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    CHAPTER I


    


    Far from the Kingdom of Boorn, beyond the encircling hills of the Frorwald, the old man had anchored his little shallop of animal skins in midstream of the river Jaal and there appeared, on this bright spring morning, to be intent on catching his dinner. But his eyes disregarded the wooden float of his line, nor, with the hook beneath it unbaited, did it need watching. Instead, his gaze shuttled tirelessly along either bank of the wide river, which here deepened and slowed as it approached the sea; but most of all, without seeming to do so, he looked upstream.


    This was wilderness here, and the forest that edged the Jaal was deep and unbroken, rarely pierced by humanity and left to red deer and roebuck, wolf, boar, and bear. There was something wild, too, about the boat’s occupant, as if he himself were as much a creature of the forest. Though the sun was high and hot, he wore no hat, his thick, long mane of iron-gray hair serving in its stead. His single garment, a kirtle of rough-woven cloth, was belted with frayed rope; and he was barefooted. There was, in short, nothing about him to attract especial attention, unless one looked closely at the face half-masked by gray, well-combed beard. There, eyes slanted and lambent as a lynx-cat’s burned like coals beneath gray brows; and the nose set between them was like the beak of a hunting bird, long and curved, with a certain ruthlessness. It was not, however, despite those features, a face totally forbidding. Some saving grace of gentleness and humor had marked a line here and a line there, so that the effect was that of animal and human joined.


    Patiently he sat, and the morning inched by. Soft breezes stirred the leaves of the giant beech trees deep in the forest and riffled the draped blooms of chestnuts. Once, a huge brown bear came ambling out onto a sandbar, grumbling to itself over a matter of its own concern, saw the boatman, and sat for a while on its rump, observing him. But no attention was paid to the animal; what the old man watched for was a bird.


    Presently it came. In the high, blue arch of the sky, there was nothing, not even a cloud. Then a speck no larger than a grain of soot against the glare; then circling down and circling again, in the manner of its kind. The old man, catching sight, straightened a little and raised his left wrist higher. At last the tiercel stopped, dropped nearly straight down, spread wide its wings, poised its fierce talons, and then landed lightly and gently as a snowflake on the old man’s wrist. There it remained for only an instant; then the male hawk flew again, beating back up into the limitless sky, and the old man went into action.


    Swiftly he pulled in anchor, a stone tied to a long rope. Unshipping a paddle, he thrust with astonishing strength against the current, propelling the shallop upstream. Ahead lay a long, slow, gentle bend of the river. Before he reached it, something swept around it, only an insignificant piece of flotsam on the broad, sun-dappled bosom of the water. It could have been a floating log or a piece of mill wheel torn loose by freshet, but it was not. The old man’s whole body tensed. Now he began to paddle furiously, and as he fought upstream and the object floated down, they neared each other rapidly. When they met, quickly and deftly the old man caught the side of the crude wooden dugout, of a sort much favored by the peasants of Boorn, and, with his paddle, leaped into it with grace that belied his age. His face twisted and his mouth worked as he saw what the dugout contained, but for now he wasted no time on it, only lashed his shallop on behind and steered both boats toward the huge sandbar on which the bear, which now had gone, had sat for that interval. The sun was very hot, and perspiration streamed down his face and matted his beard. Only once did he utter a word, and that in a harsh, grating voice. “Wolfsheim,” he said; and then the boats grounded on the sand. The old man sprang out, pulled them up. Then he looked all about, furtively. Something moved in the forest; but it was only the bear. Overhead, the tiercel circled on, lazily, in ever-widening circles; its obligation discharged, it was hunting now.


    Reassured, the old man mopped sweat from his face. Pulling the dugout higher on the bar, he dropped to his knees beside it. The lynx eyes flared and blazed as he put out one hand and touched its burden.


    What he had been waiting for, what the boat contained, was the body of a child. Not above twelve in years, the boy lay unconscious, skin blistered by the sun. Every knob, joint, and rib of his emaciated body was visible: he had been starved. But what made the old man growl deep in his throat was this: the boy’s right hand—his sword hand—had been chopped off brutally at the wrist, the stump sealed with a hot iron and dipped in hot pitch. It was, now, a festering thing that paid full tribute to the festering mind capable of such an act. The old man growled something else; and then, with great gentleness, he lifted the child from the dugout and carried him in his arms up the sandbar and into the cool and shadowy forest depths.


    


    Helmut, bastard of Sigrieth, who had been King of Boorn and Emperor of the Gray Lands, was aware that the pain in his arm had ceased. Beyond that, he knew naught save for the fever dreams that came and went, gibbering and screaming in his skull, the most dreadful of all being the recollection of what had really happened.


    Vincio, loyal liege man of the dead king and, ever since the child Helmut could remember, both his tutor and his guard, shook him awake. That had been in his private chamber at Marmorburg, for, bastard though he was, from Sigrieth’s loins had he sprung, and he was also prince, though far out of line of inheritance. Like his older half brother Gustav, he had known no life save that of Marmorburg, the ease and beauty of the vast palace and the hard, relentless training that was also a prince’s lot, even one so young. When he wakened, he saw that Vincio’s lined face was grim and that the guardsman was dressed for travel, in cloak and leather, his broadsword belted on. “My lord,” said Vincio, as Helmut groped to consciousness. “By courier, from Wolfsheim, a message from His Majesty and the Lord Regent Albrecht—”


    “What?” Then Helmut remembered: Gustav was at Wolfsheim, hunting with his uncle. He sat up, rubbing his eyes. “What is it, dear Vincio?”


    “Bearing the King’s seal.” Vincio handed him the rolled parchment. “Which I have taken the liberty of opening, by your leave, ere ever I waked you.” In a different tone, he said: “Helmut, I like it not.”


    Groggily the boy read the inscribed words. “It is our royal pleasure that our brother join us in Wolfsheim without delay, when this message comes to hand. Our barge awaits you at the Marble Steps, and all things are now made ready…”


    The boy swung out of bed. The bearskin rug was warm under his feet. “I don’t understand. Why… in the middle of the night? It is the middle of the night?”


    “Nor I,” said Vincio. “Neither do I understand, and by your leave, my lord, we shall not depart ere daybreak. Two hours away; such wait should not incur displeasure.” He rolled the parchment. “Meanwhile, I’ll raise sufficient men…” He stroked his chin. ‘All things are now made ready for your entertainment…’ A cryptic phrase, that, and reeking strong of Albrecht.”


    “Vincio,” The boy raised his chin. “My lord Albrecht.”


    “Aye,” said Vincio distractedly. Then he sat on the bed beside the boy and took the child’s hands between his own, which were like roughhewn blocks of wood. “Lacking in respect, perhaps. Still, it were not wise, even on the King’s summons, to go to Wolfsheim with a guard too scant. Where men with heads of wolves await, men with heads of men best be wary.” Helmut could smell the breath of mead and leather and good strong soap about him; and it was a good smell; his father had smelled the same. Vincio put an arm about the child and squeezed him hard. “Back under goosedown, princeling, until I raise the guard. We’ll go to Wolfsheim after breakfast, in good light with armed men.”


    “But that’s to disobey—”


    “Safer, though.” Vincio arose, right hand dropping absently to sword hilt, “For you and Boorn and all the Gray Lands.”


    “I’m too sleepy; I do not understand.”


    “As well, perhaps,” Vincio said quietly. “Only remember this: in all the world, Boorn and the Gray Lands are the most important kingdom, standing against the dark barbarians of North and East. Without strong rule in Boorn, the light and learning of the Southern Kingdoms will soon be overrun, pinched out. To be Emperor of the Gray Lands is to have more power than any other ruler wields; and if he choose to take it, wealth as well. My lord Albrecht, brother of your half-brother’s mother, stands now as Regent of the kingdom, with naught but these—” he held up two fingers, “twixt his head and a crown that fits it. Your royal brother, Gustav—” one finger dropped, “and, my princeling, you.” He let the hand fall to his side. “You two gone, and Albrecht rules as King and Emperor—and perhaps the Southern lights go out.” He shook his head. “But enough of this matter. Two hours have you ’til cockcrow, and I have work enough twixt now and then.” He tucked the comforter under Helmut’s chin. “For nearly all the guards are at Wolfsheim with the King, and I shall have to pry hard to find the men I want and get them out ere we depart.” He turned on his heel. Then he stopped short. “Eero,” he said.


    The man who stood in the chamber’s doorway was not a man, not more than half a one, at least. Tall as Vincio, but leaner, with pointed ears, a black muzzle gray-furred, and, most dismaying to a real man, the habit of the tongue lolling, long and red, from a fanged mouth. His eyes were slanted, and their pupils were vertical slits, like those of the wolf he resembled. A broadsword was slung round his waist, and the hand that rested on its hilt was claw-nailed and hairy. “Aye, Vincio,” he said. “You have the message?”


    “We have it,” said Vincio. “Indeed, we depart at first dawning.”


    Eero shook his head. He wore the black leather and black satin of Albrecht of Wolfsheim and the insignia of a captain in the Duke’s—the Regent’s—guard.


    “Not soon enough,” said he. “The royal command was ‘at once.’ Ought of delay will have my master wroth, and His Majesty as well. The barge is at the marble steps e’en now.”


    “Can wait,” Vincio answered. “Full responsibility take I for all delay.”


    For a moment, the half-wolf, Eero, looked at Vincio with his wolf’s eyes. Then he nodded. “As you please,” said he, and turned on his heel. Passing through the rich hangings of the doorway, he disappeared; yet somehow his rank animal smell seemed to linger in the room.


    Vincio let out a long breath. “Half-wolves,” he said softly. “And yet there was a day, they say, some thousands of years gone, when no such existed. Before The Fire came, and then the darkness. But by the gods, their smell! A stench in mankind’s nostrils.” He turned to Helmut. “To sleep; I will come again.”


    But the boy had thrown back the cover. “Hand me my jerkin, please, good Vincio.”


    The man stared. “Did you not hear me?”


    Helmut pointed at the jerkin where Vincio had tucked the message. “And did you not read the King’s summons? We are summoned to Wolfsheim, and that at once… Has not my father said again and again that no summons from the King can brook delay?”


    “When your father was King, it was one thing; your brother is something else. A boy of seventeen. Nor half as apt as you, even with the extra years, at horsemanship or swordplay or the learning which befits a king, nor, for that matter, mere sound judgment. To be summoned in the night—”


    But the boy, Helmut, was already dressing. “Such words against our King, Vincio, I’ll not hear. Do you think my brother, who, mind you, is also my father’s son, would treat me falsely? Now: your guard, go find them while I prepare myself.”


    The man, middle-aged, muscular, and battle-scarred, shook his head. “My lord—”


    “The message bears the King’s seal,” Helmut said, in a tone of finality. “If I have learned anything as you say, it is that the King’s seal may not be, with impunity, disregarded. Go, Vincio.”


    There was silence for a moment; then the man yielded to the boy. “Aye, my lord,” he said. Oddly, a faint smile played over his face. “You are surely your father’s spit and image,” he said, and he stalked out.


    


    In the royal barge, surrounded by the dozen of the palace guard Vincio had raised, their numbers nearly offset by the half-wolf captain Eero and his contingent of nine more of his reeking kind, they went downstream and came to Wolfsheim not long after sunrise. As they rounded a bend of the great river Jaal, suddenly came to view a chain of hills, not quite so high as mountains, still very rugged, and forested thickly and darkly: the Frorwald. Where the highest of these shouldered out to the river, Albrecht’s castle sat atop a steep crag, the sides of which were slick, protective rock, rising full fifty meters above the surface of the water. It was an ancient place, dating, so they said, even from before the Worldfire, rebuilt and then rebuilt again. Its towers, turrets, and its walls rose starkly; and its pennons bore the wolf’s head device that had been the Wolfsheim mark for centuries. Below, at the landing, half-wolves waited to receive the barge, drawn up in ceremonial rank, as befitted the arrival of a princeling. Beside Helmut, who, having breakfasted well en route, was full of talk, Vincio seemed to relax. “All appears to be in order,” he murmured. “Except that—” He turned to Eero, who sat nearby, tongue lolling. “There,” he said, pointing to the ranks drawn up at the riverside. “Why is not the Palace Guard represented? So many came down to Wolfsheim with His Majesty that I was hard put to find this handful. Do they not also welcome their prince?”


    Eero shrugged. “Ask His Majesty,” he growled, in the half-wolf’s voice, a sound unlike any of which man was capable. “Or my master. All night have I traveled to and fro with the message and with you; I know not of these arrangements.”


    “All the same,” Vincio said. “There is too much black there and not enough of the King’s gold and purple.”


    But they landed, and on waiting horses they made the long and circuitous ride that brought them across the great ditch that protected Wolfsheim from the rear. It was a ride that took them through the Frorwald, a forest of great age, where massive trees had fallen and were overgrown with briared vines, where sunlight was shut off and darkness seemed to reign perpetual. As always, these woods had a smell of their own: rank, animal, as if they so teemed with game that its odors overpowered more wholesome scents of greenery. Or perhaps that was only the guard of half-wolves accompanying them.


    The bridge came down, the portcullis up, they entered the great stone walls that rose about them until it was as if they were at the bottom of a well; and Vincio, stirrup to stirrup with Helmut, rarely took hand from sword hilt. Behind them, then, the gate clanged down with an iron thunder, a metallic finality. Helmut jumped a bit, and the horse beneath him snorted, and Vincio reined around. Suddenly the guard that had escorted them, the half-wolves, were drawing sword. “By the Gods!” Vincio screamed. “Betrayed, exactly as I thought!” and he unsheathed his blade. “Draw steel!” he shouted at his handful of men, but that was unnecessary; horses plunged and blade rang on blade as, in the courtyard, men and half-wolves fought.


    Helmut, astounded, gaped for an instant. Then he drew his own short sword, but there was nothing on which to use it, for the guard had ringed him about and fought savagely to keep the black-clad wolfmen at a distance.


    But it was too many against too few: the real men were outnumbered four to one. Helmut saw Eero, fangs shining, charge in with readied blade at Vincio. The marshal of the guard reined around to meet him. Little there was that could stand against the sword arm of Vincio of Southtaal, and with a blow he knocked Eero from the saddle, but unhurt. The wolfman rolled over, jumped to his feet, retrieved the sword that had caught the brunt of Vincio’s blow, and, two-handed, thrust it into the belly of the guard’s horse, which reared. Vincio fell, landing hard, and then the wolfman was upon him, the two of them fighting hand-to-hand there in the dust, rolling among the shifting hooves of horses, Eero’s blade trapped in the belly of Vincio’s dying mount, Vincio’s lost in the fall. But this was known: in unarmed combat between man and half-wolf, no man had a real chance; and before Helmut’s horrified eyes, the half-wolf sprang to his feet with a muzzle that dripped red. He threw back his head, let out a howl of triumph, then sprang for Helmut. The boy raised his sword, but Eero had his leg and pulled him from the mount before he could strike. Then he was hugged against that dripping animal rankness, as the sounds of combat died; and for a moment, then, he must have fainted…


    


    Albrecht of Wolfsheim was a man of handsome, pleasant, open countenance. In his early thirties, his prowess at war was undisputed, as was his courage. Though married, he still played at ducks and drakes among the women of the court, who found him vastly attractive. Nor could he be faulted, for that matter, for keeping around him the half-wolves who comprised his guard and army: that was tradition, begun long before Albrecht ever strode the earth. A man, all man, and well liked by his brother-in-law Sigrieth, in whose will he had been given the Regency until Gustav, successor to the throne, came eighteen years of age. But Vincio had never liked nor trusted this handsome paragon, and now Helmut saw that, of all the court, Vincio’s instincts had been the soundest.


    In the Knight’s Hall of the castle, Albrecht sat now, casually, at a table, elegant legs in black satin hose crossed negligently, long, strong fingers dipping from time to time into a bowl of shelled nuts. “And so,” he said to the young man beside him, “we have nipped treason in the bud.”


    The young King looked tired and overfull of horror. “Had you not presented such certain proofs, never would I have given such a matter belief.”


    “But there—” Albrecht gestured to Helmut, who stood bound before them, “there is the instrument that Vincio planned cleverly to use. A bastard, true, but favored of your father, and that known far and wide in the Empire of the Gray Lands. An accident to you, then had he been enthroned, with Vincio to guide him, and who to say him nay but loyal Wolfsheim? So we moved quickly, when word of the plot was first come; so foul a wound must be cleaned roughly with dispatch, lest infection spread.”


    “My brother—” Helmut said, dazed, looking at the young King, who, resplendent in purple and gold, sat near Albrecht. “My brother—”


    Gustav shook his head violently. His cheeks were round and soft and joggled when he did that. “Never use that word to me again!” He stood up. “Certain things have I seen throughout these years… your attempts always to win the good graces of our royal father, to make me look smaller in his eyes, to—” He broke off. Albrecht audibly crunched down on a nut. The room reeked of half-wolf smell. Helmut felt as if he were about to vomit. What had happened? How could Gustav have turned so bitterly against him so quickly? How dared Albrecht of Wolfsheim attack a prince?


    “Gustav,” Helmut said, and now tears were running down his cheeks. “Won’t you listen? I don’t understand. What’s happening? Why have you let Albrecht talk you into such things? Gustav?”


    Gustav turned his face away.


    “Now, I think we shall proceed with the execution,” Albrecht said, arising. He stood well over six feet, with wide, sloping shoulders. His beard and moustache were golden. “The sooner the better.”


    “No,” Gustav said. His face was still turned away, the sound was muffled. But: “No.”


    Albrecht looked at him, startled. “M’lord?”


    “No.” Now Helmut recognized what was in his half-brother’s voice: grief. “There will be no execution.”


    For a moment, Albrecht was silent. Then he smiled. “My lord has too forgiving a heart. This was to be the instrument of your destruction. It must be disposed of.”


    “He’s too young,” Gustav whispered. “Only a child.”


    “Nits become lice,” said Albrecht smoothly. There was another silence. Then Albrecht said: “Very well. Exile?”


    Gustav turned, brightening. “Yes. To the Southern Wetlands.”


    “As you wish, Your Majesty.” Albrecht bowed slightly. “Though to acknowledge ties of blood and affection in such a case can be dangerous. Years will pass, and he will grow, perhaps return. As a man, most dangerous would he be. I think some precaution should be taken—”


    “What do you mean?” Gustav asked, staring.


    “Only a fighting man need be feared,” said Albrecht. “But no man can fight without a sword hand.” He took Helmut’s right hand in his own huge one. “This to go, that you be protected against any desire for revenge years from now; that the fruits of your own grace and bounty in forgiveness do not turn bitter. This sword hand. To be cut off.”


    Helmut chilled with horror and fought back the desire to scream and blubber. But certain conduct was forbidden to a prince.


    Gustav’s face paled. “By the Gods, Uncle—”


    “In this must you trust my judgment. Better that his head goes, really—”


    “No, no. That I forbid!”


    “Then the hand. Eero, summon the physician. Tell him to make ready to seal an amputation. First, hot iron for cautery, then hot pitch for final sealing. After that, in the barge, the boy is to be taken to the boundary of the Gray Lands and put adrift on the river, so that his fate thenceforward is not our responsibility but that of the Gods. Thus he vanishes from Boorn, and his exile can in truth be proclaimed.”


    Helmut twisted, tried to run, but wolf hands seized him and held him immobile.


    “Gustav, my brother—” It was a scream. Albrecht turned to the young King. “I do not think this is a matter that you need to watch, nor that your ears should be abused with caterwauling. If Your Majesty cares to leave the room—”


    “Yes, thank the Gods,” Gustav whispered. He strode to the door, a plump, nervous youth, really no more than a child himself. As the door was opened for him, he halted, turned—“Helmut.” His voice was a croak. He raised a hand impotently, then dropped it, turned, went out. The door slammed behind him.


