, to take from her what might be her only defense,
And | had come charging in blindly, not to bring them any rea succor, perhaps merely to direct afind
blow. Y et alarge part of mewould not accept that measurement of what was happening here, even
though | could not give any reason for still beieving that we had hopefor ad.

The prowlerswere growing bolder. A lean wolf head was clearly outlined in the light from amenhir; a
vast armored paw, talons outspread, waved in another direction. Kaththearaised her head from
Kemoc' s shoulder. There was now fear in her eyes.

“Thelights—l ook to the lightd”

Until her cry | had not noted the change. When we had awakened from the time spell those wreathing
threads had been of ablue shade, akinin color to the rock platform they ringed. Now they were smoky,
ydlowish, giving one an unpleasant sensation when looked at too closely. That change in them appeared
to summon the attackers. More and more faces and paws were visible by their glare. Our besiegerswere
drawinginclosdy.

Shabra stamped a forehoof, and the impact on the ground had the thud of hand againgt war drum,
booming unnaturaly inthe air. Kaththea sthroat worked convulsively, asif she were trying to spesk; her
head turned from side to side, and her hands arose before her by visible effort, asif she struggled against
bonds. They jerked, twitched, rebels againgt her will. And | knew that she was fighting to use her own
craft—without avall.

The horned one began to trot around with the blue stone the core of hiscircle. Histrot became a canter,
then sped to agalop. Now he gave voice in aseries of sharp barking cries. Still more faces of evil were
planintheydlow light.

Then | sghted something else, something | had to stare at along second before | could believein what
my eyes reported. Shabramight not be running on trampled grass, but hock high in aflowing, deep green
stream of water. There was arippling out and away from his circling, gathering impetus as he passed.
Not light, nor mist, but aflowing—of what, | could not say. And, under us, the blue stone was growing
warm. From itsfour corners spirded tendrils of blue which arched over to touch that flowing green, and
were swalowed, blue to green. And the green swept on, alittle faster, towards the smoky yellow of the
pillars. Round and round Shabra galloped.

| dared not watch him, for his circling made me light-headed. The edge of the green flow lapped at the
roots of the menhirs. There followed an explosion of light, as had when my whip had cut at the mist thing.
Eyesdazzled, | blinked and rubbed, striving to clear my sight.

Before me the menhirs were no longer asmoky yellow, but each atowering green candle, so lost in light
that their rugged outlines vanished. No more did the sentries stare hungrily at us from between them.

The columns began to pulse in waves, asthe light mounted higher and higher. But it proved abarrier to
our sight of al that lay beyond. We did not see; we heard—a crying, the sound of running . . . It wasthe
breaking of the Sege! | got to my feet, jumped from the platform, sought for the whip | had dropped
hours earlier.

Magic, perhaps not that which we knew, but still magic, had cometo our aid. Whip in hand | strained to
see beyond the pillar light.

“Dahaun!” | did not shout, | whispered, but that | would be answered | was amost sure.
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X1V

THEY APPEARED SUDDENLY between two of the candled menhirs—not asif they had ridden into
view, but flashed from the air itsalf. No longer was Dahaun blonde or dusky; her hair flowed as green as
the flood about Shabra s hooves, her skin had averdant caste, and the others with her were of alike
coloring.

They swung whip stocksidly, the flashing lashes not in evidence. But Dahaun carried her bow, strung and
ready for action. Now shefitted arrow to string, aimed skyward and shot.

We did not see the passing of that, but we heard sound, for it sang, almost as had the bird earlier, up and
up, over our heeds, itscal growing fainter asif vanishing into the immensty of the night sky, never to
return. Then, from some lofty point, there burst arain of fire, gplashing in green glitter widely between us
and thered gars, and these flakes drifted down, glimmering asthey fell. Still those three sat their mounts,
gazing soberly at us.

Those who accompanied Dahaun were both men, human to the most part, save that among the loose
curls on their temples showed curved horns, not aslong or as arching as those on their mounts, and of an
ivory shade. They wore the same clothing as she had brought to me at the mud basin, but their cloaks
were hooked on their shoulders and swung out behind them.

There was none of that flickering instability about their features which Dahaun possessed, but akind of
withdrawn, dmost chilling expression, freezing masculine beauty into arigidly doof pattern to put a
barrier between us.

Come! Her summons was imperious, demanding.

That was what part of me wanted. But older ties held. | turned and reached out a hand to Kaththea.
Then they stood beside me, my brother and sister, facing those others who made no move to pass
between the menhirsto us. In aflash | knew without being told that they could not—that what made this
aplace of refuge for uslocked them out.

One of Dahaun’ s companions snapped hiswhip impatiently, and sparks cracked in the air.

“Come!” Thistime she cdled the summons doud. “We havelittle time. That which prowlsisrouted only
for aspace.”

With my arm about my sister’ s shoulders, Kemoc on her other side, | walked towards them. Then | saw
that Dahaun’ s eyes were not for me any more; they were on Kaththea, and that between those two met
and mingled acurrent.

Dahaun leaned forward on her horned one. She had shouldered her bow and now one hand came fully
into the green glow. With deliberation her fingers moved, outlining a pattern which continued to shine as
linesintheair. Kaththeal sarm raised by vast and wearying effort which | shared through contact.
Quickly I willed strength to her, as did Kemoc. Her fingers spread dowly, so dowly, but in turn she
sketched lines—lines which burned blue after the fashion of the block behind us, not green like those of
Dahaun.

| heard a quick exclamation from one of Dahaun’ s escorts.
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“Come—sster—" The hand with which she had sketched that sign Dahaun now held out to Kaththea.
And | heard asmdl sigh of rdief from my sigter.

We passed between the green-lit stones, feeling atingling throughout our bodies. Small sparks flashed
from our skins. | sensed astir on my scalp asif my hair moved from itsroots. Then Dahaun's hand
clasped tight about my sster’s.

“Give her upto me!” she ordered. “We must ride, and swiftly!”

I mounted then on Shabra, Kemoc behind me. Ride we did. Dahaun went firgt, her horned one skimming
the ground at a pace which seemed to say that a double rider burden was nothing. Then came Kemoc
and |, and the two whip swinging guards behind us.

Asweleft the blazing menhirs akind of greenish haze accompanied us, and in ameasure, at least for me,
walled off clean sight of the countryside through which we traveled. Though | strained to see better, |
could not sght more than would be visible to aman caught in afog. And at last | gave up, knowing we
must depend wholly upon Dahaun.

There was no uncertainty about her riding. And the first pace she set did not dacken. | began to marvel
at the slaminaof her horned mounts. “Where do we go?’ asked Kemoc.

“I do not know,” | answered.

“It can be that we ride into yet deeper trouble,” he commented.

“And maybe we do not! Thereisno evil inthese—"

“Still 1 do not believe that those now riding rear guard look upon uswith much favor.”
“They cameto save us”

But hewasright. Dahaun had brought us out of the refuge which was aso a prison; in that much she had
favored us. But we could not be sure of what lay ahead.

Though | could not see our path, | believed we were headed back for the heights where lay the healing
basin and perhaps the homeland of those who rode with us.

“I do not liketo go thus blindly,” Kemoc said. “But | do not think they use this screen to confuse us. This
isaland through which we must fed our way, blinded by ignorance. Kyllan, if we have upset the balance
of peace, what must we answer for—beyond our own lives?’

“Perhapsaworld!” Y et looking back through time | could not see wherein we might have atered
anything we had done, given no more foreknowledge than we held when we rode out of deserted
Etsford.

| heard a soft laugh from my brother. “Very well, makeit aworld to be succored, Kyllan. Did not our
parents go up againgt the Kolder blindly and with only the strength within them? Can we reckon
oursealves less than they? And we are three, not two. It isin my mind, brother, that we ride now to a
hosting—and with such company as shdl suit uswell.”

On and on we rode, and within the envelope of haze perhapstime aswell as space was distorted. Yet |
thought that outside that the night passed.

The mist began to fade dowly. Trees, brush, outcrops were morevisiblein it. And they wereillumined by



dawn light. Then there came atime when thefirst rays of the sun were bright as we rode into a pass
between two crags. Beneath the hooves of the horned ones was aleveled road. And, on either hand, set
into the rock walls of the cut, were symbols which looked vagudy familiar to me, but which | could not
read. But | heard asmall hissfrom Kemoc at my back.

“Euthayan!”
13 WI,H?’

“A word of power—I found it among the most ancient screeds at Lormt. This must be awell guarded
place, Kyllan—no hostile force can pass such safety devices.”

The rows of those symbols ended; we were descending again and before us opened awide basin, well
wooded, yet with open gladestoo, and asilver river in agentle curve along its bottom. At first glimpse
my heart pounded. Thiswasasmall dice of that golden ancient land before the coming of ill to twist and
foul it. Therewasthat in the air which we drew into our lungs, in thewind which reached us, in al our
eyes feasted upon, which soothed, heartened, turned ages back to an untroubled time of joy and freedom
when the world was young and man had not yet sought that which would lead to his own undoing.

Neither wasit an empty world. Birds of the blue-green plumage, shimmering Flannan, and others sailed
above us. | saw two of the lizard folk sitting on top of astone, their claw hands holding food, watching us
aswe passed. Horned ones without riders grazed in glades. And over it al was an aura of rightness such
as| had never knownindl my life.

We had dacked pace as we came through the corridor of the symbol signs, and now we ambled.
Flowers bloomed along the edge of our road, asif gardeners kept that brilliant tapestry of verge. Then
we entered an open space near the river, and saw the manor hall.

But thiswas no building—it was growth out of the soil, diveto shelter the living. Itswallswere not
quarried stone, nor dead, shaped timber, but trees or strong, tall brush of an unknown species, forming
solid surfaces over which grew vines, flowers, leaves.

There was no defense wall, no courtyard. Its wide entrance was curtained by vines. And the roof wasthe
most eye-catching of al, for it arose sharply to a center ridge, the whole thatched with feathers—the
blue-green festhers of the birds we had already seen.

We dismounted and the horned onestrotted away on their own concerns, first down to the stream to
drink. Dahaun set her arm about my sister’ s shoulders, drew and supported Kaththea to the doorway.
Wefollowed, more than alittle wearied, in her wake.

Beyond the vine curtain was ahall, carpeted with tough moss. Screens, some woven of feathers and
others of till flowering vines, cut the space about the walsinto various a coves and compartments. And
there was a soft green light about us.