    After that, it was a dream. The physician arrived and everything was made ready. But I will not cry, Helmut thought. No matter what, I will not cry again. He kept his mind on his father, on the great Sigrieth. He I shall do honor in this matter, Helmut thought, as Eero held his arm stretched out across the block of stone and Albrecht himself raised a keen-bladed battle-ax. Him I shall do honor, do honor, do hon—As the ax came down, he closed his eyes and clenched his teeth. The pain was like nothing he had ever felt before. Somebody—it had to be himself—screamed. After that, he remembered nothing.


    


    But now, a voice came to him through the fever dreams. It was a strange voice, one gentle, then angry, then gentle again. Hands touching him, soothing, healing hands. He felt himself coming back into his own body and his own mind. But it was a long time before he understood anything the voice said. The first words he comprehended were these:


    “This shall I promise you. That you will return to Boorn. That in time you shall reign as Emperor of the Gray Lands. And that when you go back, Vengeance will carry you at full gallop, and you shall lay about you with Rage, and Death and Destruction shall run beside you at your stirrup-irons. And that, though your left hand shall be deadly, your right hand shall be even more fearsome. All this, Helmut, bastard of Sigrieth, heir to Boorn and the Empire of the Gray Lands. But, for now—only sleep.”

  


  
    CHAPTER II


    


    Helmut awakened. Pain was gone, now: physical pain. But as his eyes opened and consciousness returned, the agony of remembering made him cry out. That single wail exhausted his resources of strength. It brought also to his feet the man with the iron gray hair who kept watch at the bedside.


    “By and by, it will not be so terrible,” the old man said in a gentle voice. “Besides, Albrecht will be repaid in his own coin.”


    The boy stared at the old man. His lips moved soundlessly, uttering the question in his mind. The old man smiled; this could be told, though his mouth was hidden deep in beard, by the wrinkling at his eyes. “Fear not,” he said. Then, taking Helmut’s left hand in his, he added: “I am called Sandivar. For now, that is all you need to know.”


    Presently Sandivar’s grip was released. The old man turned away from the bed. Helmut, too weak for fear, lay quiescent. Above him, there was vast space; he was in a tower of some sort. Thirty feet high soared the wall beside him before a stone ceiling blocked his view. Then he was aware once more of Sandivar’s presence by the bed, and the old man’s hand slipped between the small of his back and the mattress of dried grass. “Now, good child of Sigrieth,” Sandivar said, “drink this.” His voice was deep, resonant, and reassuring as he gently lifted Helmut a little and put to his lips a terracotta cup.


    From it came a spicy odor not unlike the best white wine, the aroma of spring and summer, sunlight and rain, rich earth and growth. All at once Helmut thirsted for it; and he drank eagerly. The taste was better than the promise; and as it entered his body, he felt a strange stirring within himself, a filtration of strength into muscle and joint, as if what he drank were new blood. Sandivar held him while he drained the cup. And when it was empty, Helmut gasped eagerly: “More.”


    “Not yet,” said Sandivar. “For the moment, this is enough, and perhaps more than that. Only wait.” Gently, he eased the boy back. Helmut closed his eyes and savored the sensations the draught had evoked. They were marvelous ones, a mixture of all the good feelings he had ever known: of awakening on a fine morning; of resting after good sport; of the revival the body knows when sweated dry and given clean, cold water; of the new strength of a red-meat meal well cooked. And with every second that passed, as he lay there, he felt his soul coming back into his body again and fastening itself there; and presently he knew he could sit up alone and even speak. But he did not do so at once. Instead, he took better stock of his surroundings.


    A tower indeed; and now he knew what kind, for he had accompanied Gustav and Sigrieth, his father, into many of them on inspection tours. The watchtowers on the borders of the Gray Lands were more than thirty meters tall and built of the strongest, hardest stone from the quarries of the mountains of Dolo. They were maintained in perfect order, self-sufficient to withstand siege, and the keystone of the defenses of the Gray Lands. This was such a tower, but none under the rule of Sigrieth or Gustav, for it was of a stone either so soft or so ancient that it had begun to crumble: in the circular walls that soared above him, there were niches and chinks that let in bright daylight; and the access door in the stone floor above him was partly open; even as he watched, a raven, entering at some hole above, perched on its edge with a mouthful of carrion, then disappeared, nesting up there where soldiers once had kept their guard.


    Nor was the lower floor where he was bedded in much better order. This was jammed and littered with an incredible array of furniture and discarded gear of all sorts and many things which he did not recognize. And there were, too, books—what a quantity of books! This surprised him greatly, for nowadays books and those who could read them were of equal rarity. Legend held that in the old world, before The Fire, there were many books, and reading was a common skill; this, it was said, had contributed to the holocaust. In any event, now reading was equated with sorcery—


    He sat up quickly. “Sorcery!” he said, his voice a croak. With sudden fear, he reaped new meaning from the shelves of books, the strange glass and terra-cotta instruments on the circular table around the wall, the skins and skeletons of small animals; the apothecar’s jars neatly ranked row upon row with indecipherable labels thereupon.


    Sandivar, who had turned away from the bed and was bent over the table, stirring something in a bowl, turned, the rough cloth kirtle swirling. For the first time, Helmut noted the strangeness of his eyes, how deeply set, slanted, and with what strange light glowing. Fear gripped the boy, and his heart pounded. But when Sandivar smiled again, the fear subsided quickly, as if it could not stand against such a smile.


    “Aye,” said the old man. “Sorcerer indeed. And well for you that I be such. For without the powers that I possess, never would I have known of the intrigue of Albrecht, Regent of Boorn, against the sons of Sigrieth. Nor, without those powers, would I have known where to intercept the boat in which you were set adrift. Another half day in that, with sun at full glare, would indeed have finished you, as Albrecht planned. Only that he underestimated the lion cub’s strength and took me not into account… For a lion cub you surely are. A child not of Sigrieth’s blood would long since have lost his eyes to the ravens.” He stroked his beard. “Now,” he said, “have you appetite?”


    At those words all questions in Helmut’s mind were lost in sudden, ravening hunger. “By my father’s sword,” he said, “I could eat a Frorwald boar, uncooked and unsalted.”


    “Not likely are you to find boar here,” said Sandivar. “Nor other royal fare. We sorcerers, banished, must make do as best we can. But fish have I, baked by a Southern art, some fen rice, and wine. That will have to serve. It will be ready shortly. Meanwhile, here—to clothe your nakedness.” He tossed the boy a rough-woven kirtle like his own, and instinctively, Helmut reached out his right hand to catch it. But his right hand was no longer there and he gave a cry as the garment fell to the floor.


    Letting it lie unregarded, he stared in horror at his wrist. It felt, weirdly, as if the hand were still affixed, but the forearm stopped short in a livid, puckered stump of ghastly aspect. Suddenly Helmut’s throat was hot, stinging with nausea, and tears burned in his eyes.


    Aware of Sandivar’s gaze upon him, he regained control. The arm dropped. “I had forgotten,” he muttered, reaching for the kirtle with his left hand.


    “Aye,” Sandivar said tonelessly. “Do not let it trouble you overmuch.”


    Helmut struggled with the kirtle, attempting to get it over his head one-handed. When he finally succeeded, he said, “Only that now I shall never be a man.”


    “Oh?” Sandivar’s brows arched, and the lynx eyes flamed. “And what leads you to that conclusion, my princeling?”


    “A man wields sword and spear and chain-mace with a strong right arm. Even Albrecht said it. Less my hand, I shall never be feared.” He kept his face turned away from Sandivar.


    “Ah,” said the sorcerer. “And it troubles you that you shall never be feared?”


    “Yes,” the boy said. “By Albrecht, and his wolf guard, Eero. For, by my father’s sword, have I debt enough to collect from both. There was a man named Vincio, whom I loved—”


    “I know of Vincio,” Sandivar said. With a sweep of his arm, he shoved back some of the apparatus on the table. Turning to a stone oven, he produced two stone plates piled with savory mounds of fish and the wild rice of the fens. From a bottle, he poured wine; then he pulled up a rude, wooden bench. “Come and eat,” he said.


    


    They sat side by side on the bench. It was awkward for Helmut to handle his wooden spoon with his left hand. He kept the stump of the right one out of sight, lest it take his appetite, for it seemed to him that never had food been so delicious. He ate ravenously; and yet, until he began to approach satiety, the serving scarcely diminished; it was almost as if it were replenishing itself. Finally, though, as he slowed down, the bare stone of the trencher at last became visible. He belched quite loudly, and then became aware that he was also full of questions. “Where is this place?”


    For answer, Sandivar arose, went to the oaken door, and flung it open. Beyond, Helmut saw marshes and fens stretching without limit to the dead-level horizon, slow, still water gleaming in the sunlight, reeds, cane, and grasses swaying in the breeze. “The Southern Wetlands,” said the old man, coming back to the bench. He sipped his wine and began to pick his teeth. “Whence Albrecht banished you. Had I not caught you, the Jaal would have carried you at last into these marshes, and you would have vanished without trace. Here—” he made a gesture that encompassed the tower, “—some centuries ago, soldiers stood guard against invasion from the sea. But the danger no longer lies that way, and this watching place has long since been abandoned. Still, what is unsuitable to soldiers may be very acceptable to one of my profession, and here I live as happily as a hedgehog under a bush.”


    Helmut almost wiped his mouth with the back of his right hand; shuddering, he remembered just in time. “And how long have I been here?”


    “Not overlong. A week. Long enough, however, for your exile already to have been proclaimed in Boorn on the grounds of high treason—some fabricated conspiracy between yourself and one Vincio, now dead. Some rumbling and grumbling was there among the nobles, but Gustav and Albrecht, together and united, stilled them.”


    Helmut looked down at the trencher. At the sound of his half brother’s name, he felt again the burn of tears, though whether of grief or rage, he could not tell. That his brother could have so used him, believed him guilty of such foulness—And yet, how could Gustav have stood against the evil counsel and strong will of Albrecht? Heroic enough of poor, uncertain Gustav to block his execution. But Gustav had let his right hand be cut away, and what was a prince without a sword hand? Forgetting Sandivar, sorely baffled and confused, Helmut shook his head.


    “Yes, much you do not understand,” the old man said gently. “Some I could explain, had you strength to listen.”


    “I have strength enough for whatever be necessary.”


    Sandivar laughed, with a ring of admiration. “Aye, there speaks a warrior’s son. Well, then…” He strode to the wall, pulled back a ratty hanging, and revealed a chart. “This is a map,” he said. “You read and you know—?”


    “I read, somewhat. The map I know. Vincio has taught me—” Grief closed his throat for a moment; he swallowed, and it was gone.


    “Well, then, only briefly.” The great land mass was zoned in three colors, the sea around it a brilliant blue. To the north, encompassing the coldest lands and the wildest, Sandivar swept his hand across the black band. “The Dark Lands,” he said; and his voice rang with contempt, but maybe with a bit of fear as well. “Rife with barbaric tribes, fierce and savage as the great wild cattle that they ride. Ignorant, cruel, and superstitious, children of darkness indeed, and their land well named.”


    “Yes, I know,” said Helmut. “They press always on our borders.”


    “Aye.” Sandivar’s hand slipped down to a broad gray band extending all across the continent. “The Empire of the Gray Lands.” In its center, one long, spatulate finger paused. “The Kingdom of Boorn. And here—” he made a great sweep, from one end of the Gray Lands to the other, “home also of the strongest of fighting men, the most accomplished of warriors… in the days of Sigrieth. But—” He dropped his hands farther, to lands illumined in bright yellow. “Here,” he said, “the Lands of Light. Unwarlike, true, but wondrous full of knowledge, and not the kind, either, that once destroyed the world, but a new understanding which, growing slowly and unfolding like a bud, may, when full-flowered, make of this world of ours something sweet and lovely as a ripened pomegranate. Yes, truly, this is a glorious knowledge that men of learning discover, grain by grain, in the Southern Reaches. Fully known, it may, someday, eliminate the need either for sorcerers or for war-captains. But in the meantime—”


    He turned away from the map. “In the meantime, only the Emperor of the Gray Lands stands between the barbarians and the New Learning. The sword of your father, Sigrieth, was the guardian of all this learning; and no barbarian dared test its edge. But Sigrieth is dead, and Gustav is only a boy who also will be dead before his time—”


    Helmut sprang to his feet. “Gustav?” he cried.


    Gravely, the bearded Sandivar nodded. “Aye. Nor is there ought can save him. Die he will, and soon; soon, indeed, as Albrecht can arrange the so convenient accident in manner which will not provoke those nobles loyal to Sigrieth’s son and full of contempt and disgust for the handsome Albrecht and his rank-smelling wolfmen. For he must not do that, you understand. He must have their good will, for a time at least. But… Helmut, the king’s bastard, is in exile. Gustav, the King’s son and King in his own turn, dies by unfortunate accident; then does not the Regent naturally take the throne?”


    “Vincio said all this—”


    “And was right. Wherefore he died. At the King’s command—and Albrecht’s poisonous urging—the palace guard went nearly all to Wolfsheim. Then, knowing your obedience, you were summoned in the night, when only a remnant of those who remained could be laid hands on. Thus defenseless, you and Vincio were easy geese for plucking; poor, fat-rumped Gustav shall be easier.”


    There was such authority in the old man’s voice that it was impossible to disbelieve him, and Helmut turned his face away.


    “Bitter news,” said Sandivar. “And bitterer still to come.”


    “Say,” managed Helmut after a moment.


    Back to the map went Sandivar, lynx eyes glowing. “For generations have the barbarians sought passage across the Gray Lands, to feast on the defenseless riches of the unwarlike South. And for generations have the Emperors of the Gray Lands staved them off, as I have said, while the New Learning bloomed in the Lands of Light. But suppose now that Boorn should have a king and the Gray Lands an emperor who would make common cause with the Dark tribes against the South. Then cataclysm truly is unloosed upon the world, and all light dies, pinched out by barbarism like a candle flame by rough fingers. All hope dies…”


    “Albrecht would not do that!” Helmut cried. “He would not admit barbarians to our borders! Nor would any king of Boorn.”


    One of Sandivar’s gray brows went up. “You think not?” Then he let out a gusty breath. “Aye, these developments we shall have to wait to see; perhaps my art is not so keen as I deem it.” He came to Helmut and put a big hand gently on the boy’s blond head and touseled the hair. “Meanwhile, here is nothing but a child, and a wounded one at that. Sigrieth’s princelings grow old early; but such serious matters are not fit fare so soon after supper. Come, it is time now to feed Waddle.”


    “Waddle?” Helmut blinked, but he arose as Sandivar beckoned.


    “My good friend, pet, guard, and means of transportation; high time the two of you met, for much will you see of one another in days to come.” From one corner of the room he took a tremendous basin full of heads and guts of fish and carried it to the door. Helmut followed him outside.


    The tower was solidly based on a hillock not more than fifty meters across that rose directly from the rank, marshy water of the fens. Sundown was coming now, and the sky was oyster-colored, streaked with nacreous yellow. All around, so far as the eye could see, stretched the swamps and wetlands, devoid of life except for circling birds of prey and mewing gulls. Then Sandivar gave a strange call, formless and throaty. “There,” he said, after a moment, pointing. “See?”


    Helmut’s eyes followed his long arm. Approaching the island, a large dark blotch in the water made a long, v-shaped ripple. It came closer, gained the shallows; and all at once, fur wet-plastered and dripping, it rose to its feet and became a huge brown bear with a head as large as a firkin. Helmut gave a cry of astonishment and alarm, as the creature galloped toward them with a peculiar rolling gait, making odd grunting sounds deep in its chest.


    “Be not afraid,” said Sandivar. “Well he knows that you are under my protection. Hello, Waddle. Hast had pleasant romps in the mainland forests today?”


    The huge wet creature, with tongue lolling, fawned on him like a dog as Sandivar scratched him between the ears. But now and again, when the bear’s black lips curled with pleasure, Helmut caught a glimpse of great ivory daggers in that cavernous mouth; and the animal’s claws were long and sharp. He held back a little until Sandivar said, “Come; now you may do it.” Then, the old man pushed him forward, and that great muzzle sniffed at him questioningly, and, urged on by Sandivar, Helmut gingerly put out his one remaining hand and first barely touched, then massaged the coarse, wet fur. The bear grunted and licked his arm. Helmut laughed with pleasure.


    “A good sound, that,” Sandivar murmured. “The laughter of a boy; of Sigrieth’s son.” Then, strangely grave, he said, “Let us hope it will be heard often in years to come. Now, Waddle—” And he put down the basin of fish offal, and the bear plunged its muzzle therein greedily and with much vulgar noise.


    Leaving him thus, Sandivar took Helmut’s hand; together they circled the tower. It was fifty meters high, with various levels indicated by watching slits and loopholes for crossbow-men, and of such great age that, outside, it was covered with moss and slime and its battlements were crumbling. But Helmut was still fascinated by the idea of the bear.


    “Can sorcerers speak with animals?” he asked.


    “Aye, anyone can speak with animals; but whether either party understands the other is a different matter.” Sandivar chuckled, then was serious. “No,” he said. “Not speak, as you and I would. But certain art do I have so that with some creatures there is communication. Mind you, not all, only some. There are certain animals that are so other from man in the workings of their mind that no communication is possible—or, at least, I can establish none. Such killing animals as stoats and weasels, that live only for the taste of blood; or wolves, that devour the wounded and helpless of their own kind… Perhaps there are other men, sorcerers, whose minds more conform to those of such creatures and who can speak with them in the way that I speak with bears and the wild boars of the forest, the birds of the air, and the harmless small creatures of the holes and hedges. Perhaps, even, over the years, the family of Wolfsheim has learned to communicate with wolves as they communicate with half-wolves. Certain it is that half-wolves and real wolves speak freely with one another…” He seemed warming up to his subject. “And then there are creatures, monsters which the world has known only since the Worldfire, so far either from human or animal that no one may communicate—the mroggs, for instance.” He stopped short in their leisurely circuit of the island and suddenly gripped Helmut’s left arm in his big hand. “Do you know of the mroggs?” All at once his face was stern, even forbidding.


    Blankly, Helmut shook his head.


    “No, you would not have them in the Gray Lands,” Sandivar said, releasing him. He turned to look out over the endless expanse of marsh. “They are native only to these wetlands.” His voice was full of revulsion. “Crawling, slimy, treacherous beasts. Shapeless, and yet rudely fashioned like men. Not of flesh and hungering ceaselessly for flesh. They say that in the beginning of the world, life began also in slime and mud; so did it all over again in the ancient Worldfire. You must beware of mroggs. They infest these marshes, and should you encounter one without myself or Waddle by to protect you, ill indeed would you fare.”


    “What are they? What do they look like?”


    “The seething, fermenting, decaying matter of these marshes given life. Imagine a creature of mud and slime and rotten leaves and all the other foulnesses of the bottom of the fens from which they rise; such a creature of a size that could engulf you in a swallow. Therefore—” he pointed to a trio of beached boats: it included the skin shallop and the dugout in which Albrecht’s men had abandoned Helmut. “Therefore, these are prohibited to you. I think not that, in any event, you will have, for a while, strength and dexterity to handle them. But even should you, never are you to take these out on the fens alone; I have not gone to so much trouble only to furnish a mrogg with a meal.”


    “Ugh,” Helmut said, his skin crawling as he looked out at the jungles of waving grass, the plains of brackish water. “You need have no worry.”


    “Hopefully when you reach full strength that may still be true.” They had come full circle to the tower door again. Waddle sat by it like a guard. “Now,” said Sandivar, “you have seen my small domain.” They entered; and he closed the door behind him.


    “You see,” he said, pouring more of the delicious drink which had so revived and strengthened the boy earlier, “it is well for mankind that sorcerers be banished to places so remote and their arts discredited. Aye, a dying breed are we, and that deserved; for it was the proliferation of our kind and the rivalry between us that caused the Worldfire. Moreover, the New Learning, when it is complete, will make both broadsword and sorcerer unnecessary. Meanwhile, we few—there are not many of us scattered around the world, now—live in exile, and we are circumspect. Joined, all of us, in a society very secret and very strong, in which we are pledged, every one of us, never to use our art for evil or lend it to the politically ambitious. By certain means, we monitor each other to insure that all keep that faith, and were I to break my pledge, instantly would myself and everything appertaining to me vanish, atomize, in a way you cannot even imagine. But sometimes, and only in emergencies dire, dispensations are given, and I have begun certain negotiations among the members of our society… But enough for now.” He handed the boy the cup. “Drink. Then sleep.”


    The boy drank. Again the potion was delicious; but instead of invigorating him, it dragged him into drowsiness. He lay back on the bed. “I thought—” he began. “Some matter there was of—”


    “Of what?” asked Sandivar sharply.


    “In my dreams…” It took great effort for Helmut to focus wit enough to speak. “There was talk of Rage and Vengeance, of Death and Destruction…and it was said that I… that I…”


    But a kind of purple darkness was closing in on him now; and his voice trailed off.


    But he could still hear. And when Sandivar said: “Yes. Yes, there will be all that,” he knew it had not been just a fever dream. “In due time,” Sandivar said. “In due time, my princeling.” Then Helmut entered the purple darkness, was wrapped around with it, and knew no more.

  


  
    CHAPTER III


    


    It was some four months later that, at Sandivar’s behest, Helmut saddled the bear.


    Before dawn, the boy emerged from the tower, his good hand smoothing back his touseled hair and knuckling sleep from his eyes. Even so short a time as this had put an inch on his height, and where, once, he had been all skin and bones, now he was solid muscle. He wore the simple kirtle Sandivar had given him, and no other garment; but around his waist was buckled harness and short sword, the latter in a scabbard on the right so it could be quickly drawn across the body from the left.


    This was his favorite time of day on the marshes, glorious early morning, a sight of which Helmut never tired. Here the Jaal spread itself into league after league of shallows, reed-grown and grassy, and, not far distant, merged with the sea. Now the cool morning wind came sharp in the boy’s nostrils with the tang of salt; there were, too, the rich black muck of the fens and the heady perfume of a hundred different growing plants. Moreover, the sun was rising, making entrance on the horizon like a warrior so armored and helmed with gold that he gave off rays of splendor amidst the pomp and circumstance of his coming. These, reflected in the glassy surface of the water, just rippled by the sea breeze, shimmered in redoubled richness. And as Helmut watched, a flight of the great, snow-white herons of the marsh winged majestically between sea and sky, vanishing into that golden morning blaze like enormous moths into a gigantic flame.


    He could have stood thus all morning; but he had a task. Therefore, he gave voice to that strange and throaty call which, by now, he had learned from Sandivar. Immediately, the great bear, whose custom it was to keep guard during the night at the base of the tower, shambled into view. When he rubbed and nuzzled against the boy, his withers were as high as Helmut’s eyes.


    “Good morning, brave Waddle!” the boy laughed, scratching the bear between the ears. “Slept you well? Hopefully so, for it’s your master’s intention to take you on a long, sore journey. Now, sir, stand. Do you hear? Stand.” And with his one hand, he lifted the light, well-padded saddle Sandivar had devised for the beast and swung it into place on Waddle’s back.


    “A bear for a steed,” Helmut went on, talking to Waddle as, deftly, he caught the dangling girth with the stump of his right hand and then buckled it with his left. He had a certain dexterity with that stump, now; and it was plain to see that he had long since accustomed himself to the deformity, even, for the moment, forgotten it.


    Waddle stood patiently while the saddle was latched into place. “A bear for a steed,” Helmut repeated. “Whoever heard of such matter? Were I to tell this in the court of Marmorburg, surely all would laugh me out of—” He broke off, his pleasure with the morning gone at the thought of the great palace in Marmorburg, where he had spent his childhood. No news had he of the Kingdom of Boorn and the Empire of the Gray Lands for nearly four months, now: thus, Sandivar justified his going away for the first time since Helmut had been brought to the tower.


    “Some word,” he had told Helmut the night before, “of conditions in Boorn and in the Lands of Light must I gather. Waddle has a natural pacing gait and will take me quickly to where I must go; we shall be back in not above two days. Surely, for that much time, you can fend for yourself here, bearing in mind that you may not use the boats?”


    “Aye, sir,” Helmut had said. “Easily can I care for myself now. Someday—” he had waved the stump of his arm, “if a smith could put such a hook hereon as once I saw—”


    “Someday, a smith will indeed put something there,” Sandivar said obliquely, “but not a hook. No matter. I leave you here alone, then, my confidence reposing in you fully.”


    “And shall be justified,” said Helmut. Now, remembering that, he tried to keep his eyes from the boats beached in their usual place. A secret little guilty thrill went through him. Then, because the breaking of one’s word was unfitting to a princeling and son of Sigrieth, he put that feeling from him; he had given Sandivar his promise. And yet—Four months had he lived here, and never once had he been beyond where he now stood: everything he looked upon was boringly familiar. But beyond the last reach of grass and reed which his eye could see, who knew what wonder awaited? Even the ocean. He had never seen the ocean. And that would be a sight for one’s eyes indeed—a lake of water so large that, like the sky and the concept of eternity, the mind stumbled over it.


    “But, no,” he said aloud, angrily and not knowing whether the anger was directed at himself or Sandivar. “No, I shall not.” Then, as he was fastening on the bear the leather headstraps with their reins, the tower door opened, and Sandivar emerged, saddlebags over his arm. These he strapped across the bear’s great rump.


    “Well done, Helmut,” he said, testing the saddle as he latched the bags in place. His voice had warmth in it, as if he were father speaking to son; and at the praise, Helmut felt a glow of pride. In this third of a year past, he had come to know Sandivar and to respect and love him. Such regard as he felt for Sandivar was of a kind heretofore reserved only for his own great father, Sigrieth, and, to lesser extent, for Vincio. It was Sandivar who soothed him when the nightmares came—and for the first month they had been frequent. It was Sandivar who tutored him patiently in the use of the shortsword he now wore, producing it from an old chest and handling it with an art that would have done credit to any warrior of the King’s Guard. It was Sandivar who also had worked patiently with him for hours every night with the books, so that his skill at the arts of reading and writing had miraculously enlarged, his head stuffed now with a world of glorious knowledge, of which he had never even dreamed in the court at Marmorburg. And Sandivar had taught him also something of the ways of beasts, for not only was Waddle the sorcerer’s bodyguard and steed, but every night and morning the island thronged with other animals, all come to report the happenings of the previous watches to the man. Sleek otters, and falcons and gulls and moorhens, and other bears; and in a way that Helmut still failed to understand, Sandivar held conference with them, took what they told him, gave instructions, and sent them on their way, but not before each had been introduced to Helmut in some fashion or other, so that he would cause them no alarm if they encountered each other in the future. All in all, it had, despite the tragedies that gave it origin, been one of the best and happiest periods of the boy’s life. So he owed Sandivar this much at least: obedience.


    Nevertheless, as if he were reading Helmut’s mind, Sandivar, gathering Waddle’s reins, let his eyes flicker to the boats. “You will remember the promise I have required of you. That you go not off the island, and that you venture not out of the tower after darkness. Mroggs are about at all hours. They will, having had certain experience with me, not approach this place; aye, not even the bravest of them. But they are out there—” he swept an arm in a way that encompassed the fens, “and they have no awe of you. No princeling you, but only a morsel, like any other. Nor would you be any match for even the smallest and most timid among them.” He put his hand on Helmut’s shaggy blond head. “Have patience,” he said, in another tone. “Your term of imprisonment runs almost to its end. Soon you will, should you desire it, have action enough for even the blood of Sigrieth that runs in your veins. Now, keep in mind all I have said. Waddle—”


    At his command, the huge beast crouched. Like a man much younger, Sandivar mounted, and Waddle arose. “Farewell,” said the sorcerer, and the bear shambled to the water’s edge and splashed in. Sandivar turned in the saddle and waved as Waddle edged through the shallows; and Helmut returned the gesture. Then Waddle was swimming, with great strength, Sandivar’s legs crossed over his back to avoid wetting. Helmut stood and watched until they were only a dark blot on the glassy surface of the marsh and then were lost to sight behind reeds and cane. It was the first time he had been alone in four months, and he felt a strange melancholy as he turned and entered the tower.


    


    That night was an eerie one.


    Come sunset, he bolted the huge oaken door, as Sandivar had directed, and lit the flambeaux bracketed to the walls. In their murky, flickering light, he ate a simple meal, and then, as he had been assigned to do by Sandivar, read for a while in a book of great antiquity, one dealing with good and evil and vast wars between great armies using strange weapons—prelude to the Worldfire.


    But the tower was full of life. The birds nesting in its upper levels stirred and quorked; sometimes a bat fluttered down into the light. Outside, too, life seemed to be stirring; once something bumped against the door and careened off. Helmut’s left hand drew the shortsword, but the sound did not come again. Another time, he thought something snuffled about the base of the tower, but he could not be sure; and he quailed at the idea of opening the door to see and challenge it. Presently, he laid the book aside and wandered aimlessly about the room.


    It was as full of clutter as the day he had first seen it. Never, in his vision, did Sandivar use the curious apparatus on the table, the weird contraptions of glass and iron and clay, nor had Sandivar ever explained to him the contents of the apothecar’s jars, which were labeled in a script foreign to the boy. Now, his curiosity piqued, he opened each in its turn, sniffing its contents. Many of them were fragrant and some so sharp his head swam, and then there were others which were indescribably foul, the very reek of them evoking waking nightmares in his brain, their stench somehow burdened with death and worse than death, filling the room with obscenities of odor. These latter cured him quickly of meddling; presently he flung himself down on the bed and tried to sleep.


    But odd words kept trampling through his brain like galloping stallions—Rage, Vengeance, Death, Destruction. He would return to Boorn, Sandivar had said, and all these would accompany him as servants and companions. No, that was beyond understanding. Then he remembered something else: action enough even for the blood of Sigrieth—


    Suddenly his father’s name conjured up in him a host of memories. Sigrieth, the bearded giant, the warrior-king, armored and helmed; yet, with gray-blue eyes that could turn gentle as spring rain, hands that could caress as well as chastise. Two years now had he been dead, of a sickness no physician could diagnose, the enormous frame wasting to a skeleton, the fierce eyes glazing and dulling. Helmut felt remembered grief clog his throat: he had worshipped his father, and never had Sigrieth hesitated to display his own love for his sons—but, of the two, poor Gustav had pleased him least and Helmut most.


    But there had never been any question of Helmut’s succeeding to the throne. “These things,” he remembered the soft, deep voice saying, “are difficult to explain to one so young. But kings must marry the daughters of kings, and it is the child of such a union who must rule. Still, kings love. The merry eyes, the lovely face, the murmuring voice, the graceful neck, the musical laugh—kings are no more proof against all these than other mortals.” He had closed the locket from which the exquisitely painted miniature of the sweet-faced young woman had looked out with startlingly lifelike presence. “So that a king’s love and a king’s marriage may be two different things, and a king’s children two different breeds.” He put the locket in his tunic, Sigrieth did, and turned his face away, for the moment, from the child on his oaken knee. Then he said: “Perhaps as well that she died in giving birth to you; I mean, as well for the Kingdom of Boorn. For she was of common, not royal, blood, and the people would ne’er have accepted her here. That being so, well might I have given up my throne to go and live with her in some peasant’s hut, had it come to that…” His hand had stroked Helmut’s shoulders. “You are what she left me, and enough; and you shall be a king’s son in everything but inheritance. No difference shall I make between you and Gustav in my affection save this: that Gustav is firstborn and true son of a true marriage and by that accident must have the kingdom. Only if he dies do you succeed. But a finer legacy is yours, for you have her laugh.” Then he had dumped Helmut off his lap. “Now, up: to Vincio. This morning must you learn to draw bow to full nock…”


    Lying on the tower bed, Helmut used his one hand to knuckle at his burning eyes, thinking that neither would he see his father nor draw bow again, that he was alone and far from home, bereft of family and all he had loved. And yet, Sandivar had said he would go back. But Sandivar must jest. For he was just past twelve in years; and no child could return to Boorn and take it back from Albrecht of Wolfsheim, whatever an old man should talk of Rage, Vengeance, Death, and Destruction. Aye, Sandivar was mad, and he would never see Boorn and the great palace of Marmorburg again.


    Thinking such bitter thoughts, he lay staring at the smoke-blackened stones above until the torches guttered and died; and only then did he sleep.


    


    Morning erased all gloom. When Helmut flung open the tower door, a cool sea wind kissed his face, and the sun poured out gold to the poor marshes as it rose. White birds circled and flapped against the sky, and the tang of salt and strange, distant places was enough to make blood tingle in its channels. He stood, naked, and stretched high his hand and stump, letting the dawn wind blow over him. And in that moment, he knew that it would be impossible to keep his promise and stay here on the island. Silently, and yet as if they shouted, the marshes in all their vastness called to him to come.


    He went inside, donned kirtle and sword belt. There he hesitated. Sandivar’s presence seemed all around, rebuking. But through the doorway came again that stirring smell of salt and distance; Helmut sighed and hurried back out into morning light.


    Full of resolve, he went to the small dugout in which he had been set adrift on the Jaal. Sandivar used it with some frequency now and had cut a long pole, which was shipped under the single thwart. His heart pounding, everything but the lust for adventure pushed from his mind by the spell of morning, Helmut worked the craft afloat, splashed through the mud, jumped in; then, with only the one hand, he unshipped the pole.


    It took some doing. He had watched Sandivar often enough, but he’d little experience himself in poling a boat. He floundered and rocked around the shallows by the island as he practised. By holding the pole with his left hand and pushing against it as well with his right forearm, he found that he could control the boat tolerably well. Surely it would do no harm simply to circle the island; that much exercise he needed, was entitled to, and since the tower could be seen for miles, there was no danger of getting lost.


    Then he remembered the mroggs.


    It was, of course, possible that so fantastic a creature might exist. But, it suddenly occurred to him, it was also possible that it had been invented by Sandivar only to frighten him, lest he stray too far and lose himself in the fens. Certainly, the more he thought, the more probable seemed the latter. Anyhow, mroggs never came near the island. He would not go far from the island.


    Silently, the boat slipped through the marsh, and Helmut gained skill with every movement of the pole, standing in the stern. He liked the sensation of gliding; it was akin, he thought, to what flying must be like; and as each more skillful push sent the boat farther on, he left the clear water immediately around the island and was confronted by a wall of reeds and grasses higher than his head. Various channels opened in them enticingly, like the aisles of great churches, extending straight onward for yards, then turning abruptly, temptingly, so that if one were to follow such a channel, there would, every little way, always be a new corner to round, a new surprise…


    He hesitated. Then he picked one at random and sent the boat gliding down its corridor. The high reeds towered over him, blocking off the sky; suddenly he began to feel imprisoned. Although the sun was well up the sky, it was very dark in this place; and the farther he went, the blacker the water became, stained and dyed by generation after generation of dead vegetation turned to muck on the bottom. All at once, Helmut realized that he had misjudged the fens—or at least this part of them. They were not friendly, nor even neutral; it seemed to him that he could sense enmity all about him.


    But he was only a short way in, and it would be simple to turn and come out. He braked with the pole, then looked behind him; and he was startled to see how far he had come. It was a long way back to open water, and the corridor in the reeds was very narrow here. When he tried to turn the boat, it got tangled in the growth and, with his single hand, he could not maneuver it. Nor, because of its construction, wide and awkward at the stern, could he pole it straight backward. Perhaps a man full-grown could have, but his strength was insufficient.


    Panting and sweating, he finally got the craft loose from the weeds and considered his situation. Well, he could see the sun. Take bearings from that, pole on; sooner or later the corridor would turn, and he could work back to open water. Meanwhile, it stank in here. Every thrust of his pole squilched down into rotting muck, sending up gurgling bubbles and a rank smell of decaying matter.


    On down the corridor he went, hoping for a turn, widening, or some other means of going back. There was none; and now the reeds seemed to have closed behind him, too. He was alone in a strange and foreign world; and he was very hot and very tired and beginning to be afraid. When the wind blew, the reeds and cane rustled strangely, exactly as if something stalked him; and every few seconds, he looked fearfully about. Mroggs did not seem so farfetched now.


    Presently his strength gave out, and he rested on the thwart, pole across his knees, the boat motionless in water utterly black and still. The reeds towered over him, shutting out the sky. He could understand now just how neatly he had trapped himself in this maze of narrow, wandering aisles; and for the first time, he wondered what had created these waterways in the beginning: they were very like game trails in the forest.


    But there was nothing for it but to go on. He was, after all, the son of Sigrieth, and fear was unseemly, unbecoming, to a princeling. That did not much slow the hammering of his heart, but, doggedly, he arose and was just about once more to dip the pole in water when he saw it.


    First, it was a thrashing in the reeds against the wind.


    Something huge was wallowing through them only five meters ahead and twenty to his left. For a pair of frozen seconds, he stared at that commotion, his throat closed utterly with fear: then he caught the scent.


    It was like the decaying reek of the marsh bottom, only a thousand times stronger. It filled the corridor in the reeds with a stench indescribable, all rot and decay, and suddenly his throat was full of hot bile. Then the mrogg plunged into view, almost close enough to touch, and Helmut spat out vomit even as, despairingly, he raised the boat pole.


    Roughly man-shaped, it possessed head, torso, arms, legs. But these were the only similarities to humankind. Not an arm’s span from the prow of the boat, it stood ten feet tall and was nearly as wide; and in place of flesh there was only amorphous, sloughing muck—the rot and mud of swamps, dark black and dripping, bound with slime and some other hideous matter. Its eyes, if it had eyes, were dark pits in a huge, round, formless head, and its mouth was a wide black cave, fully opened as it confronted Helmut. Then, slowly, as if very sure of itself, it raised dripping arms from which rot sloughed and fell, mud dropped, and took the final giant step that brought it up against the boat.


    So that now it blotted out everything else, reaching for him, its reek and horror like a nightmare. There was one terrible heartbeat in which Helmut knew it had him. Then, quite instinctively, he slashed at it with the pole.


    A scream broke from him as the pole’s hardness knocked rotten chunks off that monstrous form. But the creature noticed not, as if it had neither blood nor nerves. Just before the hands, if that was what they were, closed on him with finality, Helmut struck again, and this time he did knock loose a hand itself. To his horror, it was like hitting wet mud.


    But the mrogg saw now that the pole could do it damage. It hesitated, and Helmut thrust again, straight into its chest. There was no resistance, the pole went on through, but the boat moved back a foot, maybe more. Helmut heard himself screaming; he drew back the pole and raised it high to flail. If the creature were that soft, maybe he could slash it in two. But as he brought it down, the boat rocked; suddenly it turned, and he was plunged beneath the surface of the foul water. For an instant, he knew he was dead; then he found marsh bottom and somehow floundered upright, sinking to his knees in muck, the water to his chest; and yet, instinctively, he had drawn his short sword. As he surfaced, threw water from his eyes, he saw black monstrousness towering above him, smelled that hideous black reek, and then, even as he thrust and slashed with the sword, he felt a touch he would never forget—cold as death and twice as foul. The mrogg had him now; the little sword was useless against all that bulk of black, unfeeling slime. The cavernous mouth yawned above his head, and the hideous odor that came from it made him faint as it hit his face full blast. He was being lifted—


    Then there came an animal roar that seemed to shake the very sky. Helmut fell, hit water; went under, came up. The roaring still went on, a rage so great, so deadly, that it chilled the blood. A hand seized him. “Back!” snapped the voice of Sandivar. “Back, out of harm’s way!”


    Helmut’s vision cleared. As Sandivar dragged him backward, he saw two enormous figures locked in combat in the water—all black mud and slime and wet brown fur. Then a cry broke from him. “Waddle! Waddle!”


    “Aye,” Sandivar gasped. “Come. Farther back. Give him room to fight!”


    The huge bear must have plunged out of the reeds and hit the mrogg full on. His great weight had knocked it backward, tearing Helmut from its grasp. Now bear and monster fought like titans in the swamp, the big jaws of Waddle, the great paws, tearing off enormous chunks of slime. Yet, no matter how much Waddle ripped away, the creature’s size never lessened, as if it were self-renewing, drawing replacement instantly from the floor of the bog. And it had strength, enormous strength, and if it could bear Waddle down, hold him under water—


    Over and over they rolled, first Waddle on top, then the mrogg. What was left of the monster was a parody of its former shape, but its volume, its bulk, remained the same. By sheer weight of dead wet mud and rot, it was bearing Waddle down. Each time he was pressed below the surface, it took a little longer for the bear to fight back up.