“Come—" One of the guards beckoned to Kemoc and me. Dahaun and K aththea had already
disappeared behind a screen. We went in the opposite direction and came to a place where the floor was
hollowed out in apoal. Its water was thick and red, and | recognized the scent of it. These far more
liquid contents were akin to the healing mud of the basin. Eagerly | stripped, Kemoc following my
example. Together we sank into the stuff which drew al aches and pains from us, leaving uslanguid.

Then we ate, drowsily, of substances set before usin polished wooden bowls. Finally, we dept, on
couches of dried moss. And | dreamed.



Here again was a golden land, not thisinto which our rescuers had brought us, but that earlier and wider
territory at which we had looked through the eyes of the Familiar. And there stood manorsin that land
which | knew with an intimacy which could belong only to onewho had lived within their walls. | rodein
company with other men, men who wore faces which | knewv——Borderers from the Estcarp mountains,
men of the Old Race with whom | had feasted in the rare intervals when there was no active war, and
even men and women | had known at Etsford.

And, in the strange manner of dreaming when many things may be mingled, | was sure that the threats
which had been with me since my birth did not hold here, but that once more our people were strong,
able, unbesat by those who would drag them and their whole civilization down into the dust of ending.

But with me aso was a shadowy memory of agresat trial and war which lay behind, and which we had
survived through struggle and many defests, to thisfind victory. And that dark war had been worth dl it
had cost, for what we had cometo hold.

Then | awoke, and lay blinking at dusky shadows over my head. Yet | carried with me something from
that dream, an ideawhich held the improbability of most dream action, yet which was very red to me, as
if in my deep some geas past my avoiding had been laid on me. As perhapsit had, for in thisland were
there not forces at work past our divining? | was surein that hour asto what | must do—asif it weredl
action past; dready laid out in words on some scroll of history.

Kemoac ill lay on the neighboring couch, hisface clear and untroubled in his deep. For amoment |
envied him, for it seemed that he was under no compulsion such as now moved me. | did not wake him,
but dressed in the fresh clothing my host or hostess had | eft, and went past the screen, into the main hall.

Four of thelizards sat about aflat stone, their dender claws moving about tiny carved objects, no doubt
playing agame. Their headsdl turned at my coming and they favored me with those unwinking stares of
their kind. And two others also looked a me. | raised my hand in asmall sdute of greeting to her who sat
cross-legged on awide cushion, a cup by her hand on alow table.

“Kyllan of the House of Tregarth, out of Estcarp.” She made that both forma greeting and introduction.
“Ethutur of the Green Slences”

Hewho was with her got lightly to hisfeet. Hewas astdl as|, hisdark eyes meeting mineon aleve. He
wore the jerkin and breeches like mine, but, as with Dahaun, he had gemmed wristlets and belt in
addition. His horns were longer, more in evidence, than those of the guards who had ridden with usfrom
the menhir ring, but save for those he might have been any man of the Old Race. Asto hisage, | could
make no guess. For he might have had afew more yearsthan | counted, but meeting his eyes and what
lay behind them, that | doubted. Here was one who had al the unobtrusive authority of he who has
commanded men—or forces—for years, who had made decisions and ordered them, or carried them
out for himsdf, abiding by the result without complaint or excuse. Thiswas aleader such as| had known
in Korisof the Axe, or my father, little as| could remember of Simon Tregarth.

His eyes measured mein return. But | had stood for gppraisement before, and this was not asimportant
to me asthat which had carried over from my dream.

Then his hands came out, pam up. Without knowing the why of that gesture, mine moved to them, pam
down, our flesh so meeting. Between us passed something else, not as strong a contact as | had with
Kemoc and Kaththea, but some of the union. And in that | knew he accepted me—to a point.

Dahaun gazed from one to the other of us; then she smiled. Whether that wasin relief asto how our
meeting had gone, | could not tell, but she motioned me to another cushion, and poured golden liquid
from aflagon into acup for me.



“Kaththea?’ | asked before | drank.

“She degps. She will need rest, for more than her body istired. Shetells methat she did not accept the
oath of the Witches, but certainly she cannot be less than they. She hasthe Right, the Will, and the
Strength to be aDoer rather than a Seeker.”

“If sheusesitrightly,” Ethutur said, speaking for thefirst time.
| gave him aleve glance acrossthe rim of my goblet. “ She has never used it wrongly.”

Then he, too, smiled, and the lighting of his general somberness made him indeed ayouth and not awar
leader of too many strained years. “Never asyou fear | meant,” he agreed. “But thisis not your
land—the currents here are very swift and deep, and can be disastrous. Y our sister will bethefirst to
admit, when she knowsit all, that anew kind of discipline must be exercised. However . . .” He paused,
and then smiled again. *'Y ou do not redlly redlize what your coming meansto us, do you? We have
walked avery narrow path between utter dark on one hand, and chaos on the other. Now forces are
loosed to nudge usinto peril. Chance may dictate that such amove will bring us through to new
beginnings—or it may be the end of us. We have been weighing one fortune against another this day,
Kyllan. Herein this valley we have our safety, hard-won, nursed through centuries. We have our
alies—none to be despised—but we are few in number. Perhaps the enemy isaso limited, but those
who now serve them as hands and feet muster the greater.”

“Andwhat if your numbers were increased?’

Hetook up his cup from thetable. “In what manner, friend? | tell you this, we do not recruit from other
levelsof existence! That wastheroot of al our present evils”

“No. What if your recruits be men of the Old Race—already seasoned warriors—wheat then?’

Dahaun moved alittle on her cushion. “Men can be swayed by the Powers here—and what men do you
speak of ? All dwelling in Escore made their choice long ago. The handful who choseto stand with usare
aready one, our blood long since mingled so thereis no pure Old Race to be found.”

“Except in the west.”

Now | had their full attention, though their faces were impassive, their thoughts well hidden from me. Was
| indeed bewitched that a dream could possess me after thisfashion? Or had | been granted asmall bit of
foreknowledge as a promise—and bait?

“Thewest isclosed.”

“Y et we three came that way.”

“You are not of thefull blood either! Paths not closed to you might be closed to others.”
“With aguide to whom such paths were open a party could winin.”

“Why?’ The one word from Ethutur was ableak question.

“Listen—perhaps you do not know how it isthere. We, too, have walked a narrow path such asyours.
..” Swiftly | told them of the twilight of Estcarp and what it would mean to al those who shared my
blood.

“No!” Ethutur brought down hisfist with such force on the top of the table that the goblets jumped. “We



want no more Witches here! Magic will open doors to magic. We might aswell cut our own throats and
be done with it!”

“Who spoke of Witches?’ | asked. “I would not seek out the Wise Ones—my lifewould be forfeit if |
did so. But those who carry shieldsin Estcarp’ s service are not always one in thought with the Council.
Why should they be, in their hearts, when the Witches close so many doors?” And once again | laid facts
before them. That marriages were few since women with the Power did not easily lay asde therr gift, and
births even fewer. That many men went without woman or homeplacefor al of their lives, and thet this
was not athing which made for contentment.

“But if thereisawar, they will have assgned their loyalty and you could not find followers,” Ethutur
objected. “ Or those you could find would not be men to whom you could trust your unarmed back—"

“Now there may be an end to war—for atime. Such ablow aswas dedlt to Karsten in the mountains
would aso prove ashock to Alizon. | will not know unless| goto see”

“Why?" Thistime the question was Dahaun’s, and | made frank answer.

“I do not know why | must do this, but that | am under geas of that | am sure. Thereisno turning for me
from thisroad—"

“Geas!” Sherose and cameto knedl before me, her handstight upon my shoulders asif she would hold
me past al escape. Her eyes probed into mine, akind of searching deeper than that Ethutur had used,
deeper than | had thought possible. Then she sat back on her hedls, loosing her grasp.

Turning her head she spoke to Ethutur. “Heisright. Heisunder gess”

“How? Thisisclear land!” Ethutur was on hisfeet, staring about him as one who seeks an enemy.
“Theland is clear; there has been no troubling. Thereforeit must beasending . . .”

“From whence?’

“Who knows what happens when aba ance swings? That this has happened we cannot question.
But—to bear the burden of ageasis not easy, Kyllan of the House of Tregarth out of Estcarp.”

“I did not believethat it would be so, lady,” | replied.
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XV

WE MIGHT BE riding across a deserted |and, we who had been harried and hunted before. No sign of
that frightening crew that had besieged us in the menhir-guarded refuge showed; even their tracks had
vanished from the soil. Y et | sensed our going was noted, assessed, perhaps wondered over, and this
was only ashort lull with very false peace.

Ethutur’ s men rode a my back, and, beside me, against my wishes, Dahaun, who had taken no
discouraging from that journey. Before us were the western mountains and the gateway between the
lands.

We did not talk much—afew surface words now and then as she pointed out some landmark, either asa


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\slide14.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\toc.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\slide16.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\slide15.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\toc.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\slide17.html

guide or athing to beware in crossing the country, with aways an unspoken assurance that | would return
to have need of such information. But as | rode my own confidence was not as great. | was a man under
compulsion—theway of it | did not understand. Because | would not have Kemoc and Kaththea join
ther fatesto minein this perilousbusiness| had ridden while they still 1ay in heeling dumber.

That night we camped among the trees which were not asfine or tall asthose of the Green Vdley, but
were of the same species, thus friendly to those with me. Thistime| did not dream—or at least not to
remember—yet with my morning waking the need for going was more deeply rooted, spurring meto
speed. Dahaun rode on my right and thistime she sang, soft and low, and now and then she was
answered, by the green birds, or by Flannan in bird form.

Shelooked at me from the corners of her eyes and then smiled.

“We have our scouts also, man of war. And, even though they know their duty well, it sometimes goes
even better if they are derted. Tel me, Kyllan, what chances have you on this man quest of yours?’

| shrugged. “If mattersrest asthey did when | fled Estcarp, very few. But with an end madeto any
Karsten invasion, perhaps that has changed.”

“Y ou have those who will come to your horn—your own shield men?’

| was forced to shake my head. “1 have no shields pledged to me as overlord, no. But the Borderers
among whom | served are landless and homeless. Y ears ago they were thrice horned as outlawsin
Karsten and escaped with only their lives and the bare stedl in their hands. Odd, when we came hither
we spoke of that—that it would be aland won by swords.”

“By morethan swords,” she corrected me. “However, these landless warriors might well be reckless
enough to follow such aquest. Inthefina saying most of us seek a place to set roots and raise house
trees. Here they will pay sword weight instead of tribute. Y et—our seeking is based on guesses, Kyllan,
and guesses are light things.”

| would not look at her now. | had no dispute for what she said, and the closer we drew to atime of
parting the more | rebelled against the invisible purpose which had been laid upon me. Why me? | had no
power to command respect, no gift of words such as Kemoc could summon upon occasion. My position
as eldest son of Tregarth was nothing to draw any support to my shield. Nor had | made awar nameto
gather any followers. So—why must | be driven back to afruitlesstask?

“Tobresk agess. ..” Had she been reading my mind? For asecond | resented, was ashamed of, what
she might have picked from my thought.

“To break agess, that is courting complete disaster.”

“I know!” | interrupted her roughly. “And it can recoil on more than he who bregksit. | rideto the
mountains, not from them, lady.”

“But not in any helpful spirit.” Her tone wasalittle cold. “ Right thinking can draw good fortune, and the
reverseisaso true. Not that | believe you have any easy path. Nor do | understand why . . .”

Her voicetrailed into silence. When she spoke again her words were pitched lower, hurried. “1 do not
know what force can aid beyond the mountains. Y ou leave those here who have reason to wish you well,
would will what they can in your behdf. If you fal into danger—think on that, and on them. | can promise
you nothing, for thisis an untried, unmarked wilderness. But what can be donein your behalf, that |
promisewill be! And with your sister and brother—who knowsindeed!”



She began to talk then of little things which were far apart from my purpose, things which opened for me
smdl sunny vigtas of her life asit had been before we came to break the uneasy peace of Escore. It was
asif shetook me by the hand and welcomed me into the great hal of her life, showing me most of its
private rooms and treasures. And that was a gift beyond price, as| knew even as| accepted it, for now
she was not the awesome controller of strange powers, but instead, a girl asmy sster had been before
the Wise Onesrift her from us and strove to remode her into their own pattern.

Then in turn Dahaun coaxed memories from me. | told her of Etsford and our life there, more of that than
of the hard years which followed when we rode mailed and armed about the grim business of war. And
the sweset of those memories, even though it carried ways a hint of bitter, relaxed me.

“Ah, Kyllan of the House of Tregarth,” she said, “| think we two understand each other alittle better.
And that isto your liking, isit not?’

| felt the warmth of blood-flush rising up throat and cheek. “1 cannot hide al thoughts, lady—"

“Isthereaneed to?’ Her question was sober enough, yet under that soberness lurked amusement. “Has
there been any need to since first we looked, redlly looked upon one another?’

She was not bold; it was fact she sated. Then there roused in me such firethat | clenched fists, fought
mysdlf, lest | reach for her in the ingtant, the need to have her in my arms nearly bresaking al control. But
that would be the fal se step, the wrong path for both of us. How did | reckon that? It was like the gess,
knowledge out of nowhere yet not to be denied. And the hatred of my task grew with that constraint so
holding me now.

“Yes—and yes—and yes!” she burst out, equaling my own inner turmoil. “Tell me—make me see what
path you shall take when you leave usl” Thus shetried to cut that too taut cord between us.

| sought my memories on our trip over the mountains, recaling it dl for her.

“You will be afoot in awilderness.” Dahaun put that into words asif it presented a problem for careful
congderation.

| wore Kemoc'smail and helm, and carried his dart gun—though ammunition for that was near
exhaugtion. My sword and gun had been logt in their flight after leaving theriver idet. Yes, | would be
afoot and poorly armed in rough wilderness on the other sde of the mountain. But how to better that
position | could not see.

“Perhapsthisisatest for us, to see how well any influence can crossthe barrier.” Dahaun flung back her
head and trilled, her voice echoing. The ground eating pace of the horned ones had brought us very close
to the climb of the heights.

A green bird planed down with hardly abest of itswide wings. It chirped an answer and arose, on
beseting pinions, higher and higher, heading west.

Wewatched it until it was beyond sight, yet Dahaun till glanced from timeto timein itswake. Suddenly
shegavealittle cry of triumph.

“No barrier to that one! It isover the pass, winging out beyond. Now let us seeif it can do anything
more.”

There came a moment, not too much later, when | swung down from Shabra s back, before methe trail
out of Escore. Dahaun did not dismount, nor did her guard. But those st alittle gpart, leaving usto a
shared silence we dared not break. Then she raised her hand as she had done in her first meeting with



Kaththea and sketched aburning symbol intheair. It blazed, dazzling my eyes, so that her features again
shifted and changed, as they had not for many hours past.

And | brought my fist up as| would salute awar leader, before | swung around and began that climb
with aburst of speed, awarethat if | hesitated, or looked behind me, | would break. And that was not to
be thought on, for al our sakes.

Nor did I look back aslong as | thought I might see anything of Escoreto lay ties upon me. But beforel
Set out on the perilous swing acrossthe tree limb valley, | took my last glance &t thislost world, asone
doeswhen going into exile. | had not felt so torn when we had left Estcarp; thiswas different. But the
mist curtain was closed, | could see nothing, and for that | was very glad.

| spent the night among the mountain rocks, and with the day began the descent up which Kemoc and |
had brought K aththea blindfolded. It was easier, that descent, since now | had only mysdlf to think on.
But | did not welcome traveling the broken lands on foot. There was a need to make plans. Thoseto
whom | might appeal had been in camp on the plainswhen | set forth on my rideto join Kemoc at
Etsford, but there was no reason to think that they would still be where | |eft them.

No Faconer would be tempted by what | had to offer. They lived for fighting, yes, supplying mercenaries
for Estcarp and marinesfor the Sulcar ships. But they were rooted in their Eyrie in the mountains,
wedded to their own warped customs and life. There would be no place for them in Escore.

Sulcarmen never ventured too far from the seawhich wastheir life; they would be lost where no surf
roared, no waves battered high. | had hopes only of the Old Race uprooted in the south. A few, very
few, of the refugees from Karsten had been absorbed into Estcarp. The rest roved restlesdy dong the
border, taking grim vengeance for the massacre of their blood. It had been closeto twenty five years
sncethat happening, yet they would not forget nor really make one with Estcarp dwellers.

Karsten would never betheirs again. They had accepted that. But if | could offer them land of their own,
evenif they must takeit by sword—I believed they might listen. It remained now to find them, and not be
found by those who would deliver me forthwith to the justice of the Council.

| climbed the ridge from which | had sighted the campfires of those who had hunted us, and waited there
until night fell, watching for any trace of continued sentry go there. But the land was dark, athough that
did not necessarily mean that it was unpatrolled. Kaththea s ruse with the Torgians—how well had that
served us? | shrugged. Magic was no wegpon for me. | had my gun, my wits, and the training drilled into
me. With themorning | must put al to the test.

Eveninthelast rays of the sun and wel into twilight I found mysdf watching for the bird Dahaun had
digpatched across the mountains. Just what service that could perform | had no idea, but just seeing it
would have meant much in that hour. But dl the flying things | sghted were common to theland, and
none flashed emerdd.

Inthe early morning | started along the same trail which had brought usinto that twisted land. Though |
wanted to hasten, yet | knew the wisdom of checking landmarks, of not becoming entangled in the maze.
So | went dowly, nursing my water bottle’ s contents and the supplies Dahaun had provided. Once |l was
trailed for aspace by an upland wolf. But my gift held so that | suggested hunting €l sewhere and was
obeyed. That disorientation of sight which had been troubling when we had come thisway was no longer
aproblem, so perhapsit only worked when one faced the east, not retreated from it.

| advanced upon the campfire Sites, utilizing every scouting trick | knew. Thefire scarswerethere, as



well asthe traces of more than acompany of men, but now the land was empty, the huntersgone. Yet |
went warily, taking no risks.

Two logs close together gave me ameasure of shdlter for the second night. | lay unableto deep for a
while, striving to picturein my mind amap of the countryside. Kemoc had guided usthisway, but | had
studied as | rode, making note of landmarks and the route. Hazy as | had been, | thought that | would
have no greet difficulty in winning westward to country where would know every fidd, wood, and hill.
Those were the fringe lands of deserted holdings where the dwindling population no longer lived, and
where| could find shelter.

It came to me through the earth on which my head rested—a steady pound of hoof beat. Some patroller
riding aset course? Therewas only onerider. And | lay in thick cover which only ill luck would lead him
to explore.

The approaching horse neighed and then blew. And it was heading directly for my hiding place! At first |
could not accept such incredibleill fortune. Then | squirmed out of my cramped bed and wriggled
snakewise to the right; once behind brush, | got to my feet, my dart gun drawn. Again the horse nickered,
something dmost plaintive in the sound. | froze, for it had dtered course, was still pointed to me, asif its
rider could see me, naked of any cover, vividly plainin the moonlight!

Betrayed by some attribute of the Power? If so, turn, twist, run and hide as | would, | could be run down
helplesdy at the desire of the hunter. So being, it would be best to come into the open and face it boldly.

There was arustling, the sound of the horse moving unerringly towards me, with no pretense of
concealment. Which argued of a perfect confidence on the part of therider. | kept to the shadow of the
bush but my weapon was aimed at where the rider would face me.

But, though it wore saddle and bridle, and there was dried foam encrusted on its chest and about its
jaws, the horse was riderless. Its eyes showed white, and it had the appearance of an animal that had
stampeded and runin fright. As | stepped into the open it shied, but | had already established mind
contact. It had bolted in panic, been driven by fear. But the cause of that fear was soill defined and
nebulous| could not identify it.

Now the horse stood with hanging head, while | caught the dangling reins. It could, of course, be part of
atrgp—but then | would have encountered some block inits mind, some trace, even negatively, of the
setting of thetrap. No, | felt it was safe, the four feet | needed to make me free of the country and give
me that fraction more of security in a place where safety wasrare.

| led it dong, traveling to the south, and in it was adesire and liking for my company asif my presence
banished the fear which had driven it. We worked our way dowly, keeping to cover, so setting some
distance between us and the place to which the horse had come asif amed. And dl thetime | kept mind
contact, hoping to detect any hint if thiswas a capture scheme.

Findly | stripped off the saddle and bridle, put field hobbles on the horse and turned it loose for the rest
of the night, while with the equipment | took cover in heavy brush. But thistime| pillowed my head on
the support of asaddle and tried to solve the puzzle of whence and why had come what | needed
most—a horse. My thoughts kept circling back to Dahaun’ s winged messenger, and, improbable asit
seemed, | could accept the ideathat thiswas connected. Y et there had been no memory of abird in the
horsg smind.