    Then Waddle and the mrogg rose from the water together, Waddle on his hind legs, huge paws flailing. Great gouts of mrogg ichor flew with each enormous blow, and yet, no matter how much Waddle knocked away, the creature’s body flowed and changed to replace it. Near him, above the hideous roaring of Waddle, Helmut was vaguely aware that Sandivar was muttering words. Then the sorcerer pointed one long finger, and a cry that was half scream came from him, so weird that Helmut remembered it long after. Suddenly Waddle dropped on all fours, plunged splashing along the corridor toward them. And the mrogg, standing fully erect made no effort to pursue.


    Sandivar stood also, that finger pointed.


    The mrogg remained motionless. Then—


    Helmut stared, wide-eyed, as the thing began to change. As if the slime and ichor that bound its rot together had suddenly dissolved, the mrogg’s body collapsed and flowed, head melting into shoulders, shoulders pouring down the arms, arms dropping off, the whole thing sinking lower in the water, like a figure of mud so saturated it could not longer stand. Indeed, Helmut saw, that was what was happening: under Sandivar’s spell, the mrogg was simply returning to its original components—mud and decay. Now it was almost level with the surface of the water. Then, from the formless heap of mud that by this time could have been anything, came suddenly a high-pitched, terrible, drawn-out scream, freighted with more agony than it seemed possible to bear. Then the last of the mud flowed and dissolved in the water; and the mrogg was gone.


    Helmut clung to Waddle and unashamedly began to cry.

  


  
    CHAPTER IV


    


    Now, Sandivar had postponed it as long as he could. There was sadness in him, as he circled the tower, wherein the child slept exhausted, and maybe there was fear, too. For it all depended, of course, on Helmut’s own free choice; without that, none of Sandivar’s labors meant anything, and the world, henceforward, would belong to Albrecht and his kind.


    Oh, it had been a near thing, Sandivar told himself. And carelessness, utter and inexcusable, on his part. Maybe it had been too long since he was young: he should have remembered that to the young a warning was nothing but a challenge. If the mrogg had found the child a half minute earlier, if Waddle had been a half minute slower—Sandivar shuddered.


    Well, his news had been quickly gathered, and, as he had expected, it was all bad. Then he and Waddle had started for home at once. All through the night they had journeyed, and morning had found them in the fens. There, halting for rest on a hummock, Sandivar had become aware of something wrong.


    Through long training, such matters reached him the way odors in the air might reach another. There was, next, the necessary concentration, a wracking process, until at last he saw it all, as if he himself were a high, circling tiercel—the boy deep in the fens, the mrogg catching scent of human flesh and rousing itself… Then there had been the nightmare race against time, with Waddle running, plunging, swimming, crashing across the fens like some giant war machine. Then brave Waddle attacking without hesitation as Sandivar slid from his back, fighting a hopeless battle against an unbeatable foe—but giving Sandivar time to marshal the long and complicated incantation that was sole sure weapon against such a soulless, heartless, mindless, bloodless creature. Well, all had come out fair, but only by a hair’s breadth. And now—Sandivar turned and faced the tower door again. Now it was time.


    


    Helmut had just awakened and was knuckling at his eyes. The boy yawned cavernously. “Say, good Sandivar, what hour is it?”


    “From morning to evening you’ve slept. E’en now, the sun goes down. Are you refreshed?”


    As memory returned, Helmut shivered. “Refreshed? Nightmares shall I have for a month.”


    “Perhaps,” said Sandivar. “And perhaps not. Perhaps ere long you shall look on worse and smile. But first—” He poured a mug of cold water and handed it to the boy. “But first, important news have I gathered. And I think you will find it sad.”


    “Sad?” Helmut had drunk; now he held the mug poised and stared at the old man. How like Sigrieth he was! thought Sandivar. Then the sorcerer nodded. “Aye,” he said. “King Gustav of Boorn, your half brother, is dead.”


    “Oh, no!” Then, after that single outcry, the princeling had himself under taut control. He drew in a long breath. “That you had forecast, but—How came it?”


    “Boar spearing in the Frorwald, with Albrecht,” Sandivar told him, not without irony. “The young King’s spear haft broke, he was unhorsed, and ere Albrecht, Eero, or any other could intervene, the charging boar ripped him wide. So it was announced; and then a council of nobles called. Most suspicious were they of events, but tamely the greater number yielded liege to Albrecht. A few, however, held back—Hagen of Markau, one or two others who, despite the overwhelming numbers of half-wolves already gathering to the flag of Wolfsheim, were not intimidated and spoke openly of inviting the return of the exiled bastard—Helmut—so that true blood of Sigrieth should continue on the throne.”


    “Boar spearing?” Helmut said incredulously. “Thus Gustav died? He who must be ordered directly by my father before he could muster courage to face a charging pig, who abhorred the sport for its danger and the strength it took? He died boar spearing?”


    “So Albrecht gave the word out.”


    “Poor Gustav.” Helmut stared down at the floor. “Poor, weak, well-intentioned Gustav, whose mother my father never loved.” With head bowed for a moment, he was silent. Then he whispered, “Ah, Sandivar. If I were only older and had a good right hand—”


    Sandivar felt a thrill. “You would do what?” he asked.


    “Return to Boorn. Reclaim my father’s throne. Avenge Gustav—”


    “And perhaps your father, too,” Sandivar said quietly.


    Helmut stared at him. “My father—?”


    “His illness long, his physician helpless. But really so helpless? Physicians can be bribed, and certain powders can they give that sap the strength…”


    “Poison?” Helmut whispered. “My father poisoned?”


    “Aye,” said Sandivar. “At the behest of Albrecht, who, fair-favored and wealthy as he is, could subtly corrupt the Gods themselves. Yes, poisoned, and a long time dying of it. Now, you exiled, Gustav dead, and Albrecht crowned Emperor of the Gray Lands. So all comes round neatly as he has from the first so carefully planned.”


    “Then the Gods curse him!” cried Helmut furiously and struck the bed with hand and stump. “And curse me too for a youngling and a cripple!” Savagely, he struck the bed again and again until Sandivar shouted: “Hold!”


    Helmut sprang to his feet. “Hold?” he cried. “My sword hand gone, my half brother murdered, my father poisoned, my kingdom usurped, and you cry hold?” Then he shouted: “Rage! Vengeance! Death! Destruction! These you once promised me as my portion. If you have wizardry, give them now to me—”


    Sandivar cut in coldly: “Wouldst have revenge against Albrecht?”


    “Revenge? I’d give my life—”


    “Aye.” Again Sandivar’s cool voice cut across the boy’s shouting. “But life is easy to give. How much more would you pay?”


    Helmut stared at him. “What more is there?”


    Sandivar sighed, a gusty sound of resignation. “Do you not understand? Revenge must always be bought with the soul.”


    For a moment, there was silence. Then Helmut said, evenly: “If only I could wield broadsword, use chain-mace and lance, a soul would be small coin.”


    “The soul of a prince is never small coin,” Sandivar said, in a voice full of strange emotion, and then he turned away.


    He could hear Helmut breathing hard behind him. Finally the boy asked, in a voice still controlled, “There is, then, a way?”


    Sandivar closed his eyes. Now, he thought, I must be very honest. “Aye,” he said at last. “There is a way.”


    “Through necromancy?”


    “Through that and battle.”


    “Then tell me of it.”


    “Demand that I tell you of it,” said Sandivar. “Do not ask me. Demand it.”


    “I so demand.” The boy’s voice had an iron ring; it was almost as if Sigrieth spoke in the tower room.


    Sandivar let out a shuddering breath. “Then since you have demanded, I will tell you. Whether you can comprehend is another matter. Here, however, is its cost: ten years off the span of life in this, our world—and those, ten youthful years, precious beyond all others. Also this: to look upon horrors few could endure, horrors beside which the mrogg you encountered this morning becomes as the lap pet of a lady-in-waiting. And this more, and this perhaps the worst of all. A risk you run, should you endure that which I have mentioned, of damage to the soul, the core of it, the very kernel of it—the risk that never more will you be able to love.”


    “Love?” said Helmut. Then repeated the word contemptuously: “Love. In return for vengeance, I would—”


    “No.” Sandivar held up his hand. “Say it not lightly. You are too young and know too little of the world. But should I tell you that you may, should you do what I suggest, never laugh again—that, perhaps, you could comprehend.”


    Staring at him, Helmut frowned. “Never laugh?”


    “Perhaps not. What you will look upon, whom you will meet, and the ordeals you will endure will be such that they may indeed freeze the soul, so that all love, all laughter will have fled.” Wearily he sat down on a bench. “Now, hear me.”


    Helmut also sat. “I listen,” he said gravely, and already he seemed years older.


    Sandivar mustered his thoughts. “In ways beyond explaining,” he said, “there are worlds within worlds and worlds beyond worlds. You have seen those wonderfully carved balls of ivory from the East, in which globe rests within globe within globe, ad infinitum?”


    “I have seen them.”


    “So all these worlds. And there is only one thing that keeps them separate and discrete—and that is Time. Each world functions on a different time—otherwise they would blur and merge. And only in two ways can Time be bridged: by necromancy or by death, which is a kind of sorcery in itself.”


    He hesitated. “But no time or reason for complicated explanations. Suffice this: that through certain powers I possess, I can send you from this world into one far less pleasant, and there you would live ten years in what, in this one, would be ten minutes. Then, by the same art, I could summon you to return. Ten years in that world, as many minutes in this one—and Albrecht suddenly has to deal not with a child but with a man full-grown.”


    There was a long pause while Helmut digested this. “In ten minutes I can be a man?”


    “No. You do not comprehend. Men are not made so quickly. In another world, you will live ten years, and ten years of an existence that you can not now imagine. That is what will make you a man. No one escapes payment in full for manhood, and you would pay more than most. But that ten years will amount only to so many minutes here, and—” he turned over an hour glass, “you would return before this sand ran out.”


    Again Helmut thought hard and at last nodded. “Now I think I see. But what good is manhood if I am untrained in the warrior arts? Even had I full growth, ten years more it would take to make me righting man the equal of Albrecht or even Eero—”


    “You do not know the world to which I propose to send you,” Sandivar said, in a voice almost like the toll of a bell. “It is, as they say, an Underworld, a place made for the shades of only the greatest warriors. Or, to be more blunt, it is a kind of hell in which the fighting is endless and relentless. But so much would you learn there in those years from such great men condemned to endless battling, with all its horror and all its glory, that upon your return no warrior of this world could stand against you.”


    As he said these last words, he saw something move in Helmut’s eyes. The boy asked: “Not even Albrecht?”


    “Not even Albrecht.”


    Helmut was silent for perhaps five seconds. Then he arose. “That being the case,” he said quietly, “I will go.”


    They were the words Sandivar had been waiting for, but now he hated the sound of them. “Perhaps,” he temporized, “you do not still understand—”


    “I understand enough,” Helmut said. “I understand that in ten minutes of this world’s time I can return as a full-grown man and trained warrior and Albrecht’s equal. I understand that Albrecht will then die. Unless you make sport of me, send me to this place, good Sandivar, and this at once.”


    “Look me fair in the eyes,” Sandivar said.


    Helmut did so, unblinking.


    “You are certain?”


    “Aye. I am certain.”


    “Then,” Sandivar said, a catch in his throat, “come give me kiss, my son. For it is the last I will have from childhood.”


    “Aye,” Helmut said. “I will give you kiss. You have been as father.” And he embraced the old man.


    


    When they broke apart, Sandivar pulled himself together and said, “Now, come.” Quite briskly, he led Helmut up a ladder to the second floor, an area heretofore prohibited to the boy. This part of the tower was completely empty except for a huge book on a lectern and a great urn in one corner. Now Sandivar went to the urn, dipped the contents from it, and very carefully traced a pentacle on the floor. What fell from the dipper was neither totally liquid nor powder, but something in between, a shining, dazzling substance that all at once seemed to light the dark with a cold, white fire. At last the pentacle was fully traced, and, breathing hard, Sandivar turned to face the child. “As in death,” he said gently, “one must go naked and alone.”


    “All right,” the boy said; and he stripped off the kirtle. His flesh looked greenish in the glow as he stepped into the pentacle. He stood there, watching Sandivar, betraying no fear, as the old man stepped behind the lectern.


    Sandivar’s mouth was dry; he swallowed hard. The strange script of the pages seemed to blur before his eyes as he began to read from the book. But that was all right, for he knew the spell by heart. His voice droned on and on, pronouncing each syllable precisely and carefully, for that was part of the secret. At last, after what seemed to him ages, he heard his own voice stop. Drawing in a long, deep breath, he slowly raised his head.


    But, of course, the pentacle was empty. And all the cold, glowing, glittering fire of it had died. The room, save for a candle Sandivar had lit, was in darkness.


    Sandivar waited. Truly, now, time was endless. Outside, he heard Waddle scratching at the door. Overhead, bats stirred and rustled, for it was nearing sundown. A great distance away, a horn blew, summoning home the fishermen of the fens, who would rather have died than venture this far into the marsh.


    Still Sandivar remained motionless. In the darkness of the room, he watched until his eyes hurt. He knew what to expect; and yet this was the first time that he’d a stake of his own in the words he’d mouthed. Then the pentacle began to glow again. At first the light was like fox fire in wet woods, faint, illusory; but it brightened steadily, as Sandivar watched and held his breath. There was a precise second, a tick of time, which he must grasp… The cold light intensified; then Sandivar thought: Now! And he quickly said the necessary half-dozen words. Immediately an explosion of radiance cold as death and bright enough to sear filled the room; outside the tower, Waddle howled and moaned in terror. Sandivar stood unmoving, eyes closed. In a moment, he opened them. The radiance was subsiding. In its midst stood a figure. Sandivar could see it only in silhouette—the tall, wide-shouldered, barrel-chested, slim-waisted outline of a man. Instinctively Sandivar’s eyes went to the right arm. Where a hand should be, it was lacking, and the arm ended in a stump.


    The fire died. Behind Sandivar, the candle flickered and guttered, the light it shed pathetic after all that hellish radiance. “Helmut?” Sandivar said, almost hesitantly.


    The figure moved forward, into the candle-glow. This was a giant of a man, far taller than two meters and in his early twenties. Blond hair the color of hammered gold fell down to his shoulders, and a thick, silky beard of the same color masked most of his face; but Sandivar could make out the strong, hawklike nose, the wide, firm lips, and the eyes—most of all, the eyes. As Sandivar saw the eyes, he thought: May the Gods forgive me…


    Beneath craggy bone and heavy brows, they were the color of steel, and they were terrible. Something in them made even Sandivar turn his head away, as they beheld him steadily. For these eyes had looked upon things that had left a record in them and on the wide, grim mouth—such things that a living man could not even imagine and retain sanity, though there was no lack of this in the cold, steel-colored eyes of Helmut. For an instant, Sandivar almost felt pity for Albrecht.


    “Yes,” Helmut said. “It is I.” His voice was deep and steady, tinged with melancholy, yet also somehow ringing with steel. “And it was as you said. Beowulf, Siegfried, Arthur, Charlemagne, and—well, I have the skill of arms now. When shall we leave for Boorn?”


    Sandivar rubbed his face wearily. “We do not leave for Boorn immediately. First we have business in the Lands of Light.”


    “I have no business there,” Helmut said. “I need only weapons. Then all my business is in the court at Marmorburg.”


    Sandivar drew in a deep breath. “Aye,” he said. “But you are to return to lay about you with Rage, on galloping Vengeance, with Death and Destruction at your stirrup-irons. And for these reasons, we must go to the Lands of Light.”


    Helmut nodded. “Then give me something of clothing,” he said, and there was command in his voice. “And as soon as I have dressed, let us depart.”


    “Yes,” said Sandivar. “Yes. As you desire, Helmut, Emperor of the Gray Lands.” The deference in his voice was real.


    “I am not emperor yet,” said Helmut. “But ere Albrecht comes in sword blade reach, I warrant I shall be. Now, make haste, Sandivar.”


    “One moment,” Sandivar said. “Before—” He gestured toward the pentacle. “Before you went, we embraced.” A question rang in his voice.


    “Aye,” Helmut said. “I loved you then. That was when I could still love. But you were right, Sandivar. It is a freezing of the soul. All laughter is frozen, and all love. What remains is death; but for my purposes, death is enough. Shall we go?”


    Feeling cold all over, Sandivar turned away. “At once,” he said.


    


    The throne room of the great hall in the huge palace at Marmorburg was columned with soaring shafts of iridescent marble, and its ceiling was so high that the frescoes which adorned it were on an enormous scale. Through the arched windows set in walls of alabaster white, sunlight poured in golden shafts, striking brilliant gleams from the rich garb of the group of lords and their retainers gathered at one end of the hall, awaiting audience. Contrasting with all this splendor was the black of Wolfsheim in which the King’s Guard was arrayed, lined up in double row to the throne—half-wolves all, their rankness filling the palace with the smell of an animal’s covert.


    Albrecht, enthroned on the white marble dais at one end of the hall, was so accustomed to the smell that he hardly noticed it; or if he did, it was perfume, of a kind, in his nostrils. The weight of the crown of empire was heavy on his head; but his neck was more than strong enough to bear it; and the broadsword which lay across his lap was the Great Sword of Boorn, richly jeweled and filigreed with gold, yet perfectly balanced and with an invisible edge of keenness beyond belief. He had, deliberately, eschewed the bright, colorful garments of the royalty of Sigrieth’s line; his robes were of black sable and gray wolfskin, but beautifully made and very rich. Gauntlets and boots alike were of black leather, to match those of his guard.


    From where he sat, the lords awaiting audience were so far away that they appeared small and inconsequential; but he frowned as his eyes appraised them. Hagen, the cursed Hagen of Markau, old lieutenant and fighting comrade of Sigrieth—he was the troublemaker, the questioner, and the fly in the ointment. Yet, he could not be dealt with summarily, not until the throne on which Albrecht sat was steadier than now it felt. Some diplomacy would be required; if it failed, the force could come afterward.


    Beside the throne, Eero, also in leather and black satin, though it, too, was now trimmed with sable, awaited orders, red tongue lolling. Well, Albrecht told himself, naught to be gained by delay. “Good Eero,” he said, “bid the lords come forward.”


    “Aye, your majesty.” With clawed hand on sword, Eero swaggered down the aisle between the rigid, drawn-up lines of the troops he commanded. Albrecht’s first move had been to replace the Palace Guard of Marmorburg with half-wolves. Nor had that depleted his strength at Wolfsheim. He smiled faintly. Probably that had something to do with yonder fighting-cock stance of Hagen, which bespoke outrage.


    Now, swords swinging and gear jingling, helmets in hand, the lords with their retinues strode down the aisle between the half-wolves to approach the throne. Albrecht sat upright, waiting, and his mouth curled faintly beneath his heavy mustache as each lord made a knee and bowed his head before the throne.


    Hagen, though the leader of the group, was the last to bow, nor was it very deep. Then he straightened, and his dark eyes met those of Albrecht. “Have I permission to speak, Your Majesty?”


    “Good Hagen knows how well loved he is by us and that he always has our ear.”


    “Then,” said Hagen, “come we for redress of grievances. Certain petitions have we—” He turned to a retainer, who handed him a parchment scroll.


    “One moment,” said Albrecht, raising a hand. “Not many weeks ere we mounted throne of empire. So early have you grievance for which you assign us responsibility? Perhaps more seemly, far, to wait ere our rule is truly under way and its results seen.”


    Hagen’s face, topped by short, gray hair like a badger’s fur, was weathered to the color and texture of leather, deeply lined. His mouth thinned, chin jutted, and his eyes glinted. “As Regent have you ruled since the death of Sigrieth. Where responsibility is to be assigned presents no question.”


    “That we let pass for this moment,” Albrecht said, eyes slitting. “Have your say. Only, be careful that you not o’er-speak yourself.”


    “Nor underspeak,” said Hagen without flinching. “My own service to the crown and those of my companions would add to more than a century, and our scars gained in battle on its behalf to at least a hundred, too. We neither o’er nor underspeak, but speak directly and to the matter.” He glanced at the scroll. “By your leave, several points have we.”


    “Then say them,” Albrecht rasped, the anger breaking naked into his voice.


    “First, the death of our late, beloved King, Gustav… Certain matters of this death, so greatly mourned, we find obscure. Our request be now that a commission be appointed, of disinterested lords and thanes, to inquire into its manner, so that all facts be fully known.”


    “All facts pertaining to the tragedy have been made public.” Albrecht’s eyes met those of Hagen and held them.


    “The broken boar-spear. When certain of us sought to examine it, it seemed the fatal weapon had been lost.” Hagen’s voice was dry and full of irony.


    “When a king dies, the confusion is great,” said Albrecht. “Request not granted. Go on.”


    “No relief, then, on this matter? Very well: to the next.” Hagen let the scroll snap shut. “Of more moment, now, perhaps is this. Your Majesty is aware, perhaps, that the population of half-wolves in the Gray Lands swells daily; that they flock to Boorn and Marmorburg from all over the world, finding here sanctuary and preferred treatment.”


    Albrecht’s lips curled with amusement. “Aye, well aware am I.”


    Hagen’s gaze went to Eero, standing next the throne. “More. As they come, these outcasts with warm welcome are received and are formed now into new divisions of the Army of the Emperor. And already appointments have been made elevating half-wolves far above men within the Army, the Palace Guard, the court, and civil functions. Now, say we, this is plague not to be borne. Wolves enough already are there in Boorn without allowing it to become infested with half-wolves, too!”


    Eero made a growling sound, put one foot forward and a clawed hand on his sword, but Albrecht gestured him back. “You are troubled with wolves, brave Hagen?” he asked with feigned innocence.


    “Troubled? Little more and they become catastrophe. Like the half-wolves, they, too, have flocked to the kingdom ruled by…” his lips curled as he said the words, “the Duke of the Wolves’ Home, their coverts throughout the Frorwald, their daily sustenance our flocks, aye, sometimes even our shepherds! And yet the King claims all the Frorwald as his own hunting ground, and expeditions to reduce their number have not been permitted…”


    “And your request is—?”


    “That strict limits be imposed on the number of half-wolves coming into Boorn. That we lords be allowed to hunt to ground the wolves of the Frorwald and exterminate them. And that the kingdom, armies, courts, and land of Boorn be ruled by men and not by wolves or half-wolves!” Angrily echoed his voice throughout the hall.


    Albrecht’s face darkened. A full minute he sat there, staring at Hagen, who met his gaze unflinchingly. There was the shuffle of feet, meanwhile, and the half-wolves, at some unobserved signal, closed ranks; then came the creak of sword belts and the whisper of loosened blades in scabbards as they formed an enormous, reeking circle around the handful of men who confronted the King.


    Then Albrecht arose, the Great Sword of Boorn in his hand. “I rule Boorn,” he said harshly, “and no other rules. By this sword rule I, and the crown I wear. And hear me, Hagen. By sword and crown alike, I warn you all that he who speaks treason shall suffer for it.”


    “We speak no treason, sire,” replied Hagen thinly. “But as free lords of Boorn, we may present frankly and unhampered our petitions.”


    “Which are,” rasped Albrecht, “in their entirety denied, being insolent and insulting. And lest you feel the weight of our displeasure, full apology will I have for the impertinence I have heard this morning.” He nodded to Eero, subtly, and now the ring around the lords closed more tightly. Some of them looked around apprehensively, but Hagen, coolly, said in a low voice, “No swords drawn.” His own hands, blunt-fingered and scarred, were raised high, well away from the jeweled hilt of his own blade. Albrecht felt a fierce hatred for this man—the others were frightened and intimidated, fearful of lese majesty and of the wolfmen. Without Hagen, they would dissolve like salted garden slugs. But Hagen was like oak.


    “Should we have insulted the Crown of the Gray Lands or the Sword of Boorn this morning,” the lord said with a courtesy so exquisite that it was mockery, “full apology, Your Majesty, do we make.”


    “And is accepted,” Albrecht said, all at once anxious to be rid of this group. “But all petitions denied.”


    Hagen bowed his head. “So be it. Perhaps Your Majesty will be in mood to reconsider later, should we hit on more forceful argument for our cause. By your leave, sire, now go we all to our separate lands.”


    “Then go,” said Albrecht, and he nodded once more to Eero. A lane opened in the mob of black-clad wolfmen, and the lords wheeled, led by Hagen, stiff-backed and proud in bearing, and then stalked out. Eero barked orders: the Palace Guard rearranged itself in ranks.


    Albrecht seated himself again on the throne, breathing hard with suppressed rage. Then he said, “Good Eero,” and beckoned the half-wolf to him.


    “Your Majesty—” Eero bent close to listen.


    “You have seen Hagen…”


    “Aye,” Eero said, and growled in his throat.


    “The man cannot be tolerated. Besides, it is o’ertime to prove the trustiness of our new comrades. Do you now send this message to the Black Wolf herself in the Frorwald… and tell her that her reward for services shall be great; aye, she shall gorge herself and all her followers on flesh of the sort she loves best.”


    Eero’s tongue lolled as he nodded. “But will not this reflect back against Your Majesty?”


    “The fate of Markau, ghastly as it must be, shall be good insurance against other insurrection. Then we are secure and free to carry out our plans that run beyond this moment—But for now, a messenger to the Black Wolf.”


    “Aye,” said Eero, and he bowed and scraped, and then hurried from the throne, while Albrecht stroked the Great Sword of Boorn with his hand and smiled thoughtfully and darkly.

  


  
    CHAPTER V


    


    With his art, Sandivar had called from the far forests another huge bear, a she this time, whom he called Rowl, and who was also broken to saddle and rein. The tower was carefully locked, and the sorcerer then traced a circle in the sand about it, muttering as he did so words meaningless to Helmut, who watched impatiently. At last, Sandivar was done. “Now, should one with evil intent cross the protective boundary I’ve laid down, woe to him! Still, an honest traveler need have no fear.” Sandivar gathered up the reins of the she-bear. “Let us go.”


    Helmut swung aboard Waddle, who bore his weight with ease. The two animals waded out into the marsh, then began to swim. Helmut liked the strong, rhythmic driving motion of the bear, the feeling of power. It was nearly as good as a war-horse…


    While the two great animals bore them across the marsh, Helmut, Sigrieth’s bastard, looked at the world he now inhabited with a kind of amazement. In his ten years in another, he had forgotten that there was aught but cold and drear, fog and grayness; now he rode in sweet sunshine, beneath arching blue, toward a line of bright, beckoning green that was the mainland. He should, it occurred to him, feel exaltation and freedom at his release from that land of horror to which Sandivar had sent him; but he did not. Indeed, he felt nothing except the determination which had allowed Sandivar to dispatch him to that place in the beginning: to kill Albrecht and revenge the deaths of Sigrieth and Gustav. After that, of course, he would become King of Boorn and Emperor of the Gray Lands, but the thought of reigning stirred no enthusiasm within him.


    These ten years that he had spent in that other world, the decade that had brought him to manhood and had tutored him in all the hard arts of warfare—indeed, he thought, they had left him scarred. It was strange not to be able to respond to beauty, strange not to feel mirth at the spectacle of Sandivar ducked by a sudden maneuver of the she-bear, startled by a watersnake. Strange not to feel anything human except hatred of Albrecht and the need to obliterate him. Sandivar had not exaggerated the price—indeed, if he remained like this, dead within, once Albrecht died it mattered not to him if he himself were slain. There was no love of life left within him.


    But whatever he had to do, he could; of that he was now certain. His left arm was an almost frightening mass of muscle: single-handed, he could be terrible with the great broadsword that normal men must use two hands to wield. Many times, in rawest, bloodiest combat, had that been proved. With the short sword was he also expert; and with the crossbow. But next to the broadsword, his favorite weapon was the chain-mace, the great iron ball studded with long, sharp spikes, called sardonically by warriors since the days of Siegfried and the Walsungs the “morning star.” For a mounted man with strength of arm, it was a brutal, efficient weapon; had he not lacked a hand, had he been able to use broadsword with his right and the morning star with his left, he would have been the equal—nay, the master—of any warrior in that hell-Valhalla to which he had been sent—and to which someday he must in all probability return.


    But for now, no thought of that. Ahead lay Rage and Vengeance, Death and Destruction, as Sandivar had promised; and, oddly, he was to acquire these extensions of himself in the Lands of Light, that sweet and gentle place of learning which Boorn and the Gray Lands sheltered as a she-bear her cub. But that was Sandivar’s arranging; only let him be armed and armored, mounted on a war-horse of strong, long leg, and then he would take the lead. But for now, he was content to let Sandivar take him, as the old man had insisted on doing, to Neoroma, capital of the Lands of Light.


    


    Presently the water shallowed, and the bears, fur plastered and dripping, emerged; and they were on the mainland. Here was a forest, not dark and tangled like the Frorwald, but open and clear, its pleasant floor dappled with checkers of sunlight shifting drowsily with the movement of the heavy foliage of the giant oaks and beeches that comprised the woods. They struck a path, and the bears loped along tirelessly with a rolling gait. The air was warm and fragrant, perfumed, but it stirred no response of pleasure in Helmut; by habit, his eyes watched for ambush.


    Long were they in the mossy, misty darkness of the forest; then they emerged into meadows green with grass, bright and riotous with flowers, and murmurous with the hum of insects. Sometimes, as they crested an occasional ridge, they saw villages: pretty little places of whitewashed stone, without walls, surrounded by groves of citrus and of olives. They steered clear of these, continuing across country.


    That evening, they slept in a grove, their cloaks for cover, bread, cheese, and wine from Sandivar’s saddlebags their dinner. The bears rummaged and foraged in the woods, and then, hunger sated by whatever they had found, came back and made soft pillows of themselves for their riders.


    At daybreak they were off again. Now they came to a road; and it was paved in a fashion new to Helmut, neither so hard as stone nor graveled, nor only dust, but of some material that seemed to speed the hurrying feet of the bears. This road was wide and spacious and glittered like the finest marble, yet never was hot or dazzling.


    Like a serpent it wound across the beautiful country, where cattle and horses grazed between the little towns; where children herded swine and geese and sheep; and where, from time to time, the minor notes of a shepherd’s pipe floated drowsily over the tranquil landscape.


    “Surely,” said Helmut, “this road is a marvel.”


    “There are many more marvels in Neoroma, where a good mind and craftsman’s hands are more valued than a strong stroke with a broadsword,” said Sandivar.


    “I am sorry,” Helmut said. “My trade is the broadsword.”


    “Aye, and without it all this—” Sandivar swept put an arm, “would perish. We are near to Neoroma now; it lies just over yon hill.” And he pointed toward a ridge several miles away. “It is, as you know, a very ancient place, ancient long before the Worldfire. There ruin lies upon ruin, and ruin upon that; and then a civilization upon it all—”


    “Which in turn will someday be ruin?”


    “Unless Boorn lends protection until the New Learning is complete, aye.” They rode in silence then, up the ridge; and then they topped it, and Sandivar drew rein.


    “There,” he said. “There is Neoroma. There is the capital of the Lands of Light.”


    Helmut stared. “By the Gods,” he whispered.


    Unwalled, it spread itself over the verdant hills below them, on the banks of a river clear and shining. White spires gleamed, and bronze statues, and pink marble and veined travertine, and nothing that took the eye jarred it or was unwholesome. Here, it seemed, had been laid down a city out of Paradise, huge and swarming, yet no detail neglected for the pleasure of the senses or the convenience of its citizens. Between the temples, palaces, gardens, bright apartments and the pleasant little homes of workers, orderly traffic moved on huge and uncrowded streets. Overarching the river were bridges of incredible gemlike delicacy that yet bore great burdens of laden wagons without a tremble. This was a city without rot or ugliness; and that was something not even Marmorburg, in all its splendor, could boast.


    And yet, Helmut found himself thinking only: that is where we shall get our weapons. This beauty did not move him, once his surprise had died. “They have no wall,” he said.


    “Nor needed any until now. Boorn was their wall, and its king their shield. Let us hurry. We are awaited at the palace.”


    Close up, the city was as pleasant as at a distance. Many beautiful women inhabited it, in costumes that displayed their charms, and their eyes, half-lidded and inquisitive or beckoning, did not miss the tall, wild-looking man clad only in leather. Helmut, in his turn, spared them barely a glance. Women, he had learned in his servitude in that warrior’s half-world, had their place; but it was after the battle; and his battle had not yet been fought. Time enough to use them when Albrecht’s corpse was cold…


    “So many temples,” he said, riding knee to knee with Sandivar. “All to different gods?”


    “Nay,” the sorcerer said. “All to one—and that one, learning. Not that humanity shall sleep warmer or eat better or have more entertainment and luxury, but that humanity shall know its purpose, what the Gods have put it here for and how it may be fulfilled. For look: a bear requires this and no more—food, mating, a little play, a winter’s sleep. Given so much, he is content and seeks not more, for he has no dreams. But man is not a bear: always restless, striving, daring, risking, seeking the unknowable, and all this only to learn his own purpose among the stars. And when he knows it, perhaps then he too will be at last at home on the earth as a bear is, and among the stars, too. Here they seek the answer: what will fulfill man, appease him, and give him rest this side of death; in short, answer what the Gods require of him; and though all that is tall order enough, yet it is not so far from fulfillment. When the knowledge is fully revealed, codified, disseminated, made general and interpreted, when the New Learning is complete and spread around the earth, then man will at last be home from his long journey, and broadswords may rust away…”


    “Have they no warriors here? Must they depend entirely on the goodwill of Boorn?”


    “And until now, the goodwill of Boorn has not faltered.” Sandivar smiled. “Aye, they have warriors here, but they have not armies. For the warrior is like muscle in the flesh, he gives society its strength; yet, too much muscle and one can hardly bend the arm; moreover, muscle draws nourishment from the brain. So these people will have no battalions and no divisions; when their homes are threatened, they will fight, and with a right goodwill. But they are not fighters born, like you of the Gray Lands. You have learned by now that when an army exists, it must always find something for itself to do—something which it must defend against or something which it must attack. Great mischief lies in such forces—which, indeed, are the forces Albrecht now gathers ’round him to the north. But here’s the palace.”


    It towered over them, with a great winding spiral of pure white steps leading upward toward the enormous columns, many meters thick, yet so delicately designed and made that their soaring height seemed slender and graceful; this palace, the seat of the King of the Lands of Light, only began there, at that great portico; and then it wandered and bent and towered and esplanaded. There were colonnades and arcades and hanging gardens; vast halls that yet seemed not vast, so careful was their proportioning; and finally there was the throne room, the splendor of it as great as that at Marmorburg and yet, devoid of guards, thus somehow greater. Nor, recognizing them from afar, did the King, whose name was Carus, await their coming; when the herald had informed him, he strode toward them, a handsome, sturdy man of middle age, eyes flashing bright with intelligence, smile warm. He wore no crown, only a golden chaplet or wreath; and his robes were not robes at all, but only a simple tunic of white linen, artfully embroidered. “Sandivar!” He and the sorcerer embraced like brothers.


    Then he turned to Helmut. “And this is—?”


    “Helmut, bastard son of Sigrieth, now heir to the Great Sword of Boorn and the Crown of the Gray Lands.”


    “Your Majesty,” said Helmut, bowing to Carus.


    “Greater than mine your own empire,” Carus said. He frowned at Sandivar as if suddenly remembering. “But I thought Sigrieth’s last remaining son was but a child.”


    “Look at him,” Sandivar said. “If you see aught of child left in him, let me know.”


    Carus met Helmut’s gaze. His face paled, and he turned away, “Aye,” he said as if he understood. “A bitter price to pay.”


    “No,” said Helmut. “Not too bitter. My vengeance shall make it worth the while. Only that the Gods do not send lightning or plague to take Albrecht to untimely death, no more than that do I ask. We need weapons, and I must hurry to Boorn; Sandivar has said that we may obtain them here.”


    Carus nodded. “Indeed. All the facilities of our best artisans are at your disposal. Still, can you not stay one night? There is much needs discussion; and certain entertainment have we prepared for you as well.”


    “Of course we stay,” Sandivar said. “We shall remain here for some time…” He bowed. “With your permission, sire.” A gesture silenced Helmut’s protest.


    “Granted ere you ever asked.” Now Carus’ face was serious. “The coronation in Marmorburg disturbs us greatly, and there is later news as well, but no more savory. When you have been shown your chambers and have refreshed yourself, if you would be so good as to dine with us…”


    “The royal wish commands us,” said Sandivar.


    “You, perhaps. But for the Emperor of the Gray Lands?” King Carus looked sharply at Helmut.


    “Not emperor yet, nor king either,” Helmut said. “But your servant, sire.”


    “Well, then. In the great hall at the twentieth hour?” And when they consented, he bade servants take them to their chambers.


    


    There was a splendid feast, with many roast meats, fowl, and the wonderful shellfish for which the Lands of Light were famous. There was music, played by massed instruments and swelling to such volume in the great hall, so full, too, of purity and sweetness and death and sadness and all the other emotions of life, that for a moment Helmut almost felt response to it. But not quite; nothing really stirred within him; his soul remained dead, though his appetites did not. The most beautiful women of the court danced naked before them, celebrating the joyfulness of sex, and to that he responded; but, as he had told himself, there was no time at the moment. Indeed, after the dancing and the fantastical finale of that great orchestra and a hundred voices joined in chorus, Helmut, Sandivar, and Carus retired to the simple privacy of the King’s chambers. Here they were joined by Dravidio, the King’s first minister, a man of middle age, possessed both of honesty and guile and well aware when to use either to best advantage.


    “From all over the world they flock to Boorn,” Dravidio told them. “Wolves and half-wolves alike. Outlawed everywhere else, now, in the Gray Lands, they have at last a land of their own. Each day, new recruits arrive to flesh out the vast divisions of Albrecht’s half-wolf army.”


    “The Army of Boorn, in my day,” Helmut said, “was composed only of men, and it was the best army in the world. Its officers and soldiers—what have become of them?”


    “Of the officers—there is talk of midnight executions in the dungeons of Marmorburg. The men, of course, are in the main far too proud to serve under the half-wolves, who have been given all positions of power. As their enlistments expire, they leave, and Albrecht makes no effort to retain them. Some have taken service with private guards, others have quit the Gray Lands in disgust, many have drifted south, whence we have gathered not a little of this intelligence. But, one thing with another, soon Boorn will be a half-wolf enclave.”


    Helmut made a sound in his throat that was not far from wolfish in itself.


    “Meanwhile,” Dravidio continued, “the real wolves come also to the haven Wolfsheim has created for them. They say that now the Frorwald seethes with them like a barbarian’s head with lice. It is as much as a man’s life’s worth to walk or ride through there without a half-wolf escort or a certain special scent to rub upon himself which is recognized by the wolves as a safe conduct pass. And to rule the wolves, perhaps as Albrecht’s lieutenant, from nowhere—unless it be hell—has come the most terrible wolf of all, a great black she, truly a queen among wolves, and as clever, or more so, than any man.”


    “And no human offers resistance?” asked Helmut sharply. “What of the lords of Boorn?”


    “A few, led by Hagen of Markau, petitioned the king to end these evils, but Albrecht denied their requests. Now, such pressures has he brought upon them that all but one have knuckled under to his rule. Only brave Hagen stands against him hard and plain. But Markau now has other worries.”


    “What mean you?”