My new mount was not by any meansaTorgian, but its saddle was the light one of aborder rider and
there was an intricate crest set into the hornin silver lines. Sulcar crests were smple affairs, usualy heads
of animds, reptiles, birds or mythical creatures out of legend. Falconers, recognizing no families, used



only their falcon badges with asmall under-modification to denote their troop. This could only bethe sign
of one of the Old Race Houses, and, since such identification had falen into disuse in Estcarp, it meant
that this horse gear was the possession of one of those | sought, arefugee from Karsten.

Therewas an extremely smpleway of proving the rightness of my guess. Tomorrow morning | need only
mount the animal | could see grazing in the moonlight, set initsmind the desire to return whence it had
come and let it bear meto its master. Of course, to ride into a strange camp on amissing mount would
be the act of afool. But oncein the vicinity of such acamp the mount could be turned loose asif it had
only strayed and returned and | could make contact when and if | pleased.

Simple, yes, but once at that camp what brave arguments would | use? | perhaps atota stranger to dl
therein, striving to induce them to void their alegiance to Estcarp and ride into an unknown land on my
word done—the more so if they rode as blind as Kaththea had had to do! Simple to begin, but
impossible to advance from that point.

If I could first contact men | knew, they might listen even if thefiat of outlawry had gone out against me.
Men such as Dermont, and others who had served with me. But where to find them now in dl the length
of the south border country? Perhaps | could fashion astory to serve mein the camp from which the
horse had come, discover from the men there where | could meet with my own late comrades.

No battle plan can be so meticulousthat no ill fortune can not upset it. Assmal athing asa
storm-downed tree across atrail at the wrong time may wipe out the careful work of days, as| well
knew. The“lucky” commander isthe one who can improvise on amoment’ s notice, thus pulling victory
out of the very claws of defeat. | had never commanded more than asmall squad of scouts, nor had |
before been called upon to make adecision which risked more than my own life. How could | induce
older and more experienced men to trust in me? That was the growing doubt in my mind as| tried to
deep away the fatigue of the day, be fresh for the demands of the morrow.

Seep | did, but that was atroubled dozing which did not leave me much rested. Inthe end | took my
smple solution: work back to the camp from which the horse had come, free the anima without being
seen, scout to see who might be bivouacked there. And that | did, turning the horse south at not more
than awalking pace. One concession to caution | made: we kept to the best cover possible, avoiding any
large stretch of open. Also | watched for green againgt the sky. Still haunting me was that thought—or
was it a hope?—that Dahaun’ s messenger might be nearby.

We had |eft Estcarp in late summer, and surely we had not been long away, yet the appearance of the
land and the chill inthe air wasthat of autumn. And the wind was close to winter’ s blast.

Intheday | could now seethe purple fringe of the mountains. And—nowhere aong that broken fringe of
pesksdid | sght onethat | could recognize, though | had studied that territory for most of my life. Truly
the Power had wrought agreat change, one such as stunned aman to think on. And | did not want any
closer acquaintance with aland which had been so wrung and devastated.

But it was south that the horse went, and it was not long before we came into the fringe lands. Here there
wereraw pitsin the earth from which up-thrust the roots of falen trees, debris of dides, and marks of fire
inthick powdery ash. | dismounted, for the place was atrap in which amount could essily teke afdse
step and break aleg. And once, inimpulse, | put my hand to a puddle of that ash, wind-gathered into a
hollow, and marked my forehead and chest with avery old Sign. For one of the guards againgt ill
witchcraft was ash from honest wood fire, though that was abdlief | had never put to test before.

The horseflung up its head and | caught its thought. Thiswas home territory. Straightaway | loosened my
hold on the reins, dapped the anima on the rump and bade it seek its magter. . . while | dippedinto a



tangle of treeroots, to work my way stedthily to the top of anearby ridge.

previous | Table of Contents | next
previous | Table of Contents | next

XVI

WHAT | SAW as| lay belly flat on the crest of the dope was no war camp. Thiswas centered by a
shelter built not for aday nor aweek’ s occupancy, but more sturdily, to last at least a season—a
stockade about it. Though that safeguard was not yet complete—l ogs were gill waiting to be up-ended
and st into placeto closeits perimeter.

Therewasacorra in which I counted more than twenty mounts and before which now stood the horse |
had loosed, while its companions nickered agreeting. A man ran from among those busied with the
stockade building to catch the reins of the strayed mount. He shouted.

| saw the saffron yellow of awoman’ srobein the doorway of the half-finished hall, and other colors
behind her. The men had downed tools, were gathering around the horse. Old Race al of them, with here
and there alighter head which could mark one of Half-Sulcar strain. And they all wore the legther of
fighting men. Whatever this household was now, | was ready to wager al that they had been Borderers
not too long ago.

And asaBorderer | could well believe that, as peaceful and open as the scene below appeared from my
perch, they had their sentinels and safeguards. So that to win down into their midst would tax any scout's
ability. Y et to be found skulking here would do me no good.

The sameintricate device as was set on the saddle horn had been freshly painted on thewall of the hall,
but | did not recognizeit. The only conclusion | dared draw was that the very presence of such a
to-be-permanent holding here meant that the dwellerstherein believed they had nothing to fear from the
south, that Karsten had ceased to be an enemy.

Y et they fortified with astockade, and they were working with awill to get that up before they finished
the hall. Wasthat merely because they had lived in the midst of danger so long that they could not
conceive of any house without such protection?

Now what should | do? This household had come into the wilderness by choice. They might be the very
kind | sought. Yet | could not be sure.

Below, they continued to ingpect the returned horse, dmost asif it had materialized out of air before their
eyes, going over the saddle searchingly before they took it off. Severa of them gathered together,
conferring. Then heads turned, to look to the dope on which | lay. | thought that they had not accepted
the ideathat the mount had returned of its own will.

The saffron robed woman disappeared, came back again. In her arms were mail shirts, while behind her
adighter figurein arose-red dress brought helms, their chain-mail throat scarves swinging.

Asfour of the workers armed themsalvesin practiced speed, afifth put fingers to mouth and whistled
ghrilly. He was answered from at least five points, one of them behind and above meto the left! |
flattened yet tighter to the ground. Had | dready been sighted by that lookout? If so—why had he not
aready jumped me?If | had not yet been seen, then any move on my part might betray me at once. |
was pinned. Perhaps | had made the wrong choice; to go boldly in would be better than to be caught
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pying.

| got to my feet, keeping my hands up, palms out before me, well away from my wegpons belt. Then |
began to walk down. They caught sight of mein seconds.

“Keegp on, bold hero!” The voice behind me was sharp. “We like well to see open hands on those who
come without verge horn warning.”

| did not turn my head as | answered. “Y ou have them in your sight now, sentry. There has been no war
gloveflung between us—’

“Thatisasit may be, warrior. Y et friend does not belly-creep upon friend after the manner of one come
to collect ahead and so endave the ghost of thedain.”

Head-coallecting! Refugee holding right enough—not only that, but at least this sentry was one of the
fanatics who had made aname for themsalves, even in the tough Borderer companies, for the utter
ferocity of thar fighting. There were those come out of Karsten who had suffered so grievoudy that they
had retreated into barbarian customsto dlay, if anything ever could, their well-deep hatred.

| made no haste down that dope and to the holding. The man or men who had chosen to plant it here had
an eyefor the country. And, once the stockade was complete, they would be very snug against attack.
They waited for mein the now gatel ess opening of that stockade, armed, helmed, though they had not yet
drawn sword or gun.

The centermost woreinggniaon the fore of hishem, set therein small yellow gem stones. Hewasaman
of middleyears, | believed, though with al of us of the Old Race the matter of ageishard to determine,
for our life gpans arelong unless put to an end by violence, and the marks of age do not show until close
to the end of that tale of years.

| halted some pacesfrom him. My hdm veil was thrown well back, giving him clear view of my features.

“To the House gresting, to those of the House good fortune, to the day a good dawn and sunset, to the
endeavor good fortune without break.” | gave the old formal greeting, then waited upon his answer, on
which depended whether | could reckon myself tolerated, if not aguest, or find mysdf aprisoner.

There was something of the same searching measurement as Ethutur had used on me back in the Green
Valley. A sword scar had left awhite seam long hisjaw line, and hismail, though well kept, had been
mended on the shoulder with a patch of dightly larger links.

The silence lengthened. | heard asmall scuffing behind me and guessed that the guard who had
accompanied me was ready to spring at the Manor Lord’ s order. It was hard not to stand ready to my
own defense, to hold my hands high and wait upon another’ swhim.

“The House of Dhulmat opensits gates to whom?’

| heard a choked sound, abitten off protest from my guard. Again | was presented with adilemma. To
answer with my true name and family clan might condemn meif | had been outlawed, and | had no
reason to believe that that had not been done. Yet if this holding already had its gate-crier in place, that
protection device would detect afase nameinstantly as | passediit. | could retreat only to avery old
custom, one which had been in abeyance in time of war. Whether it would have any force in the here and
now | did not know.

“The House of Dhulmat, on which be the sun, the wind, and the good of wide harvest, opens gatesto a
geas-ordered man.” It wasthe truth and in the far past it meant that | was under certain bounds of speech



which none might question without bringing meinto peril. | waited once more for the Lord to accept or

deny me.

“Gates open to one swearing no threat against Dhulmat, man or clan, roof-treg, field, flock, herd,
mount—" He intoned the words dowly asif he pulled them one by one from long buried memory.

| relaxed. That oath could | give without any reservations. He held out his sword blade point to me, a
sign | accepted the death it promised were | foresworn. | went to one knee and laid my lipsto the cold
metd.

“No threat from meto man or clan, roof-tree, fidd, flock, herd or mount of the House of Dhulmat!”

He must have given some signd | did not detect, for the woman in saffron approached, bearing with both
hands a goblet filled with amixture of water, wine, milk, the true guesting cup. So | knew that here they
clung to the old ways, perhaps the more because they had been rift from al which had once been home
to them.

My host touched hislipsto the edge of the goblet and handed it to me. | swallowed amouthful and then
dribbled afew dropsto right and left, to the house and the land, before | passed it back, to go from hand
to hand in that company, findly to the guard who now stepped up to my side, shooting me atill
suspicious glance. He was alean mountain wolf right enough, tough and hard asthe sted hewore. |

knew hislikewell.

Thus| cameinto the Manor of Dhulmat—or what was the germ of that manor-to-be. My host wasthe
Lord Hervon, and, though he never said it, | could guessthat he must once have been lord of afar larger
land than this. The Lady Chriswithawho now headed his household was his second wife—for hisfirst
family had vanished during the horning in Karsten. But she had given him two daughters and ason, and
both daughters had married landless men who had chosen to join the clan. These, with such shiedld men as
had attached themsalves to Hervon during the twenty years or more of border warfare, and the wives of
such, had come hereto found anew life.