    “The town and castle are under siege.” Dravidio lifted a hand to forestall Helmut’s question. “Not by Albrecht’s army, but by a stranger one. The lands, town, and fortress of Markau sit, as you know, in the Frorwald’s very shadow. And it is wolves, under, one might guess, the intelligent direction of the Black Wolf herself, who lay siege to it. So numerous and ferocious are they that Markau’s herds and flocks and all the peasants have been driven into the protection of the town and castle walls. And though Hagen’s knights sally forth against them, they are like shadows, disappearing into their coverts, only to return when the thrust is over. No fear of men have they, under the Black Wolf’s rule, and not even Hagen has force enough to keep them at bay. So he is locked into Markau, and the lesson is not lost upon others who might stand with him against King Albrecht.”


    “It sounds,” said Helmut grimly, “as if there’s work enough for me in Boorn.”


    “Aye, more than you guess,” said Dravidio. “Certain intelligence have we that Albrecht and Kor, King of the barbarians in the Dark Lands of the North, have exchanged emissaries and plan a meeting.”


    Helmut sprang to his feet, knocking over the wine before them. “What?” he roared. “The King of Boorn treat with the barbarian swine?”


    “Indeed. One can but guess their purposes, but Albrecht must do something with the huge army he builds. A conjecture would be this: alliance with Kor and the Dark Lands tribes—then an attack, for plunder, on us here in the Lands of Light… and to stamp out the New Learning before it can transform the world into one quite unlike that in which King Albrecht feels so comfortable. We cannot hope to resist, of course; too long have we relied on Boorn for our protection, on its determination to hold back the Darkness until we can bring forth the Light.”


    Helmut’s single mighty hand clenched and unclenched. “But why should he make alliance with the cursed barbarians?”


    “Unless he does, he cannot turn his back on Kor to attack us.”


    Panting slightly, as if he had been running, his eyes shining like burnished steel, Helmut seated himself. Presently he turned to Sandivar. “I want Rage,” he said in a terrible voice, “with which to lay about me; and I want Vengeance, on which to ride. And I want Death and Destruction to run at my stirrup-irons. And all this I want quickly, for I shall not wait long ere I am off to Boorn.”


    “Aye, there is even more need for haste than I had foreseen,” the old man said. “This matter of the Black Wolf—that I had somehow missed. Still, these things I have promised you take time to fashion.”


    “The resources of my kingdom are yours,” said Carus quickly.


    Helmut stood up. “Then let us to bed, for early rising. Not one second longer shall I spend ere I cross the Frorwald into Boorn than is required. Much thanks for this evening’s entertainment and for the intelligences you have given us.” He was speaking naturally to Carus now as his equal. “Sandivar, will you—?” And he put out the stump of his hand for the old man to grasp and scramble to his feet from the cushions on which he had sat cross-legged. Then Helmut turned and stalked from the hall.


    Delaying a bit, Sandivar looked at Carus. “Doubt you still that he is Sigrieth’s son?”


    Carus shook his head thoughtfully. “Nay, not one whit. For if ever walked a king, yonder now he goes.”

  


  
    CHAPTER VI


    


    In a valley north of Neoroma lay fair meadows and great plains and here, as everyone knew, were raised the mightiest horses of the earth, white as fresh snow, taller at the withers than a tall man’s head, with great intelligence and even greater ferocity. For they were bred for war; and even the mares were terrible in combat; the stallions were worth an army. Only great kings rode these, for no other could afford the price. The breed was known as the Ronns, for the family that had evolved it; and it was with Eleera Ronn, that clan’s present head, that Helmut and Sandivar spoke now, leaning against a fence of thick, square-hewn cedar palings and watching the arched-neck, raised-tail canter of a few choice specimens within.


    For the owner of such an awesome stud, Eleera Ronn was an unprepossessing man, short, his eyes mild and gentle. Everything about him bespoke great patience, without which one could neither train horses nor sell them for the most handsome price. “There, gentlemen,” said he, gesturing, “the pick of the lot, my finest six-year-old stallions, fully trained for war, yet so gentle that my daughter, who is only five, can ride them with ease—for they know her. This half dozen yonder represents, let me say, the culmination of the breeder’s art; no finer beasts have ever walked the earth.”


    Helmut said nothing, continuing to watch the gait and pace of the horses inside the enclosure. Their manes streamed like fine silk; their nostrils flared red; they went like dancers over the earth—and yet, somehow, they left him unmoved. He turned to Ronn. “And these are all you have?”


    Ronn frowned. “Aye. Find you fault with them?”


    “No.” Helmut shook his head. “And yet—” At that moment, from the row of stables, built of massive logs, there was a crash and a great neighing scream. The crash came again and again and again; and the screaming went on. Helmut whirled, hand on sword hilt. “What—?”


    Ronn laughed, a little bitterly. “Nay, master, be not alarmed. What you hear is tragedy—madness.”


    “Madness?” Helmut was already striding toward the sound; and Ronn and Sandivar hurried to keep up with him.


    “Aye, madness,” Ronn said above the screaming. “And so it happens once in a great while, that something in the breed produces an animal so ferocious that not even we can bend it to our will. And ’tis a pity, for yonder beast is greatest stallion of our stud. But mad as can be, with a killer madness.”


    Helmut halted, turned. “A killer madness?” His eyes slitted. “Be he trained?”


    “Aye, fully trained, but what worth that when no one can approach him, much less straddle him? Your lordship would do well to stand clear of him—totally unpredictable is he. One moment mild as milk, the next as you hear him now, screaming and kicking and biting and bent on destroying anything that lives within his reach. He will, alas, have to be destroyed; useless is he for a war-horse, and that vein of insanity must not be passed down to his get.”


    Sandivar said, “Maybe he is only tired of waiting.”


    “What?” Ronn looked at him and blinked.


    “Nothing,” said Sandivar. “Let us see what happens.” The screaming and kicking had reached crescendo now; it was like the sound of a battle.


    And it made Helmut’s blood beat faster. Something stronger even than his own will impelled him toward the sound. Then he reached the stall in which all this thunder rolled. Its double doors were pegged tightly shut. He drew his sword and with its hilt knocked pegs from latches, as behind him Ronn yelled in sudden realization: “No! No, no! Look out!”


    But then the doors flew open, and the great horse was free, kicking, plunging, snorting as it came, eyes rolling, huge teeth snapping. Barely did Helmut miss being overrun by it as it curveted past; and he felt the wind of a huge hind hoof on his cheek. “Quickly,” Ronn quavered, and drew Sandivar into an empty stall as the animal stretched its neck and charged. The door slammed shut just in time; the neighing, whinnying beast skidded to a halt in a cloud of dust, then reared and whirled. It saw Helmut, twenty yards away, pinned back its ears, showed the whites of its eyes, and shook its head. Then, with a clashing of teeth and a thunder of hooves, it came head on at him.


    Yet he stood calmly, as if this enormous deadly animal were only playing a game. Even Sandivar cried out as the charger almost overran him; but at the last minute Helmut stepped aside, and the clicking teeth snapped shut on empty air. Then his one good hand was tangled in that mane, and even as the stallion reared, Helmut leaped nimbly to its back.


    That drove the mighty horse quite insane. It gave a squeal of the sort that means a killing rage, and it bucked and plunged and jumped and fought, all the while twisting its head back to sever either right leg or left, whichever it could get a grip on. But Helmut never gave it chance to do that, and his strong thighs gripped the great white flanks like steel, his hand wrapped hard and tight in flaxen mane; and the earth seemed to tremble like a struck drumhead each time those four iron-shod hooves came down.


    For moments, then, as Sandivar and Ronn looked on and the other stallions in the pen whinnied in excitement, man and horse fought. Dust rose and thunder rolled; and there was that killer scream and once or twice from out the turmoil a hot-blooded war cry, the battle shout of the line of Sigrieth: Boorn and Victory!


    Ronn, beside himself with fear, unlatched the stall in which they sheltered. “Now,” he chattered, “I’ll run for a crossbow and put an end to the brute—”


    Sandivar’s hand gripped him. “No. Yon rider has had ten years with the great masters of riding, handling war-horses. Only hold a moment more—”


    All around the stables and the pens that battle raged. Time and again the stallion did its best to scrape Helmut away against a fence or wall; but always the pressure of that great, muscular left arm on the mane was more than the brute could bear, its head came up, and willy-nilly it was pulled away, its design against its rider broken. Now the soaring jumps, and bucking plunges, though still fantastic in height and distance, were not as great as in the beginning, and with each jump, their ferocity diminished yet a little more. “By the Gods,” Ronn whispered in awe, “it’s possible that he will—” Then he screamed: “Brave knight, look out!” For in a mighty sideways throw, the horse had sailed high, and now it was coming down not on its feet but on its side, determined thus to throw and crush its rider.


    Its weight of nearly a ton shook the earth when it hit. Dust rose and swirled, and even Sandivar held his breath. But as Helmut felt the horse soar with that one last leap, then fall over in the air, he flung himself clear, landing on his feet as nimbly as a cat. When the horse’s bulk slammed into the ground, Helmut moved swiftly. The stallion regained its senses to find its head pinned down by the weight of its erstwhile rider, who now sat on its cheek, pressing its nose to the earth while he scratched the horse between its ears with his one good hand. “Now, bold fellow,” Helmut murmured soothingly. “Now, now, now…”


    The white stallion struggled and could not rise. Its vast bulk gave one titanic, spasmodic heave that accomplished nothing. Then, its breathing hoarse, it lay quietly.


    “Man,” whispered Ronn, “did you see that? The horsemanship and now—But look, he arises. And now the beast will—” For sure enough, Helmut jumped to his feet, freeing the animal, and stood there with hand and stump on hips, looking down at it.


    Then the great horse scrambled up, teeth bared. “Oh, it will eat him,” Ronn groaned, “it will eat him alive.”


    “Not so,” said Sandivar. “More than a horse will it take to eat yon warrior. Behold.”


    It was almost ludicrous the way the white stallion came then to the man, like a giant cat wanting only to be petted. It approached him almost with timidity, and it put its massive head down; and when it did that, Helmut smiled grimly and scratched it again between the ears. Then he tangled his hand in its mane, and it crouched docilely for him, and he mounted. Astride once more, with only his heels and the pressure of his thighs, he put the big white war-horse through all its maneuvers, and it performed beautifully, graceful as a swan in its capriole, towering in its levade. Then, still with that grim smile on his face, Helmut cantered over to Sandivar and an awestricken Ronn. Looking down at Ronn from his great height, he asked: “How did you say this one is called?”


    Ronn’s eyes were wide. He licked his lips, and his voice was a croak when he answered. “Vengeance. That was what we had named him—Vengeance.”


    “Aye, so I guessed,” said Helmut, and he shot Sandivar a glance. “And what is your price for him?”


    Ronn let out a long, sighing breath. “There is no price, sir, my lord. He is yours.”


    “Then, my thanks. Come, Vengeance,” and Helmut dismounted and strode away. With complete docility, the huge beast followed him, nudging at his back from time to time because it wanted to be petted…


    


    Sandivar released the she-bear Rowl to return to her home and kept Waddle for his mount. But the big bear was hard put to keep up with the stallion as Helmut and Sandivar rode higher and higher into the Mountains of Dolo, great towering peaks with forested flanks and snowcapped tops. It was a labyrinthine way they followed, along rushing streams, until finally they reached a long valley, green and starred with flowers, that lay between dark and tangled forests on either slope. At the valley’s far end, there was a small, rustic hut.


    “I think you had better let me go first,” Sandivar said. “Our welcoming committee may perhaps be o’erenthusiastic.” And as Helmut reined in Vengeance, he urged Waddle on ahead. Then, as they neared the middle of the valley, there arose a sound from the hut fit to chill the blood—a baying and howling like all the tortured souls in hell ascream at once.


    Vengeance reared and bucked, and even Waddle spread his legs and balked. “By all the Gods!” shouted Helmut. “What’s that weird serenade?”


    “A moment now and you shall see!” Then they came, from down the valley, and Helmut swore an oath and reached for his sword. But Sandivar spoke sharply, and he rasped it back to leather.


    There was a full dozen in the pack of dogs, and each of them was monstrous—great gray wolfhounds, all jaws and shoulders, streaking toward Helmut and Sandivar as if they would devour them alive. Sandivar dismounted from Waddle and went to meet them, and they surged around him, and he disappeared from sight in the welter of beasts, any of which was large as a man. For a moment Helmut feared that Sandivar would be torn to shreds; but suddenly the hounds dropped to all fours and were docile. It was as if the sorcerer had spoken to them in their own language—and perhaps he had.


    Anyhow, Helmut had a chance now to appraise these beasts. They were blued steel in color, with only faint white markings here and there, and each wore a leather collar spiked with bronze as protection in combat. Fearsome as they were, he sat straighter in the saddle when he spotted two among them so much larger and more dangerous-looking that the rest looked in contrast like half-grown pups.


    Now the hunter and dog-breeder who was master of this pack came to make them welcome. Gad Dano was not a lovely person; living alone in this remote valley, there was much of the wild animal in him, too; it flickered in his yellowish eyes and in the way his teeth gleamed white from time to time in the midst of a ratty beard. His costume was completely furs, wolfskins that smelled, as Sandivar whispered to Helmut, as if the wolf were still within them; and his voice was a hoarse croak, as if it were so rarely used that it had rusted. “Aye,” he said, pointing to the forest on one mountainside. “There is still light left for hunting—these hounds hunt best by sight, you know. Now, if you are not too tired, I doubt not but what we can start a few gray devils from their lairs.” Behind the hut, he chained all the dogs but those two grim-jawed giants and then saddled a mule for Sandivar while Waddle went into the other forest to forage for supper. Dano swung into the saddle of his own sturdy mountain nag. “Come, Death,” he said. “Come, Destruction.” And the two great dogs swung alongside him to lope by his stirrup-irons.


    Higher and higher into the forest they climbed. This was all spruce of great antiquity and dark as the inside of a saddlebag. Clouds, at this altitude, drifted by like fog, and there was a constant drip, drip of moisture from the trees, so that the forest floor and every piece of fallen timber was coated with velvety moss. Beneath Helmut, the big war-horse, Vengeance, ascended the steepest slopes with ease.


    Presently Dano spoke to the two hounds, and they ranged out ahead. The horsemen held their mounts in a clearing, waiting. “Lately,” Dano observed, “wolves are getting scarcer. Almost as if they’re leaving this range for somewhere else.”


    The words had barely left his lips when sound exploded up ahead, a terrible snarling and growling. Then something big and gray shot into the clearing, and Sandivar’s mule brayed and reared as a gaunt gray wolf dashed straight under its belly. Another like it dashed beneath the nose of Dane’s mount and was gone. A third, a fourth, as Helmut reined his steed around, and then the wolves had vanished in the timber.


    But hot on their heels came the hounds. Like two gray blurs, Death and Destruction streaked across the clearing and disappeared.


    “Gone away!” yelled Dano and kicked his nag. “Come on!” And, oblivious of risk to life and limb, he put the horse at full gallop down the mountainside, after dogs and wolves alike. Helmut and Sandivar, no less recklessly, followed close behind.


    It was a wild, breakneck journey down that mountain, the horses sliding on their haunches, leaping high and clean over the spiked obstacles of ancient logs, and catching the excitement of the hunt, so that now the men could not have stopped them even if they’d chosen to. Helmut soon outdistanced Dano, for Vengeance’s huge hoofs were sure, and his great stride ate up the ground. Then they broke from the edge of timber, and Helmut pulled up so quickly that Vengeance reared and pawed the air.


    Below them, on the untimbered slope the wolves were in a race for life. They grew big, this mountain species, not much smaller than the hounds, and equally as savage. For now they chose to flee, four gray fleet blurs against the green, but Helmut wondered what would happen when they turned at bay and it would be two to one against the dogs.


    Death and Destruction ran side by side, in hot pursuit, a couple of hundred meters behind the wolves. Like marvelous machines, they ate up distance with a steady, untiring pace. But they did not gain on the wolves; obviously they were enjoying this race and prolonging it until they’d had their fill.


    Then, beside Helmut, Gad Dano rose in his stirrups and gave a cry like a falsetto trumpet call. High, shrill, brassy, it rang across the valley, echoing and reechoing from cliff and crag above the forest. And an amazing thing happened. Without apparent effort, the hounds exactly doubled their speed.


    They were on the valley floor now, the wolves stretching every nerve and muscle, running for their lives, bellies to the ground. But steadily, inexorably, with almost mathematical precision, the hounds moved up on them.


    “By the Gods!” Helmut whispered in admiration. “Look at those beasts go!” This, at least, could rouse emotion in him—combat.


    “My dogs are the greatest wolfers in the Lands of Light,” said Dano proudly, “and yon two are the greatest hounds that ever I have raised. Now watch—”


    For the gap was closing quickly. The wolves looked back and saw that, gave every ounce of strength they had—and failed. Still running with that inexorable mechanical rhythm, the implacable hounds gained on them. Now the gap was fifty meters, then thirty, twenty, ten—


    And the wolves gave up. Seeing they could not outrun the hounds, they skidded to a halt and turned at bay, then threw themselves at the oncoming dogs. Even at this great distance, the sound they made was blood-chilling. Growling, they went two to a hound, one seeking the throat, the other to break a front leg or hamstring a back one.


    But the massive jaws of the wolfhounds killed with a single chop, and unerringly each found the throat of that wolf seeking his; and all this so swiftly that it was a haze, a blur, of motion. Those great jaws chopping shut, something limp like a big gray rag waved and thrown away; and then the hounds launched themselves at those wolves who’d take them from the rear, eluding their fangs with a lightning shift, crashing into them with massive chests and forequarters, knocking them backward with sheer weight, and then, as soft throats were for an instant vulnerable, chopping with those terrible jaws again.


    One wolf howled, a sound of death agony choked off abruptly. Then the valley was silent. On its floor lay four limp, gray shapes. Unmarked, the hounds trotted up to meet the men who rode down toward them…


    


    Thus, on Vengeance, with Death and Destruction loping at his stirrup-irons, Helmut rode back to Neoroma, with Sandivar alongside on Waddle. The huge dogs, savage as they were in hunting, were otherwise a pair of lambs, and they caused no trouble on the thronging city streets nor in the alley to which Sandivar now led Helmut.


    Here the air was musical with a strange ringing—the hammering of smiths at their forges. This was the Lane of Armorers of Neoroma, where the finest craftsmen in the world turned out the finest ironwork. Their signs beckoned, one after the other, and so did the exquisite samples of their wares, but Sandivar ignored them all, seeming to know where he was going.


    These were rich establishments, these Armorers’ Houses, in large buildings well kept up. Only toward the end of the row did any shabbiness appear; there, to a house so old it might have dated from the Worldfire, under a sign aged and cracked until it was well-nigh illegible, Sandivar led Helmut. No ring of hammer or puff of bellows came from here; all was silence. The servant who answered the door was old and half-blind and more than half-deaf. But at last Sandivar got through to him what they wanted. Finally he agreed to lead them to his master.


    They found him in a small garden behind the house. Nearby, under a shed roof, was a forge, long stone-cold; much iron in bars and plates, now very rusty; and various anvils and forms which had also gathered rust.


    The giant was old now. But once he had been an authentic giant indeed. Even slumped in the chair beneath the lemon tree, his white beard reaching to his waist, it could be seen that, erect, he would stand better than seven feet; and each of his shoulders was as wide as a sword blade was long. His upper arms, bared by his tunic, were as big around as Helmut’s thighs, and his hands were massive. But even after his servant had shaken him and called to him, “Master Norst. I say, Master Norst—” he went on drowsing, in the way very old men do when the past is more real than the present.


    Sandivar smiled at the sleeping figure. “Never mind,” he said. “Please leave us.” Dubiously, the aged servant hobbled off. Sandivar led Helmut to the forge. “Now,” he said, “that sheet of iron yonder—pull it out.”


    With his one good hand, Helmut jerked the heavy sheet from its stack and leaned it against the stone wall of the forge. “Now, yonder hammer,” Sandivar grinned.


    It was short-handled, blunt-headed, and very heavy. Sandivar took it, raised it high, swung it down, and slammed the sheet of iron. The plate rang like a massive gong; and at the sound, the giant Norst came wide awake and leaped from his chair. “Who uses my forge and strikes my iron?” he bellowed, blinking groggily. Then his eyes focused on Sandivar, and he squinted. “By the Gods,” he whispered. “Do I see aright? Is it truly you?”


    Sandivar laughed. “Aye. Hello, good Norst, armorer to kings and emperors. It’s I, Sandivar. And how many years now has it been?”


    “Too many!” the big old man exploded; and he and Sandivar embraced, uttering oaths of gladness at their reunion. Then Norst squinted at Helmut. “By the Gods! News I had of Sigrieth’s death long ago! Yet here he is, and younger than when last I saw him!”


    “Not Sigrieth, but his son Helmut.”


    Norst’s white brows went up. “The bastard? I thought he was not yet grown.”


    “When Wolfsheim sits on the throne of Boorn, men age fast.”


    “Whatever… welcome!” Norst thrust out a giant hand, and when Helmut took it with his left, saw for the first time the stump of the right. He said nothing, but his eyes darted once more to Sandivar. “I think there is something afoot.” He turned toward the back door of his house. “Nagio! Bring wine, you hear? The best, much wine!” He motioned them to other chairs beneath the lemon tree. “We have much to talk about.”


    “But little time in which to talk,” said Sandivar. “You rest, I notice, and your forge is cold.”


    “For many years now. So many cheapjacks have opened shop, calling themselves armorers and barely knowing a tasset from a greave, that I decided in disgust to rust the rest of my days along with my hammer. Only for the mightiest kings would I now fire my forge, and then the color of their gold must be true indeed. But this is Sigrieth’s son, you said, and—”


    “And you have here still some of the iron that Sigrieth wrested from the dwarfs of Dolo and brought to you two decades ago, for his own use and that of no other—the Dolo dwarfs possessing a vein of ore,” he went on, looking at Helmut, “of properties almost unbelievable; hardness, yet workability, with which a master artisan like Norst can perform real miracles. Three of the great serpents that dwell in the caverns of Dolo had he to slay before the gift was made to him; and of the smelted iron, twelve packhorse loads brought he down from the mountains.” Sandivar turned to Norst. “How much is left?”


    “Why, all,” said Norst. “All after I had made his armor, his sword, and his morning star. Six loads; think you I would use Sigrieth’s iron on a lesser commission? Besides, as I have said, I work no longer. Unless—”


    “We shall require, first of all,” said Sandivar, “a sword. Not a broadsword, but a fighting sword for a horseman, a knight, made with all your art. Then there shall be armor, understand you? Armor of the Dolo iron, light as wool and strong as granite, perfectly fitted and most flexible in every joint. And last of all, for a war-horse, armor, too; but that need not be the Sigrieth iron.”


    “No,” said Norst.


    As the servant came with the wine, Sandivar frowned. “You mean you will not make it?”


    “Oh, I will make all that. But no, I meant you were not yet finished.” Norst took a massive swallow of wine and leaned forward, gesturing: “A warrior goes into battle, so: sword in one hand and mace in the other, guiding his horse by the pressure of his knees. He is deadly then with both hands, but this young man has only one. Now, certain warriors who have lost their hands have from time to time come to me, and I have fitted them with a hook—”


    “No hook,” said Sandivar.


    Helmut turned on him. “No hook? I have told you that—”


    Sandivar raised his hand. “No hook. Instead, Norst, you will fashion, most cleverly and perfectly fitted to the young man’s wrist in a cup of iron lined with silver, the ball of a mace—a morning star. Not so large or heavy as the ordinary one swung at a chain’s end, yet neither light nor flimsy either, and extra long of spike. For, know you, the hand that’s missing was cut off at instigation of Wolfsheim, now King of Boorn, and what shall replace it must be far deadlier weapon still than the simple hand that was taken thus away by Albrecht’s ax. The missing hand cries out for vengeance; when spiked steel is there instead, if Albrecht be encountered on the right, then vengeance is not far off.”


    “A strange commission, and original,” Norst said, but his eyes were lighting, leaving the past and coming into the present. “Then he shall wield my sword with the left, my morning star with the right.”


    “Aye,” said Sandivar. He looked at Helmut. “Understand you now?”


    Helmut thought of it all: of the horse named Vengeance and the two dogs named Death and Destruction, and now of the sword and armor and the morning star. He said, quietly, “Yes, good Sandivar. I understand, I think, all. And my thanks go out to you. Although I do not know why—”


    “Why? I have told you why,” and there was an edge of anger in Sandivar’s voice—the first that Helmut had ever heard. “Every man who would live in this world free and in sunlight must stand against Wolfsheim and his beasts.”


    “But I think there is more to it than that,” said Helmut.


    “If there is, you shall know it in good time,” snapped Sandivar, and turned away. Then he said to Norst: “When can you begin work?”


    “Today I fire my forge,” said Norst. “Perhaps also I will take some measurements. When you come back tomorrow, the iron glows orange and clangs under the hammer. The sword shall I make first.” He told Helmut, “Stand and test your left arm against my right.” Towering over both of them, he put out his massive, callused hand. Helmut locked hands with Norst, and then the two of them strained at each other, until veins bulged in their foreheads and cords in their throats, and yet neither conquered the other. At last, as Helmut summoned the remnants of his strength seemingly from his very toes, Norst’s hand flopped over. The blacksmith gasped.


    “By the Gods!” he wheezed. “One who can do that is possessed indeed of strength; not since Sigrieth has a man so conquered me. All right; now I know the weight and balance of your sword; I felt it course through me as every tendon of your arm and shoulder strove against mine.” He poured more wine. “I will light the forge presently; now I shall hear talk of politics from Sandivar…”


    


    Kling, kling, kling! Thus rang the heavy hammer against the orange-heated iron. Then the giant Norst turned away from the anvil, tested the temperature of the water in the vat, and, satisfied, plunged in the blade. Hot iron sizzled and steam rose; presently, Norst withdrew the sword from the quenching, tempering bath, and waved it judicially in his hand. “No,” he said at last. “Not quite. It’s a touch heavy here.” And he indicated the blade six inches above the haft The sword reheated, he struck at it with his hammer, and a shower of sparks leaped into the air. Then he quenched the sword again, hefted it, and swung it widely. Its hilt was solid, unenriched by jewels, but corrugated to give a hand fair grip. Suddenly the blade flashed through the air to Helmut. “There. Try it!”


    Helmut caught it nimbly with his left hand. Then he swung it. His eyes widened. “By the Gods!” he rasped. “It’s part of me!”


    “Of course it’s part of you!” Norst gave a deep, chuckling laugh. “Think you that I can feel any man’s grip, look at any man’s arm, survey his depth of chest, his length of leg and strength of thigh, and not produce a sword that’s part of him? Whyfore do you think I have left the business: only because fighting men become scarcer. A real one knows a sword when he holds it for the first time; he feels the iron in it make connection with the blood in his veins and the nerves that go to the very soles of his feet. But how many real fighting men remain?”


    “I don’t know,” said Helmut. “All I know is that this sword is me and I am the sword, and what it feels, I feel.”


    Norst leaned forward, bracing his huge hands on the great stump which held his anvil. “And tell me, one-armed knight for whom I soon shall make a morning star, what do you feel as you swing this sword?”


    “Rage,” said Helmut. “Against Wolfsheim feel I great rage; and my desire is to disembowel him with this blade.” Then he stiffened. “Yea,” he said. “Rage.”


    “Aye,” said Sandivar, and his face was grave. “With Rage shall you lay about you.”


    “There shall be a scabbard perfectly fitted,” Norst said. “And, as you have requested, armor for your steed and yourself. But first, good Helmut, do me favor to impress where once your right hand was into this soft wax…”


    That was done. When Helmut and Sandivar returned the next day, with Rage swinging like a feather at Helmut’s side, Norst asked: “Did you try the sword?”


    “Did I try it? Aye, in half a dozen mock battles with the best men of King Carus’ court. And each disarmed I promptly and could have, had he been real enemy, slit his weasand without difficulty. In truth, Norst, never have I lifted before a sword which did its own fighting!”


    “I am glad it pleases you. Now… let me have your right wrist.” Opening a cabinet, he took out a strange and novel-looking object: a round, spiked ball, like that of a chain mace, with a sleeve attached, and the inner part of that lined with heavy silver. “This is your morning star,” said Norst. “And if I have judged aright in matters of weight and fit, from now on it shall be as much part of you as that left hand that wields the sword, and, I hope, not less comfortable or useful. If you please—”


    “Yes,” said Helmut, and he held out his wrist. Every nuance of its scarred flesh had been captured in the wax and allowed for in the silver. He could tell that in the way the thing slipped on and seated itself. Weight at the end of his right arm seemed curious, though, and he could hardly control himself until Norst had buckled the contrivance of leather straps that was designed to secure the thing. But before Norst was done, he had also fastened a thick leather wrapping around part of Helmut’s right thigh. “Your flesh also must be guarded from the spikes,” he said. “Now, test it.”


    He stepped back. Helmut raised his arm; and not without effort, for the morning star, which was eight inches in diameter, counting spikes, was heavy. And yet, as he swung it back and forth and out and around and punched with it as with a fist, he realized that it exactly matched his strength, just as Rage did, and improved his balance. A grim smile crossed his face as he realized what a deadly weapon Norst had made of that useless right hand; once he even laughed, but it was not a sound anyone would have recognized as a laugh, and it was totally without mirth.


    “All right?” asked Norst.


    “By the Gods!” Helmut exclaimed, and he slammed the spiked ball furiously against a plate of iron, so that it rang. “Though I may go unhanded, I shall never go unarmed!” He drew Rage and all parts of him seemed designed only to hold and wield the two weapons. “What a killing machine you have made of me!”


    Sandivar’s face clouded. But all he said was, “Sheath your sword, and we shall return to the palace while Norst works on the armor.”

  


  
    CHAPTER VII


    


    Late that evening, Helmut walked along the riverfront, clad in dress of the Neoroma fashion, the short white tunic and the leather greaves, with Rage dangling from his belt and the morning star on the end of his arm, drawing the eye of everyone he passed. By tomorrow, he knew, he would have a name all over Neoroma, something lurid that the crowd would have made up to suit itself. Knight of the Morning Star, or the like… He gave that grim smile once more. Knight of the Frozen Heart, he thought, would be more like it.


    Reaching the quays, which, at this supper hour, were deserted, he sat down on a bollard and watched the clear, shining water of the river flow past. He had crossed the stream, and from here he could see the shining palace and all the temples of learning around it; and in the twilight it was like a half-remembered dream, an insubstantial vision of loveliness. But it was not, he thought, with homesickness, half so lovely as Marmorburg. That could stir him—longing for his home. That and the desire for revenge. But nothing else…


    He thought of earlier tonight when he had entered his chambers and had found the Lady Viira there, waiting for him, all the smooth, flowing lines of her body revealed by the diaphanous court dress of Neoroma, her eyes as large and lovely as a doe’s, her red mouth trembling with fear and boldness and expectation… Fairest of all the women of the palace, the sight of her so should have moved him, stirred lust or longing or even pity… but it had not. And when she had looked into his eyes and had seen what was there—exactly nothing, no response at all—she had become suddenly furious. Certain ferocious words had she spat at him, then slapped his face and stalked out. Watching her go, he’d not felt either regret or anger or amusement.


    Indeed, Sandivar had not exaggerated the price of ten years of a warrior’s life in that twilight world. It had been a place which some of its inhabitants conceived of as heaven and others were sure was hell, depending on whether they fought for the love of fighting or reluctantly, for good reason. Anyhow, combat there had been, ceaseless and unremitting in the constant wet gray twilight, and not only against each other but against strange and repellent monsters far worse than any mrogg. So much horror had he witnessed that he would have come back quite insane had not his emotions quickly burnt themselves clean out. Still, it was not a pleasant prospect to face—a life in which he could feel no love, gaiety, none of the gentler, more pleasant emotions. The closest he could come, it seemed, was this melancholy which gripped him now, and which he thought to throw off by jumping up briskly and striding back to the palace.


    But somewhere farther up the river, he took a wrong turn, and now he found himself in a quarter of narrow alleyways that were less fair than most of the rest of Neoroma. Each lane was well marked with the signs of cheap taverns, and at certain windows blowsy women sat and beckoned obscenely to passersby. Men well in drink jostled him occasionally, but he took no umbrage.


    Then he became aware of the five who followed him.


    As he passed one of the drink houses, some sixth sense made him look behind. From the place, five of the roughest looking men he had seen in Neoroma swaggered, clad in skins, with sword and dagger alike at each belt. They clustered in the middle of the narrow street, and as his eyes caught theirs, they turned away. But they were obviously thinking hard about the spectacle of the young lord who had lost his way and now wandered alone through the wrong end of town.


    But men like those operated only in the dark, and in a few more strides he forgot them. Then he turned a corner and found himself on a street that led not between rows of drink houses but between storage magazines that were shut down for the day. Here it was very quiet and still; and the sound of his footsteps rang loudly on the pavement. But this street seemed to take him where he wanted to go, and he strode along briskly. Then something caused him to halt. He turned. Those five men stood behind him in the street, looking at him, sizing him up. Helmut smiled, turned forward again, and went on walking.


    But now he heard their footsteps too as they came after him. Five to one was long odds, but fear had long since been frozen out of him with everything else. Besides, as soon as he turned this corner—


    He stepped around it and found himself in a cul-de-sac. Ten feet ahead, the passage ended at the high blank wall of a building. And the men, knowing what a pocket he was in, were coming after him; he heard their running feet.


    “Well,” he said tonelessly, put his back against the blank wall, drew Rage, and turned to face his attackers.


    They came crowding around the corner, and the ones in front stopped short when they saw him there, and the ones behind ran into them. “Blind me!” one of them exploded. “Don’t shove. Look there at his right hand—ever see anything like it?”


    “Curse his right hand,” another growled. “Let’s see his purse.” A big man with a greasy black beard, he drew sword and stepped forward. “Come on, you rabbits!” And the others, gaining courage, also drew their weapons and advanced on Helmut.


    “Gentlemen,” he said thinly. “You are warned now that I shall show no quarter.”


    Blackbeard laughed. “Aye, you hear? Five against one, and he’ll show no quarter.” Then savagely, “Get him!” And he lunged at Helmut, who sidestepped along the wall and thrust Rage all the way through him. Two more came at him as that happened; and he would have been slain ere he could withdraw the sword had it not been for the morning star fist. He caught a slashing blade on it, and that was deflected; and as it rang off the steel spikes, he brought the mace backward, crunching it into the side of another ruffian’s head and knocking him against the wall. Then Rage was free and flickered out like a snake’s tongue; and suddenly there were only two of the five left confronting Helmut, and they had jumped back in awe at the realization that, in so many seconds, three of their mates had died.


    “I warned you!” Helmut snapped; and he poised Rage and leaped forward on the offense. Both men slashed at him; one sword rang off Rage and then went flying; the other clashed against the morning star, and its blade broke short; and then, for there was no time to think of mercy before his arm had done its work, Rage had chopped once, twice, and they were down. Helmut stood over them, panting, and stared down at them numbly. It was hard to believe. In less than that many minutes he had, with these two incomparable weapons, killed five men.


    He felt no exultation, and his mouth twisted. If it had not been for reflex action, he could have spared those last two. But it was almost as if Rage had a lust to kill of its own, built into its very steel. That, however, was absurd; the lust to kill was in himself. He was indeed a killing machine. But that was what he had to be to take back Boorn.


    Slowly, he sheathed the newly blooded sword. The morning star was bloody, too. He would have to carry it out from his body to keep from ruining his tunic.


    Then he became aware of eyes. The sound of swords had attracted a crowd. Men and women jammed the mouth of the cul-de-sac, staring in awe at this shambles it contained. Helmut heard someone shout incredulously, “The Gods bless us, with that sword and that thing on his arm, he’s killed them all!”


    He stood there until he was sure the crowd was only curious, not hostile. Then he walked toward it, out of the cul-de-sac, and as he approached it, it parted with a sigh of awe to make a lane and let him through. “You see?” someone whispered. “It’s that morning star. It’s part of him…” And someone else: “They say he was born with it, in place of a regular hand…” And another: “It’s not natural, and he’s not natural, either; he’s a spirit of some kind—” And behind him, as the crowd parted and closed again, he heard that whisper. “Morning Star… Morning Star…”


    His mouth allowed itself that smile that was not a smile. News traveled fast, like pollen on the wind. Perhaps in less time than one would think, Albrecht, far away in Marmorburg, might hear rumor of the knight with a morning star where his hand should be; and when he heard it, would he wonder… ? Now Helmut was out of the crowd. He turned a corner and moved along quickly. But he could still hear the excited jabber as men babbled over and over the name by which they now would call him.


    


    Now the armor was complete, two suits, one of chain mail for traveling and one of plate for full battle. So, also, had Vengeance been armored, over the head and chest and crupper. All the armor was a marvel of lightness and strength, and, in the case of the battle armor, beautiful engraving and filling with gold as well. There was, Sandivar said, nothing more to do here in Neoroma. It was time to go to Boorn.


    Carus’ face was a study in sadness when they advised him of their intention to depart. He shook Helmut’s left hand. “My brother, I can offer you a company of men at arms to go with you. Had I an army, I would offer that as well.”


    “Thanks, good Carus,” Helmut said warmly. “But a great army indeed would it take to stand against the half-wolf ranks of Albrecht. Better that only Sandivar and I go, slipping in quietly and without clang of weapon, if that be possible. Then perhaps we will find men enough in Boorn to teach half-wolves a lesson.”


    “I pray for you. Good luck.”


    “Good luck to you as well.” Helmut embraced Carus, then Dravidio. “Full well have I come to understand in these past weeks how marvelous the New Learning is and what a miracle it will work once it can be released. Indeed, it is well worth fighting for, and even were my own kingdom not at stake, my sword would be at your service. Sandivar, are you quite ready?”


    “Aye,” said the old man, and he swung up on Waddle, while Helmut, in chain mail shirt and leather breeches, swung easily up on Vengeance. He shifted the sword, Rage, so that it rode easily along his leg and laid the morning star fist on the leather band that protected his thigh. Then he whistled sharply to the pair of great steel-colored wolfhounds, and they fell in beside his stirrups.


    “Farewell!” Carus cried again as the cavalcade moved out.


    Helmut turned in the saddle and waved. “Boorn and Victory!” was his shout.


    


    Far did they travel, up the good highroads of the Lands of Light, into the rolling uplands, and thence into the mountains themselves, where progress was slow and even in the summer of the year there was danger from snowslides and unexpected blizzards. Now, not far ahead, was the Pass of the Moon, at the border between the Gray Lands and the Lands of Light; and there, certainly, Albrecht would have troops. So it was circled and a tortuous passage made over a line of razorbacked peaks that taxed poor Waddle and the big horse Vengeance to the utmost, that left the dogs footsore and bleeding, and took its toll of Sandivar’s strength as well. But Helmut was so hardened to the most dreadful conditions and exertions that he never faltered.


    There came a time, then, when, with his miserable little retinue strung out behind him, he plodded on ahead, holding to the reins of Vengeance. Sandivar was blue with cold and his teeth were chattering, but Helmut appeared not to feel the cold at all. Straight up a ridge of naked rock and snow he went, his pace quickening. Then, when he had achieved the very top, he halted. His chest rose and fell rapidly as Sandivar scrambled up beside him on the wind-bitten perch.


    Below them, mountains tumbled away, snow, shale, granite, then the first touch of green, then forest, then lush green valleys, and beyond that a level, a checkerboarding of fields; and all lay placid and beautiful in the twilight.


    Helmut drew in a great breath. “There’s Boorn,” he said in a quiet voice.


    Then, for a long time, he was still; and his face was like a hawk’s.


    “Let us go,” he said at last, and with one step forward he was in his homeland.


    It was a slipping, sliding, tumbling progress they made down the cliffside until the slope eased and the forest began. There they mounted, and as soon as they were in the woods, Death and Destruction began to whine and fidget. “Stirrup!” Helmut said sharply, a command they hated but would not disobey.