“We marked this valley during patrol,” Hervon told me asthey put food before me, “and camped here
many times during the years, raising part of thishall. Y ou may not understand at your age, but aman
needs a place to return to, and thiswas ours. So when the sealing of the mountains was done and we
needed no longer bear swords south, then we were minded to set our hearthstone here.”

How much dared | ask him concerning what had happened in Estcarp during the time | had been east of
the mountains? Y et | had to know.

“Kargenistruly seded?’ | risked that much.
There was a grunt from the other man at the board—Godgar, who had played sentind in the heights.

Hervon smiled thinly. “ So it would seem. We have not yet any real news, but if any of Pagar’ sforce
survived that sealing, then heis not ahuman man. With their army gone and al passes closed, it will be
long before they can move again. The Falconers till ride the mountains—where they may find passage,
that is—and the eyes of their scout-hawks are ready to report any movement from that filth.”

“But Alizonisnot seded,” | ventured again.

Thistime Godgar gave agrating laugh. “ Alizon? Those hounds have dunk back to their kennelsina
hurry. They do not want to sniff the same kind of stormin their noses! For once the Power has been
a_”



| saw Hervon shoot him awarning look and he was suddenly slent, flushing alittle,

“Y es, the Power has wrought well,” | interposed. “ Thanksto the Wise Ones we have now a breathing
m | .11

“The Wise Ones.” The Lady Chriswitha seated hersalf on the bench beside her lord. “But in such action
they served themsdvesill. Thetidings are that they wrung the forces out of them, to their greet
hurt—many died and others are spent. If Alizon knew of this, surely they would not be so wary of us.”

Hervon nodded. Y es, so you do well, young man, to cal this peace abreathing spell.” His gaze
dropped to the board before him. * Perhaps we waste our strength and our hopes in what we strive to do
here now. It isvery hard to lose dl—"

Hislady’shand fell over hisin awarming clasp. Then her eyes went to the daughters at the other end of
the hdl, and those with them. And | was shaken, for, if by some miracle | could rouse such men asthese
to follow meto the east, what could | offer them save danger once more? Perhaps worse danger than
these had fled when they came out of Karsten. Leave them bein their smdl, hard won time of peace. My
memory of the golden land when it was free faded. Though nothing would lift from methe geasin this
matter.

Godgar cleared histhroat. “Y ou, young man, where do you ride—or walk, since, though you wear
horseman’ s boots, you come hither on your own two feet?’

And the compulsion which had brought me over the mountains set on me now an order for truth though |
did not wish to speak in this place where peace was a birth of hope.

“1 hunt men—"

“Men—not aman?’ Hervon's eyebrowsllifted. | thought he had credited me with some motive from his
own past, the desire for private vengeance. For afeud vow, taken in theright time and place—or the
wrong, depending upon how you looked on the matter—could also be agess.

“Men—those willing to carve out anew future—" How could | put my mission into words without
revealing too much to those inclined to betray me?

Godgar frowned. “Y ou are no Sulcar recruiter for araiding voyage. To venture thisfar inland when you
could have men beyond counting dong theriver or in any port would befolly. And if it isforay against
Alizon—the Seneschal has forbidden such, save under his own banner.”

“No. | havefighting to offer, but not at seanor in the north. | offer land—good land—to be sword
bought. Where ason may uncover hisfather’ sfireto ahigher blazing—"

The Lady Chriswitha had been watching me closely. Now she leaned forward alittle, holding me with her
gaze asif she were one of the Witches, ableto pick true from falsein my very brain.

“And whereliesthisland of yours, stranger?’
| wet my lipswith tonguetip. Thiswasthetime of testing. “To theeast,” | said.

They wered| blank of countenance. Did the block hold so tight that no thought of Escore could ever
penetrate, that | could not arouse any of them even to think of such ajourney?

“Eagt?’ Sherepeated that with complete incomprehension, asif | had used aword entirely without
meaning. “East?’ she said again, and thistime it was a sharp-asked question.



Thiswasagamble, but al my life had been awagering of onerisk against another. | must learn here and
now what luck | would have with any men such asthese. Tell them the truth as we had discovered it, see
if that truth would free them from the bondstied long ago.

So | spoke of what Kemoc had discovered at Lormt, and of what we had found over the mountains
sededinthat long ago. Yetinthat telling | did not reveal my own identity, and it was that fact the Lady
Chriswithastruck upon unerringly when | had done.

“If dl thisbe so—then how isit that you went over these mountains you say we cannot remember, or are
not allowed to remember, and which have been so long closed to us? Why did not such bonds hold you
as0?’ Her suspicion wasplain.

But her lord, asif he had not heard her, spoke now:

“Thismuchistrue, | have never thought of the east. In Karsten, yes, but here—no. It was asif that
directiondid not exist.”

“The Lady has asked a question which needs an answer,” growled Godgar from the other side. “I would
liketo hear it, too.”

There could be no more disguise. To prove my truth | must tell all—the reason for my going eastward.
And | put it directly.

“For two reasons did | go. | am outlawed, or believethat | am, and | am not fully of your blood.”

“I knew it!” Godgar’ sfist raised menacingly, though he did not strike with it. “Outlawed, yet he tricked
you into guesting him, Lord. And with such aguest bond does not hold. Cut him down, else he bring us
new troubles!”

“Hold!” Hervon cut through that hot speech. “What name do you bear, outlaw? And talk of geaswill not
cover you now.”

“I am Kyllan of the House of Tregarth.”

For asecond or two | thought that they did not know, that that name meant nothing here. Then Godgar
roared in wrath and thistime hisfist sent me sorawling, my head ringing. | had no chancein my defense,
for hismen werein the hal and they piled on me before I could even gain my knees. Another blow sent
me into darkness and | awoke, with an aching head and bruised body, to yet more darkness.

From very faint traces of light outlining a door—or at least an entrance—wel | above me and the fed of
pounded, hardened earth under my body, my hands being locked in rope loops, | concluded that | now
lay in astorage place which must antedate, maybe by severd years, this half-completed manor. | had

hel ped to construct just such supply pitsin the past, deep dug in the earth, floored and walled with stone
if possible, if not with hardened clay, to be covered by atrap door.

Why did | il live? By rightsthey could have taken my lifetherein the hal. Apparently Godgar, &t leest,
knew mefor what | had been undoubtedly proclaimed. That they had not killed me at once probably
meant they planned to ddiver meto the authorities of the Council, and perhaps the first ending was the
one| should desire the most.

Asarecruiter | wasafailureindeed. One can dways see one’ s mistakes afterwards, as plain asthe
victors shields hung on the outwalls of aconquered keep. But | had never claimed to be clever at such



work. How long would | lie here? | believed this holding to be onefar to the southeast, perhapsthe only
one now in this section of the country. Any messenger to the authorities might have morethan aday’s
travel, even if he took extramountsfor relays. Unless, of course, there was an adept trained in sending
somewhere in the neighborhood.

| squirmed around, though the movement added to the painin my head, and | had to fight nausea.
Whoever had tied that confining rope knew his businesswell. | sopped my fruitless struggling, Snce no
energy of minewas going to free me. To free me—had | the dightest hope |eft?

But if | was going to be given up to the Council, there was something | must do, if | could, for others.
Would the Witches ever dare to turn east?

They might. Who can foretell any action when he has not even the dimmest of foresght? Those onthe
other sde of the mountain must be warned.

Matter would not aid me—but mind? | concentrated, building my menta picture of Kaththea, straining to
contact my sSster wherever she might be. Faint—very faint—adtirring. But no more than that shadow of
ashadow. Kemoc? Having tried the greater first, now | strove for the lesser. And thistime received not
even ashadow reply.

So much for our talent. Dahaun had been wrong when she had suggested | might communicate soin
extremity. Dahaun?1 set her in my mind as| had seen her lagt.

Shadow—deeper than shadow—not real contact as| had with brother and sister so that words and
messages might pass from mind to mind, but enough to give warning. Instantly there was abegting at me
in return—only it was asif someone shouted to me in aforeign tongue some frantic messagewhich |
could not understand. | lay gasping under the pressure of that unintelligible sending. It snapped, and was

gone.

My breath camein fast, shalow gasps, my heart pounded asif | raced before some enemy host. There
was asound, but it was of thisworld and not from that place outside. The crack of light about the
opening above grew larger and aladder thudded down. They were coming for me. | braced myself for
actionwhich | must face.

A whisper of robes. | tried to hold my head higher. Why had the Lady Chriswitha come alone? The door
fell behind her so that the gloom was again complete as she came to stand over me. | caught the scent of
that sweet fern women use to lay between fresh washed garments.

She was stooping very close above me. “Tell mewhy you fled Estcarp.”

There was urgency in her demand, but theway of it | did not understand. What made the reason of our
escape of any importance now?

| told her the whole of it, making aterse statement of facts and fears as we three had known them. She
listened without interruption, then:

“Therest of it. The lost land—the chance to bring it once more under our rule—?’
“Under the rule of good instead of evil, through awar,” | corrected. Again | was puzzled, and asked:
“What mattersal thisto you, lady?’

“Perhaps nothing, or perhaps much. They have sent a messenger to the nearest ward keep, and it will go
then by sending to Es Castle. Afterward—they will comefor you.”



“I had expected no less.” | was glad my voice held steady when | said that.

Her robes swished. | knew she was turning away from me. But from the foot of the ladder she spoke
once more:

“Not al minds are the same in some matters. Outlaws have been born because of laws not al hold by.”
“What do you mean?’

She gave me no sraight reply, only saying “Good fortune go with you, Kyllan of Tregarth. Y ou have
given memuchtothink on.”

| heard her climb the ladder, saw her raise the door. Then she was gone, leaving me in turn with thingsto
think on—though to no profitable purpose.
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XVII

THEY CAME FOR me at last, on amorning when there were clouds across the sky and the softness of
coming rain inthe air. There were Godgar and three others, but, to my surprise, no Council guard. | do
not know how long | had lain in the store-pit. They had brought me food and drink, but those who came
s0 singly would answer no questions. | had time for many thoughts, but there were no more dreams.
Except those | wove ddliberately when awake, riding the golden land with one—but thereis no need to
dwell upon those.

Now they produced a mount for me—a sorry animal, probably the worst of their stable—and they
lashed meinto the saddle asif they thought that | might suddenly produce the claw and fangs of a
wolf-man. Savefor these four there was no sign of life about the manor. That | wondered about . . . until
my wonder became atremor of uneasiness. It amost seemed that this expedition could be of Godgar's
planning done, and there had been nothing in his attitude since our first meeting to suggest that he
designed any good end for me.

Hetook the forein our ride out, my mount led by therider just behind, the other two bringing up the rear.
They were dl older men, those guards, enough like their leader to have been fashioned in one dart
stamper. And, while they did not use me with any unnecessary roughness, yet neither did | see any hope

of escape.

We turned north as we came out on the manor road, which was no more than atrack of beaten earth.
The pace Godgar set wasthat of any routine patrol, not forced, yet designed to eat miles. | glanced over
my shoulder at the manor. The matter of the Lady Chriswitha svisit fill puzzled me. | had not dared to
believe that anything in my favor might come of it. But till | thought that it had shown minds divided on
some subjects within those half-completed walls. But the manor might now be deserted.

None of the guards spoke, nor did | see any reason to ask questions. We merely rode, first under
clouds, and then in the beginning of a drizzle which seemed to affect them no more than might thesun of a
pleasant day.

In spite of the hopel essness of my situation | continued to study those who accompanied me, and the land
about, trying to sight any chance for abreak. My hands were bound before me to the high horn of my
saddle, my feet |ashed to the stirrups, the reins of my horse in the hands of him who rode before me. My
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helm was gone, though they had left me my mail shirt. There were no wegponsin my belt. And the horse
under me could be easily run down by any they bestrode.

Asfor the country, we were in open land where there wasllittle or no cover. The grass, which brushed as
high as our stirrups beyond the edge of the narrow road, was autumn yellowed. And the rain was chill.
But there were inhabitants in the grass. | saw prong-horns race away, their great start-legps carrying
themwdl into theair. And birds flev—

| do not know why | began to watch the sky for any hint of green wings. It might be more probable for a
Flannan to perch suddenly on the saddlie horn above my tied hands. Y et each time| saw abird | looked
the closer.

Then Godgar reined up, waiting for my leader to catch level with him. He said something in alow voice
and the rein passed from guard to commander, the relieved man spurring ahead, Godgar pulling at the
reins until my horse was beside his. He had fastened his hedm veil across histhroat and chin asif wewere
about to go into battle, and over that haf mask of tiny metallic links his eyes were hot.

“Who sent you, oath breaker? Who sent you to bring down the House of Dhulmat?’
His demand made no senseto me.
“| am neither oath-breaker, nor one who wishesill to you and yours.”

Tied as| was| could not escape the answering blow which made my head ring and swayed mein the
saddle.

“We know waysto make aman talk,” he snarled. “Karsten taught us much!”
“Perhaps you can make aman talk,” | got out, “but this man does not know what you seek.”

Luckily, though he had come to depend upon pain and force to support his orders, he had a measure of
intelligence behind such brutaity. Now he choseto useit.

“Y ou go to the Council. If you are who you say, you know what they will do to you.”

“Assuredly.” To Godgar the warrior’s creed was aliving thing and part of that was afatalistic acceptance
of things asthey were. | could do no more than summon that to my aid now.

“They will wring out of you al knowledge; thus we shdl |earn sooner or later what we want to know.
Why not tell us now—who sent you to take refuge with Hervon and so blacken his name?’

“No one. | came by chanceto—"

“Riding one of our horses, amount that bolted without warning from our holding and returned two days
later only alittle before you? By your own telling, oath-bresker, you have consorted with witchery, so all
could be of your doing. But thewhy of it? Why do you move againgt Hervon? We have no family-feud
with you! Who told you to do this?’

“Any holding would have suited me,” | said wearily. Therewas no way of making him believethat. He
was determined that | meant ill to hislord. But that private feuds were ill dive among the Old Race
refugees was new to me. Apparently Godgar expected such now. “A geaswaslaid upon mein Escore,
even as| told you. | wasto recruit such of the Old Race as wanted to try to free the land from which
they once sprang.”



| half expected a second blow, ademand that | speak what he would consider the truth. But to my
surprise, Godgar turned his head with deliberation and looked to the east. Then he laughed, a harsh bark.

“Did you think such astory would win you afighting tail into nowhere, outlan? Why, | could think of two
handfuls of words which would serve you better in Hervon' s listening!”

“Haveit your ownway then,” | told him, tired of argument. “ Thisisthe bare bones of it. My sster was
forced to enter the Place of Wisdom againgt her will. She shared with me and my brother a gift. Through
that she reached Kemoc before the time of her final vow, for she would not be one of the Witches. We
had her forth from the Place, since the safeguards of the Power were exhausted by the closing of the
mountains. Having won her freedom we strove to preserveit by striking east, into the unknown. We
crossed the forbidden passes, found Escore, and those there, both enemy and friend, with the need for
men to fight on the side of good in avery old war. Through no wish of mine—that | shall swear to by any
Sign or Name—it was laid upon meto come here, and seek out any willing to cross the mountains. More
than that no wile nor force can learn from me, for that isthe full truth!”

He no longer laughed; instead his eyes regarded me very narrowly over thevell of hishelm.
“I have heard of the Warder of the South, of Simon Tregarth—"

“And of the Lady Jaelithe,” | added for him. “ And never hasit been hidden that he was an outlander and
held some of the Power—isthat not 0?7’

He nodded reluctantly.

“Then can it dso be beyond the bounds of belief that we, the flesh of their flesh, have aso gifts not usud
to others? We were born at one birth, and always have we been locked of spirit, and sometimes of mind.
When Kaththea wanted to come forth from that Place, we could do nothing else than bring her. If that
makes us meat for any man’'s sword, then that isthe way matters stand.”

Thistime Godgar made me no answer, but set hishorse on, pulling sharply at the leading reins. We
trotted down the rough road in athick drizzle. Nor did he speak with me again throughout that long
morning. We made anoonday stop in aplace of rocks where an overhanging ledge gave shelter and
there was a supply of wood laid up by ablackened ring of stonesto mark aknown camping place.

| walked siffly when they had me down from my horse, for they left my legsfree but not my hands. They
produced journey bread, dried meat and fruit, little better than field rations. And they loosed my handsto
eat, though one of them stood over me until | was done, then promptly applied the lashings again. But to
my surprise they did not mount up after they had eaten. Instead one of them set afire, which we had not
needed for the cooking of food, taking what seemed to me unnecessary carein just how the wood was
placed. Then, when light was put to that stack of wood, he took a stand to theright of it, acloak in his
hands.

Signding! Though the code they used was none | knew from my scouting days. Blink, blink, blink, back
and forth he snapped the cloak. | stared out on the gloomy countryside, straining to read anywhere along
the darkened horizon an answer to those flashes. But without result.

However, my guards seemed satisfied. They kept the fire going, after letting it die down alittle, Sitting
about it whiletheir cloaks and surcoats steamed dry. | watched the sodden countryside. They were
waiting—for whom and why?

Godgar cleared histhroat, and the sound was loud in that place, for they had not spoken more than afew
words since they had dismounted.



“Wewait for those who will take you to deliver to the Council guards,” he addressed me. “ There will be
no one then who can say that you sheltered with Hervon.”

“Asyou yoursdlf said, when they question me under the Power, the Wise Oneswill know al.” | could
not understand why he tried the clumsy cover-up of passing me from one party to another.

“ FB‘th,"

Then it cameto me: there was oneway in which | could not be questioned, and that wasif | was
ddivered dead! If my body was so brought in by amiddle party, there could be no connection then with
Hervon's people.

“Why leave the throat cutting to another?” | asked then. *'Y ou have a sword to your hand.”

When he did not reply | continued: “ Or do you wear arune sword which will flame out with blood on
it—to be read thereafter by all men? Y our lord was not one with you in this. He would not set point or
edge to aman with tied wrigtsl”

Godgar dtirred. Hiseyeswere hot again; | had pricked him then. Hard as he was, old customs ill held.
And there flashed now into my mind, asif some voice spoke the words into my ears, an oath considered
S0 potent and binding that no man who had ever borne asword in war could break it.

“Y ou know me—I am Kyllan of Tregarth. | have ridden with the Border Scouts—isthat not fact? Have
you heard any ill report of such riding?’

He might not understand the why of my asking, but he returned frankly enough:
“I have heard of you with the Scouts. Y ou were awarrior—and a man—in those days.”

“Then listen well, Godgar and you others—" | paused, and then spoke each word that followed with
emphass and measured downess, as my sister might have delivered one of her chants to summon the
Power.

“May | bedan by my own blade, struck by my own darts, if | ever meant any ill to those within the
House of Dhulmat, or to any man of Estcarp.”

They stared & me acrosstheir vells. | had given them the strongest assurance any of our calling might
ever use. Would it hold?

They stirred uneasily, and their eyes went from me to each other. Godgar tugged a hishelm vell, bringing
itin alooseloop from hisjaw asif he were about to eat once more.

“That wasill donel” he barked angrily.

“IIl done?’ | shot back. “In what way, Godgar? | have given you Sword Oath that | mean you and yours
noill. Whet evil liesin that?’

Then | turned to hismen. “Do you believe me?’
They hesitated, then he in the center spoke.
“We believe because we must.”
“Thenwhereliestheill doing?’



Godgar got to hisfeet and strode back and forth afew paces, hisfrown blackly heavy. He stopped and
rounded on me.

“We have begun athing for the sake of those to whom we owe allegiance. Y ou are no one, nothing. Why
must your fate be made now a shadow on our shield honor? What witchery have you used, outlaw?’

“No witchery, save that which you, and you”—I pointed to each—"and you, and you, Godgar, share
with me. | am warrior bred; | did what | had to do in the support of my own alegiances. That put me
outside the law of the Council. I came back here because | was laid under another command—the why
of it and by whom | have no knowing. But that | meant ill by my coming no Power can prove, for it isnot
0.

“Too late” Another of the guards was standing, pointing into the open.
Dim as the clouds made the scene, the coming riders could be counted. Five. . . sx of them.

Godgar nodded in their direction. “ Those owe us a battle debt. But Since you say you cameto Hervon
by chance, and have taken oath on it—well, they will turn you in living, not dead. With the Witchesyou
can take your chances and those will not be bright. I—I am not honor broke in this, outlaw!”

“Y ou are not honor broke,” | agreed.

“Wait!”

He who had indicated the riders now spoke more sharply.
“What is—what isthat?’

Between the distant riders and our shelter there was open country, covered only with thetall grass. It
was at that grass he pointed now. It rippled, was like the seawith each wave troubled and wind tossed.
And through it came such aregiment as no man among us had ever seen. Prong-horns, not legping away
in aarm, but gathering with purpose towards us. A shambling bear taking no notice, agrass
cat—yellow-brown, but equal to his brothers of the snow lines—smaller things we could not distinguish
save for the movement inthegrass. . . dl headed to us!

“What will they do?’ Godgar was disconcerted as he would never have been to see an armed party
about to attack. The very unnaturalness of this advance was unnerving.

| struggled to my feet and none reached a hand to stay me, for they were too awed by what they now
witnessed.

Asthe grasswas agjitated by a gathering of four-footed inhabitants, so wasthe sky filled in turn. Birds
camein flocks out of nowhere, and they swooped, called, strove to reach us under the ledge. These men
had endured years of war such as only warrior blood could face, but thiswas against nature.

| struggled to contact the minds of those closing in upon us. | found that | could contact them, yes, and
read their determination—but | could not control them in any manner.

| moved away from the others, who had drawn tightly under the protection of theledge. The birds
whirred, screamed, trilled about me, but they made no move to attack. Grass dwellers gathered about
my feet, and wove circles, dways facing—not me—but those who had brought me here. | began to
walk, out into the open and the rain, away from Godgar and his men.

“Stand—or | shoot!”



| glanced back. His dart gun was out, aimed a me. Through the air came that which | had
sought—Dblue-green, moving swiftly, straight for Godgar’ s head. He cried out, and ducked. | walked on,
passing agrass cat growling deep initsthroat and lashing itstail, looking not to me but to the men behind,
past aprong-horn that snorted, struck the earth with blade-sharp hooves, past agathering army in fur
and feathers.

And aways| probed, trying to find the will which had launched that army, which held them there. For
that such existed | was certain. The horses that had carried us snorted, screamed, reared to break loose
from their picket ropesand run, in wild gdloping, from fdine forms skulking about. | heard shouts behind
me, but thistime | did not turn to look. If | wereto die by Godgar’ s darts, why face them? Better to walk
towards freedom.

| discovered that walking with tied hands was not walking free. The rain had made the ground dippery,
and | lost balance with my arms so tightly confined. | had to watch my footing as| went. Then | heard
sounds from behind strange enough to make me look.

Just as| had walked away from the ledge, so after me stumbled and wavered my captors—not willingly,
but under compulsion. For they were being herded by the anima s and birds. What had become of their
weapons | did not know, but their dart guns were gone. And, strangely enough, none had drawn sted!.
So they came, strained of face, staring of eye, men caught up in anightmare of mad dreaming.

| had headed east, and so0 east we went in company, the birds ways above, and always around usthe
host of animaslarge and small. Now they gave voice, squesks, growls, snorts, dmost asif they
protested their usein this fashion—for being used they were. | glanced to where we had seen those other
riders. There was no sign of them! Could they have been overwhelmed by the weird army?

Of dl the marches| had made in alifetime, that was the strangest. The creatures kept pace with me, and
those after me, to the best of their ability. Though, after aspace, the smaler onesfell behind, and only the
larger beasts matched us. The birds went in flocks, whedling and diving. But the blue-green one had once
more vanished.

We plodded on, to what god | had no idea, though not to return to Hervon’ sholding. Again and again |
tried to reach by contact the control over that furred and feathered force. Findly in my mind the old
march cadence began its well-known sing-song:

“ Sky-earth-mountain-stone! Sword cuts to the bone!” Then | redlized | was chanting that aloud and the
clamor of beast and bird was dtilled. Y et silent they marched with a determination not of their natures.

At length | paused and turned to face those behind me. They were pale under the brown weathering on
their faces. And they met my gaze glassly, as men will front something over which they have no
domination, against which they can make no true stand.

“Godgar!” | raised my voice sharply to shake him out of that ensorcel ment. “ Godgar, go from here by
your path, aslong asit leads back to the House of Dhulmat. As| have said, between uslies no feud, nor
the need for any answer to be made to thisday’ swork. If | wore asword | would exchange it now for
your bladein truce.”

He had passed beyond anger, but he was not broken.

“Captain”—that address of respect came wryly from him—*if it is peace you offer, peace shdl wetake.
But do those who walk with usaso offer it?”

That | did not know either, but it must be tested.



“Try them,” | replied.

Then, watching warily their flankers, Godgar and his men started south. Slowly, with a semblance of
reluctance, away was opened to them. As he saw this, Godgar’ s shoulders went back afraction more.
Helooked once more to me.

“Thismust be reported,” he said.
“Letitbeso,” | answered.

“Wait!” He started towards me. A grass cat crouched, fangs bared, snarling. Godgar stopped short. “I
mean you no ill. Waking with bound handsis hard; | would free you.”

But the cat would have none of that, despite my silent command.

“It would seem that our oaths are not current coin here, Godgar. Go you in peace, and report as you
must. And | say again—I hold no feud thought againgt you or yours.”

He returned to his men and they walked south, behind them trailing a detachment of the creatures, asif
they were to be escorted on their way. But for me there was another path—blue-green wings again in the
ar andatrill of song urgingmedongit.
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XVIII

IT WASA little later that | learned | was not being escorted, but after amanner herded aso. For once
Godgar and his men were out of sight. | paused, faced about—and |ooked into the snarling mask of a
grass cat, behind it a prong-horn snorting and pawing earth. Ancient enemies, but now united in purpose.
The cat growled; | wheeled to face east and the growling ceased. More and more of the furred company
had fallen away from the body which had set us moving away from the ledge, but | still led aformidable
force, mostly of larger creatures.

A trilling overhead—Dahaun’ s messenger circled there, urging meon, | thought. So | |eft the road,
tramped on in the sodden grass which brushed wetly about me amost thigh high and sometimes
concealed my escort atogether. When | was on the move once more, the bird flashed ahead.

Dahaun—had she followed across the mountains? But sense was againg that. Therewas so close atie
between her race and Escore that they could not go out of that haunted land. Kemoc? But the command
over this company of beasts and birds was not Kemoc's, nor Kaththea s, nor born of any magic ever
brewed in Estcarp.

Ahead was the dark mass of broken mountains. This route would bring meinto their foothills. | struggled
againg the cords about my wrigts. Once into that rough country | would need use of my hands. Theties
cut into my flesh and | felt the dipperiness of blood oozing from ridged cuts. Perhaps that |oosened them
aufficiently at last. For, in spite of menacing growls and snorts, | halted now and again to work with al my
might at those circlets. Then, with atearing of skin, | pulled one hand free and brought both before me,
congested and purple, blood-stained. | wriggled fingersto restore circulation.

Therain had ceased but there was no lightening of the clouds, now that it wastwilight. Not only the
coming of dark in thiswilderness plagued me, but fatigue had dowed my progressto aweary shuffle. |


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\slide17.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\toc.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\slide19.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\slide18.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\toc.html

glanced behind. The head of a prong-horn buck was up, the eyes of a cat watched—but farther back. |
took astep or soin their direction. Snarl and snort—warning me on. | could see other bodies crouched
or erect in the grass. There was for me no road to the west.

They did not follow me, merely stood where they were now, abarrier before those lands where | might
find others of my kind. Just as those hunters had been on my trail before, so now these were harrying me
out of Estcarp.

Seeing arocky outcrop not too far away, | made for that and sat down to rest aching feet. Riding boots
had never been fashioned for steady hours of walking. | could spy those sentinels dipping along the
ground if they were felines, treading on determined hooves for prong-horns. The heavily built bears had
disappeared, perhaps unable to keep up. But for the others.. . . we matched stareswhile | thought.

It would seem that someone or something wished to send me back to Escore. And | rebelled against
such pressure. First send meto Estcarp on afruitless mission, then drive me out again. | could see no
sensein this, nor does any man take easily to the knowledge that he is only a piece on some gameboard,
to be moved hither and thither for purposes which are none of his.

Dermont had told me once of avery ancient custom of Karsten, one which had falen into disuse when
the Old Race lost rule there and the newcomers from il farther south had overrun the land. But in dim
history there had been a game played each decade. Carven pieces were set out on amarked board. At
one side sat him who was deemed the greatest lord, on the other who was landless, followerless, the
least, but who would dare the game. And the landless player represented the forces of disruption and il
luck, while the lord those confidence and success. Thusthey played, not only for dl the great lord held,
but aso for the luck and fortune of the whole land. For, should the landless topple the lord, a period of
chaos and change would ensuein the land.

Was such agame now in progress, with aliving man—me—for one of its pieces? In Estcarp abode the
settled state of things asthey are, well established, even firmer now that Karsten had been dedlt with.
And uneasy Escore where old troubles stirred was the opposite. Perhaps behind that ancient game had
lain some older truth well buried, that amore powerful action once known had been reduced to ritua at a
gameboard.

So could | speculate, but | doubted that | would ever know how much of my guessing wasthe truth. |
had certainly been moved into Estcarp, just as | was being moved out again. | shook my head, though
only the beasts saw that gesture. Then | began to pull up the grass about my rock, making anest bed.
The onething | was sure of wasthat | could go no farther now.

Though | lay in the open thiswas one night | felt no need for watch keeping. Perhaps | had been lifted out
of the norma coursesto the point where | no longer cared, or perhaps | was too tired and worn by what
had chanced.

Thus| dept. And if | dreamed, | did not carry the memory of those dreams past my waking. But when |
got diffly to my feet from that mass of grassin the morning, | faced the mountains. Thiswas right—if |
were apiece on agameboard, then | had been moved. | started off with empty hands, no food, and a
hard climb before me. Twice | looked back. If my herders had kept vigil during the night that had not
lasted until this hour. No sign of them was visible. Neither was there in me any need to go out once more
into Estcarp.

During the day | was certainly one under some order, though | could not have put it into words. The
broken mountains were my god. Senseless, senseless, one part of my mind repeated over and over.



Urge mein, bring me out—what had | accomplished? A meeting with refugees on asingle holding, and
on them | had made only a negative impression.

| thought I had been sent to recruit—but my feeble effort had not even begun that task. So—and that
brought me up short as | hated on the verge of amountain reaching ravine—so what had been the real
reason for my return to Estcarp? | kicked vicioudy at a stone, sent it rolling from me with asound to
break the generd silence.

A usefor me—what? Nonethat | could see, and my ignorance gnawed, plunging meinto action, the only
kind open to me now, the return over-mountain. | scrambled down dope, began to run amost blindly,
taking little heed of my body with my mind so bedeviled with frightening haf-thoughts to which there
were no sane answers.

A fdl wasthe end of that witless race, witless because there was no escaping from fears | bore with me.
| lay panting on the earth, beating my gtill-swollen hands on the gravel until the pain of that contact
shocked me back to quiet again.

Once the blood stopped pounding so heavily in my ears| heard the gurgle of water and | was drawn by
that, my dry mouth gaping even before | reached a spring fed pooal. | 1apped up the fresh liquid as might
one of the hunting cats. Water cold against my face restored more rationd thinking. To run terror stricken
was never an answer, so—yield to this mysterious ordering until more could be learned. | wasfar more a
man when | |ft the spring. There was an explanation somewhere and it could only liein Escore. For the
beast army was not of Estcarp’s devising. So the sooner | gained to Escore, that much earlier would |
learn my place in the new scheme of things.

Hunger grew in me. It had been along time since | had chewed those trail rations under the rock ledge.
Y et nowherein thiswilderness was there food. But | had known hunger before and kept on the movein
Spite of itstwinges. The mountains—could | find again that valey which led to our climb point?
Sometimes when | |ooked about me, either that peculiar distortion which had plagued us before wasin
force, or else my lack of food worked upon my vision, for there was a disorientation to this land through
which | moved.

Evening did not stop me, for the need of Escore had grown to an dl pervading urge. | sumbled on, ina
narrow cut, but whether theright one | could not have said. And then—ahead waslight! Stupidly |
plowed to ahat and blinked. | had adull fear that | had been forestalled, that | was awaited now by
those who would cut me off, take me once more captive.

My mind worked so duggishly that | could see no way out of such disaster. If | retreated it could only be
back to the plains, or to belost in thefoothillswhere | could never find my way again.

Brother!
So degp was | sunk in my own inner pit that at first that mind call meant nothing. Then—then—Kemoc!

| do not believe that | shouted the name aloud as | began to run towards the fire—but in mewasa
welling fountain of recognition.

He cameto meet meand | could not have made those last steps, few asthey were, done. Half guiding,
half supporting, he brought meto his oasis of light and warmth. | leaned againgt abacking springy brush
and held asmdl bowl, the warmth of its contents reaching my hands, the aroma making me eager to Sp
at athick stew.

Kemoc—wearing the garb of Dahaun’ s people—even to the whip stock at his belt, yet looking as he had



ahundred times before when we had shared patrol camps. And the familiarity of the scenewas as
soothing to my feding of being under another’ s control, as the stlew was to my hunger of body.

“You knew | wascoming?’ | broke the slencefirgt, for he had alowed me those momentsin which to
soak up ease and reassurance.

“Shedid—The Lady of Green Silences.” He sounded alittle restrained and aoof. “ She told us you were
taken—"

1] YS.”

“They would not let Kaththeatry to aid you. They put amind lock on her!” Now his congtraint was
hodtile. “But they could not hold me. So having wrought their own magic, they allowed meto cometo
see how well it worked.”

A smadl flash of inaght—did Kemoc, aso, fed that he was now moved by another’ swill?
“Their magic.” The beasts—yes, that could well be Dahaun’s magic.

“They were not sure it would work—not in Estcarp. But it seemsthat it did, Snceyou are here. Kyllan,
why did you go?’ he demanded of me hatly.

“Because| had to.” And I told him of what and how it had chanced with me since my awaking from that
dreamin the Green Valley. Nor did | hide from him my concern over being used by some unknown
authority for areason | did not understand.

“Dahaun?’ Again that sharpness.

| shook my head. “No, shedid not wish it. But | tell you, Kemoc, in dl of thiswe play agame, anditis
not of our choosing or understanding. Least of al do | know why | was sent here and then alowed—no,
ordered—to return again!”

“They say thereisan ingathering of forcesin Escore, aralying of evil—and they summon their people
aso. Thetime of truceis past; both move now to atrid of strength. And | tell you, brother, hard asthis
may be, still | welcomeit. For | do not relish this play behind ascreen.”

“Kaththea—you say they have mind locked her.”

“Only until shewould agree not to use her Power. They said it would only further awaken al we haveto
fear. Shewaitswith the others, up there.” He gestured at the mountain wall behind him. “With the day we
shdl jointhem.”

Thisnight | did not deep dreamlesdy. Once more | rode the fields of Escorein another guiss—mailed,
armed, ready for bared swords or worse. And with me was aforce of those to choose to share shields.
Among them were faces | knew from the past, but not al from adistant past. For, mailed and armed as
was the custom in times of great danger. | saw the Lady Chriswitha. Once she smiled a me before she
rode on and others of the Old Race took her place. But ways we traveled with danger to the right and
left, and akind of desperation esting at us. There was a banner fashioned like a huge green bird (or could
it have been aredl bird many timeslife Sze?) and the wind appeared to whip it so the wings were ever
spread in flight. Always we bore with us an axe’ sweight of desth, not tribute, to satisfy any dark
overlord.

“Kyllan!” | awoke with Kemoc’ s hand on my shoulder, shaking me into consciousness.



“You had ill dreams,” hetold me.

“Perhapsill, perhaps otherwise. Y ou shal have your open battles, Kemaoc, one after another of them.
Whether we shdll cleansetheland or be buried in it—" | shrugged. “ At any rate we have our hands, and
swordsfor them to use. Though it may be that time does not favor us.”

For the second time we climbed the cliff out of Estcarp. And for dl the urgency riding me | moved
dowly. But when we had reached the crest, before we moved on to the pass, | turned, as did Kemoc.
He had adistance lensto his eyes. Suddenly hisbody tensed and | knew he had sighted something.

“What isit?’

His answer was to pass the lensesto me. Trees and rocks legped up at me. Among them men moved.
So they were ahunting on my track again? Well, that would not last; they would shy off from the
forbidden lands as had those others. A large force—truly they wanted me badly.

Then | focused the glasses better and | saw onerider, another, athird. Unbelieving, | looked to Kemoc.
He nodded, his surprise open to read on hisface.

“Y ou seetruly, brother—those are in part women!”
“But—why? Wise Ones come to capture the fugitive for themselves?’
“What Wise One would bear achild in ariding cradle before her?’

| raised the lenses again, swept that company, found what he had earlier marked, a cloaked woman in
the breeches meant for long and hard riding, but across her saddle the cradle of a child still too young to

dtapony.
“Someinvas on—they being hunted before it—" | sought for the only explanation | could credit.

“I think not. They ride from the southwest. Invasion now would come only from Alizon in the north. No, |
believe they are recruits—the recruits you were sent for, brother.”

“That cannot be—women and children?’ | protested. “And | told my story only at Hervon's manor
where it was discredited when | named mysdlf outlaw. There was no reason for them to—"

“No reason that you knew of,” he corrected.

| do not know why at that moment | remembered something from my childhood. | had come into the hall
at Etsford on one of those rare occasions when my father had visited us. Y es, it was the time that he had
brought Otkell to be our tutor in arms. And he was speaking of something which had lately happened at
Gorm. A Sulcar ship from overseas had drifted into harbor, al her crew dead on board. And in the
Captain’s cabin, written out in the log, the story of a plague picked up in adistant port, which spread
from man to man. Those at Gorm towed the ship well to sea, set her afire to burn and sink, taking her
dead with her. But al had come from one man, returning from shore leave with the seeds of degth in him.

Supposing | had been sent to Estcarp carrying some such seed—not directly of disease and desth,
though the end result might well be the latter, but to infect those about me with the need to seek Escore?
Wild asit was, that could be an explanation to answer more than one question.

Kemoac read it in my mind and now he took the lenses from me, to once more study those moving with
such purpose towards us.



“They do not seem to be befogged,or otherwise blocked,” he observed. *Y our plague may aready be
well seated.”

Women and children—no! A tail of fighting men, those with no tieswho were long hardened by dim
chances—that | had wished for. But to bring their familiesinto the threat of shadowed Escore—No!

“It would appear that someone or something has plansfor refounding anation.” Kemoc lowered the
lenses.

“More playersfor thegame!” | knew dull anger and aso that such anger would not avail me. Nor would
| take the lenses again as Kemoc held them out. Thiswas my doing and | would have to answer for it.

“They cannot bring their mountsin,” Kemoc said, becoming practica. | could dmost have struck him for
his quick acceptance of what was to come. “But with ropestheir gear may be lifted, and they aided.
Then, perhaps, horned ones waiting beyond the tree valley—"

“You arevery surethey arecoming to us,” | shot a him.

“Because heisright!”

Kaththea stood behind us. Now she ran forward, her hand on my arm, on Kemoc's, linking us.
“Why?" Somewherein her, | hoped, was an answer for me.

“Why do they come? Not al of them will, only those ableto fed the call, the need. And why were you
sent, Kyllan? Because you were the one of uswho could best carry the seed of that call. In methe dream
could not be set; | had too many Power safeguards implanted. In Kemoc aso, for he was so close of
mind that my block spread to him. So you had to be the carrier, the sower . . . and now comesthe
harvest!”

“Tothar deasthd”

“Someto death,” my sister agreed. “But do not dl living things abide with death from the first drawing of
life breath? No man may order the hour of hisdying if hetravels by life s pattern. Nor can you bewall the
chance, brother, which made you carry your dream into Estcarp. We stand in atime of chance and
change, and move into new designs we do not understand. Play your life boldly asyou aways have. Do
you blame the sword for killing? It is the hand and brain behind it which holds the responsibility!”

“ And who isthe hand and brain behind this?’
“Who can name the names of Eternal Ones?”’

Her prompt reply startled me. That some till believed in those namel ess forces beyond nature, man, or
theworld, | knew. That those of witch training would, | could not understand.

“Yes, Kyllan, the acquiring of learning does not mean the end of faith, even though some who stop too
soon would swear that so. | do not know in whose pattern we begin to move now, nor do | deny that it
may be aharsh one with sore troubles ahead. But we are caught in it and thereis no turning back.
Meanwhile, cease chewing fingers and become yoursdf!”

So was the incoming to Escore. And I, who had been chdlenging deeth since | first felt the weight of a
sword above my hip, took on again that weight and others. For we did thereafter indeed buy Escore with
stedl, raw courage, and such witchery aswas not tainted. And that winning isamarveloustale which
must have afull chronicleto itsdf. But thiswas the beginning of that tale, the sowing of the seed from



which camelater harvest—and it was the tory of usthree.
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