    Indeed, he thought he could smell it himself—the musky rankness of wolves. Always, for him, it would be bound up with memories of Eero and of Albrecht poised above him with an ax. His hand slipped to the hilt of the sword called Rage as his trained eye spied wolf sign all around—pad mark in every patch of mud or soft moss. The dogs were going insane with the desire to hunt, but Helmut knew that not even they could survive in combat against the vast numbers of wolves in here. Indeed, before long, he saw them—gray shapes slinking through the darkness of the spruce and fir like wraiths, keeping pace with the little caravan, but apparently fearing to attack as yet. Still, it would not be well to find ourselves benighted here, thought Helmut, and he quickened the pace.


    Fortunately, they made it out of the woods just at sunset. Then they rode across a level valley, through a twilight that was still not free of the whisper of many padding feet; and ahead they saw the blessed gleam of lights—a village where they could, without doubt, procure lodging for the night, for the hospitality of the peasants of Boorn was legendary.


    So was their industry, but in the gray light Helmut saw that the fields across which they rode were poorly tilled, if tilled at all. That was strange, and what was stranger was that, as they approached the village, no dogs issued forth to challenge them. Usually, when a rider approached, every mongrel bounded out to give alarm.


    “It is as if some plague has descended on the land,” he said to Sandivar.


    “Aye,” Sandivar answered. “Wolfsheim. He is the plague.”


    “Then the gods grant that I be doctor enough to cure it.”


    The town was unwalled. When they entered its main street, not a soul stirred abroad, though lights blazed brightly in the houses, judging from the gleams they could see in the cracks of shuttered windows. Presently, at the far end of the street, they came to an inn. But it, too, was locked and shuttered, as if determined to repel, not welcome, travelers. Helmut swung down. “If they’re already asleep, I’m bound that I’ll awaken them,” he said wryly; and with his morning star fist, he hammered on the door—a sound to rouse the dead.


    Even so, it was a long while before someone called from within, timidly, “Who’s there?”


    “Two weary travelers seeking a night’s rest.”


    The door cracked a bit, but a chain secured it still. A squinting eye peered at Helmut, then widened as it saw the iron ball on his right hand. “The morning star!” the eye’s owner gasped. Suddenly there was the rattle of the chain and the door flew open. “Come in, Sir Morning Star!”


    The innkeeper was a paunchy man with the intelligent eyes and sad face of a bloodhound. Excitedly, yet with deference, he stood back as Helmut entered. He could not keep his gaze off that iron fist.


    “You’ve heard of me, eh?” asked Helmut.


    “From the South come rumors,” said the man. “Tales of a knight with a morning star for a fist who, in single combat, slaughtered a dozen brigands all at once. And—” He hesitated.


    “And what?” Helmut’s voice was sharp. “Go on.”


    “And who comes back to Boorn to save it,” the innkeeper finished in a kind of frightened wheeze, as if he’d said far too much.


    “So Boorn needs saving, eh?” Helmut looked him in the eye.


    “Your lordship misunderstands me. I did not mean to imply—”


    “Never mind. Bring us wine and meat. I myself shall see to my own horse, lest he give your hostler difficulty. We have also a bear and two wolfhounds to feed; all three are well trained and will give no trouble so long as they are not molested. They shall sleep here.” And he indicated the public room.


    The innkeeper bowed low. “As your lordship wishes.” Then he hurried off.


    When Helmut had returned from stabling and feeding the great white stallion, there was bread, cheese, cold meat, and white wine. He and Sandivar ate voraciously, the only guests in the place. Around a mouthful of cheese, Helmut said, “Business is not so good, eh? Why do the villagers shun your tavern?”


    “No one wishes to be out at night, your lordship.”


    “Wolves?” asked Sandivar; and at the sound of the word, the great hounds, lying before the fireless hearth, whined.


    “Aye. Wolves and half-wolves.” The innkeeper lowered his voice. “And of the two, the latter are the worst. Replacing men as soldiers in every garrison, they vaunt themselves and swagger and oppress us brutally. Yet so great are their numbers that we, poor peasants and unarmed, cannot fight back. Should we so attempt, hordes of them would come to punish us. Meanwhile, wolves prey on our flocks unchecked; and quite as bad, we are plagued as well by bears and wild swine.”


    “Bears and boars? Now they are plague too?”


    “Indeed.” The innkeeper gestured. “That way a couple of dozen leagues lies the Frorwald. In there, the wolves swarm in numbers unbelievable; and the wild boars and bears who once found safety and sustenance in that forest have been driven out by the sheer numbers of the wolves. And so they have migrated hence and feed upon our crops and flocks and add to the plagues besetting us.” He checked himself, then went on, almost a touch angrily. “Perhaps I talk too much. Nevertheless, I am at rope’s end anyhow, and so are all of us. At least you are a man and not a wolf, and if there is any substance to the rumors—”


    “Perhaps there is substance to them. I think you may count on substance to them,” Sandivar said encouragingly. “We intend—”


    He broke off, as there was a ferocious hammering at the door, and Death and Destruction sprang to their feet with manes abristle.


    The innkeeper’s face paled. “Oh, Gods!” he whispered. “That will be the watch of half-wolves making its rounds—Captain Fang and his company.” As the hammering continued, fit to break down the door, the innkeeper leaned close. “You have your papers? Since Albrecht became king, everyone must now carry papers to go about.”


    “We have no papers,” Helmut said.


    “Then you must hide. Otherwise—”


    “The Gods blast you, Chandel, open up this door and let us in, or we’ll chop it down!” From without that came in a half-wolf howl. Quickly Sandivar went to Death and Destruction, knelt between them with a hand on each, and appeared to speak something in their ears. Astonishingly, they dropped into positions of repose before the hearth, and as Sandivar gestured to an aroused Waddle in another corner of the room, the great bear sat down heavily, and a placid look crossed his face. Meanwhile, Helmut smiled coldly at the innkeeper.


    “Fret not,” he said. “Let them in.” And something about the tone of his voice put starch in the plump man’s backbone. Chandel even smiled a little as his eyes met those of Helmut. “Aye,” he said, and plodded to the door.


    


    The minute the chain was loosened, the half-wolves, all uniformed, crowded in, clawed hands on sword hilts, manner arrogant and swaggering. Chandel was pushed aside roughly by their captain. “Hell take you, man, the next time you’re so slow, your head will occupy a stake at the public bridge, as warning to the rest of the dolts—Now, give us wine, understand you?” There were ten of his kind with him, and one at his elbow nudged him now, so that he turned and saw Helmut.


    “Well,” he growled. “What have we here?”


    Helmut had dropped his right hand beneath the table at which they ate. “By your leave, Captain,” he said evenly, “only strangers passing through.”


    “Strangers from whence?” Then Fang saw the hounds. “Are these cursed brutes yours?”


    “Aye, Captain. But have no fear. They and the bear are well trained. They will not attack except on my command.”


    “On your command, eh?” Fang, backed by a couple of his men, stalked forward. “And who are you? Let me see your papers.”


    Helmut looked the half-wolf straight in the eyes, knowing that his kind could not bear the stare of a man for more than a few seconds. Involuntarily, Fang’s gaze moved away. “In sooth,” said Helmut then, with amusement in his voice, “we have no papers.”


    


    There was the rasp of steel as Fang’s sword came out. “Then you are under the King’s arrest! Take them!” he barked to the pair behind him. “The rest of you—kill those cursed dogs and that foul bear. As for you, Chandel, jest becomes truth; I think indeed I’ll plant your head on a sharpened post—” Then he broke off as Helmut slowly and with a cold smile brought out his right arm and laid the steel mace-hand on the table.


    Fang’s eyes blazed with surprise. For a half second, he stood rigid, staring at it. Then he howled: “Morning Star! Take him!”


    At that instant, Helmut threw the table over. It caught Fang and his two henchmen at the waist and knocked them back. Rage leaped from its sheath into Helmut’s hand, and he cried,“Boorn and Victory!”and sprang forward, even as Fang and the others scrambled to their feet and the rest of the half-wolves drew sword. Sandivar gave a strange, wild cry, and at that signal Death and Destruction came up smoothly and launched themselves, and Waddle was suddenly on his feet and lunging forward.


    Rage flickered and glittered, and steel rang on steel, as the three half-wolves struck at Helmut. Sandivar had drawn his own short sword, but stood back out of the fray, with Chandel cowering behind him. A half-wolf screamed as Death leaped in under his sword and knocked him backward, and another died without sound as Destruction’s jaws chopped shut. As Waddle had fought the mrogg, so now he fought the soldiers, huge paws swinging, his roaring terrible, and Helmut caught a glimpse of a half-wolf spinning away, head and helmet both crushed and half ripped off. In that instant, Fang lunged in, to what appeared an opening. His blade slid by Helmut, but Rage did not miss, and Fang lurched sideways, as neatly decapitated as if by a headsman. Then Helmut parried one sword thrust with the morning star and caught another on his blade. The rest of the half-wolves were scrambling for the door now, but Waddle was there before them, blocking it, and the two hounds coming at them from the other side. Meanwhile, Rage moved smoothly and killed another. The third, largest of the trio, was also bravest; Fang’s lieutenant, he was also the better swordsman. Coming at Helmut as the latter was off balance from the chop that had killed the second, he snarled triumphantly. Helmut turned just in time to let the blade slide by, but he was forced into a corner, and then it was sword against sword, man against half-wolf.


    “Aye, Morning Star,” the lieutenant growled as their blades rang together, “I’ll drink your blood ere this night is over!”


    “You think so, eh? And you have heard of me?” Helmut parried, went in; but the lieutenant was quick and warded off the thrust. With great strength he forced Helmut backward.


    “We have heard—And were warned to keep an eye out. I’ll cut that thing off and present it to King Albrecht for a present.” He pressed harder, his long blade a glittering veil of movement. The clang of iron on iron as Helmut fended every stroke was like the hammer and anvil in a busy smithy. “Then Terro shall be captain and perhaps more than captain. There! And there!” He slashed in hard, and then with confidence made his thrust. His blade leaped straight for Helmut’s belly, but Rage sheered it off so that the cold steel slipped just past Helmut’s flank and embedded itself in the wooden wall against which Helmut had been penned. Too late Terro realized the gravity of that; as he pulled back, Helmut struck the blade a ringing blow with the morning star that knocked it from his hand, and in the same instant Rage thrust out and killed him.


    Terro sank twisting to the floor, and Helmut leaped over him. The dogs had already wreaked great destruction, and Waddle, roaring terribly, was batting half-wolves left and right like ninepins. Into this turmoil, Helmut plunged, seeking more work for Rage and finding it. Blade and mace alike took their toll of the panic-stricken half-wolves, and suddenly the room fell silent, but for the panting of the dogs and the deep growl that rumbled in Waddle’s chest as he dropped to all fours. And Helmut stood alone among the corpses.


    Rage whispered as it went to rest again within his scabbard. Dazedly, the innkeeper edged from behind Sandivar’s back, staring incredulously at the shambles that once had been his public room. “All gone…” he whispered. “All gone…”


    Helmut strode to him. “Back to the world, man. Tell me, are more half-wolves in the village?”


    Chandel blinked at him. His lips moved without sound. Then he whispered, “Only two, one at either end of the little bridge across the stream. No more than a dozen were considered necessary in a town so small as ours.”


    “Only two,” said Sandivar. “No need to exercise ourselves concerning them. Death, Destruction—” And as the great dogs came to him, Sandivar dropped to his knees before them and whispered something to their bloody muzzles. Then he went to the door and threw it open, and the dogs leaped out into the night.


    “Now,” said Sandivar to Chandel, “I think you had better call the men of the village together. These bodies must be disposed of ere dawn, and more than that, we have much to talk about.”

  


  CHAPTER VIII


  


  Hagen of Markau hated to see the darkness come.


  He stood now before a high, arched window in the Knights’ Hall of the large but austere castle of Markau and looked out into the last gray twilight. Below him, clustered around the castle like chicks around a hen, was the village of Markau, its streets and vacant places jammed with the flocks brought in by the peasants. The village, in turn, was encircled by a high stone wall several feet thick, and atop this the fires were just beginning to blaze. Tonight, they were smaller and farther apart than the night before, and tomorrow night they would be smaller and farther apart than this night. By then, they would have started burning the furniture and timber of the houses of the village…


  Meanwhile, up in the tangle of the Frorwald, something was happening that he could well imagine. There, undoubtedly, rising from lair and covert as the light fled, the wolves were gathering. In his mind’s eye, he saw them: one or two emerging from this thicket or that one; padding along the paths; joined here and then there by others; growing into a hundred rivulets of wolves that merged into a dozen streams that at last joined to form a mighty river of the creatures—and that river then flowing down the hillsides toward Markau, where it spread out to encircle the village wall. By then, it was not even a river any longer; it was a sea, an ocean of gaunt gray creatures, one that, sooner or later, if help did not come, would engulf him, his people, and his holdings.


  He could already hear their howling in the distance. It began at twilight, too, and kept up all night long, a sound fit to freeze the blood and madden the senses with horror. A single wolf howl was eerie enough—that continuous weird ululation from hundreds, nay, thousands, of throats was almost more than the human brain could stand.


  A single intelligence, of course, bound them all together, directed them. That would be Albrecht, working through his half-wolves and then through the great black wolf that was the leader of this enormous pack. That wolf, thought Hagen, not without grudging admiration, was a general. She knew war.


  Even now, she would be disposing her forces, the great mass of wolves that made a continuous ring around the town, that had already driven in every man, woman, child, every horse, cow, sheep, pig and fowl, from the lands of Markau and jammed them all up here behind the walls. All night long would those wolves keep watch, just out of either crossbow or longbow range, their howling ruining sleep. But, so long as the fires burned, they would not attack. Sooner or later, though, when the fires went out and there was no wood left with which to rebuild them, the wolves would come over the walls. They could, of course, build no scaling ladders nor any other machines, but there was such a multitude of them that wolf could climb on wolf until they had made the top; and the Black Wolf, keenly intelligent as she was, must already have that planned.


  Thus the nights at Markau: unending nightmare. Nor were the days much better. Hagen thought with sadness of the good men at arms and knights whose bones lay gnawed and scattered out there beyond the walls, lost in attempts to counterattack, carry pleas for help to the other lords, or simply in efforts to gather precious wood and necessary fodder now so nearly exhausted in the town.


  Even yesterday one last attempt had been made to break out. Hagen had wanted to lead it himself, but his lieutenant and chief fighting man, Marlino, had set himself against that. “Nay, sire, though I know you welcome the risk. But without your cool direction here, all Markau is finally lost. I myself shall take the lead—”


  


  It had been a fine, bright day. The meadows around Markau drowsed in the sun, and there was no sign of the wolves which had thronged them the night before. Hagen almost let himself feel hopeful as he bade farewell to the six armored knights on armored horses—all he could spare from his slender defensive forces. “If you get through to Count Bomas, bid him by all the favors he owes me, including the gift of his life saved in warfare, to gather every soldier, every , huntsman, and every man at arms he can lay his hands on, to spread the alarm throughout the country to the other lords, and to come at once…”


  “Aye, my lord.” Marlino touched his helm in salute, then pulled down his visor. He signaled to his command. Then the gates swung briefly open, the armored knights on their big war-horses thundered out, the gates slammed shut.


  They went at full tilt across the meadows, those brave men, with hunting lances ready in case they were attacked. But nothing stirred in the drowsy morning, and Hagen began to think that they would make it.


  But, of course, he had been wrong. The Black Wolf had waited only until the men were out of bowshot of the village.


  Then, when, viewed from the tower of the castle, the knights were but the size of toys, the wolves suddenly appeared. Magically, from bush and swale and gully and thicket they materialized; out of the high grass and ripe grain, uncut now for so long, they swarmed; and all at once the six mounted men were beset by wolves, at least a hundred.


  The steeds, so bold against a human enemy, were terrified by the sight of so many savage animals. They redoubled efforts to outrace the enormous pack now swarming after them. Hagen stood watching, helpless, cursing, knowing there was nothing he could do… And then the wolves caught up.


  A dozen died under lance thrusts in the first instant, but what were a dozen in a throng so great? The horses, finding themselves in that sea of animals, reared and kicked; but the sharp fangs of the wolves were snapping remorselessly, virtually devouring the poor animals alive. One after the other went down in that surging ocean of gray fur, and Hagen could faintly hear their screaming. It did not last very long.


  Then the unhorsed knights arose, in full armor, out of all that turmoil; and as their swords flashed bright in the dazzling morning sun, Hagen regained hope. But it died quickly, for the sheer weight of numbers bore the armored men down again, and a man in armor, flat on his back, does not easily arise. Once or twice, they struggled to their feet, only to be knocked down again. Then, their strength exhausted from dealing with that weight of iron, they lay still.


  Hagen could imagine what it had been like to be one of those armored knights sprawled flat, sword knocked from hand. He could imagine the horrible sound of fangs gnawing fruitlessly at the hinged and solid iron, the overpowering rankness. He could imagine, too, the fatigue that came from lifting all that weight of steel, then being overwhelmed and pushed back down, and this over and over until the man inside the shell was strengthless, lying there panting, his body bathed in its own moisture and his need for water terrible.


  It took every ounce of will and courage Hagen owned in the ensuing thirty-six hours to keep himself from sallying out in a vain attempt to aid them. But he knew that to do so would only be to sacrifice more men in the same horrible way. So somehow he held himself in check, though he stood on the city wall and cursed and shouted at the distant gray blot that swarmed over the downed men like ants across a sweet. Beyond that, though, there was nothing he could do.


  And when he had seen at last the wolves turn away from the bright-gleaming armored blotches in the meadow (this afternoon; the horses long since were gnawed bones) he had known that it was indeed all over…


  A footfall behind him caused him now to whirl.


  “Nissilda,” he said.


  “Aye, Father.” His daughter, clothed in spotless, flowing samite, was nineteen, tall, slender, yet full-breasted and full-hipped. Blonde hair like pure gold, bound back from a high white forehead by a fillet, flowed down her back and shimmered in the candle flame. Lovely as she was, had she been daughter of any lord but Hagen she would have been married already, and advantageously; but Hagen, widower, was loathe to part with her. And so he had not pressed a match upon her but had waited until she found someone who suited her fancy and engaged her heart. Such a one had not yet come along—


  She came to stand beside him, almost as tall as he, and took his rough hand in her soft one. “They come again,” she said.


  “Yes. Are you afraid, daughter?”


  She shook her head. “Oddly, no, not even after all the horrors we’ve endured.”


  “And why is that?”


  “I cannot say.” Nissilda’s voice was soft; she had to raise it to be heard above the increased volume of the howling as the watch fires flared now from every wall. “It’s only that I feel it in my bones that this shall pass, that we shall be delivered.”


  Hagen sighed and leaned against the window stool. Oh, they were out there, all right, by the scores and hundreds. “Would that I had your faith,” he said. Then he touched his sword hilt. “This shall I vow. That fang you shall never feel, except the long one I myself wield.”


  “Such thoughts are not to be entertained,” she said quite calmly. “Now, you have not eaten, and your dinner is laid. Come and eat.” And she led him from the hall. But there was no place in the castle where he could not hear the howling.


  


  “To cross the Frorwald?” That had been the incredulous cry of the burgomaster when Sandivar had presented his plea for help. “No, impossible, quite impossible. Grateful are we for your release of us from the tyranny of the half-wolves, so long as there is no retribution. But we are neither politicians, nor are we fighting men, but only honest farmers. Good Sandivar, ask not that of us which we cannot do.”


  And there had been so much honesty in his face, such agreement on the countenances of the others of his village, that neither Sandivar nor Helmut could doubt the uselessness of seeking aid here. When they were in their room together, having dined and drunk, Helmut addressed the older man: “Now what?”


  Sandivar paced the room. “We still must cross the Frorwald.”


  “Then we shall hack our way through alone. With Rage and Vengeance, Death and Destruction—”


  “Do you think the Black Wolf is a fool?” cried Sandivar.


  The intensity of his voice astonished Helmut. “I know nothing of the Black Wolf.”


  “And that because you were too young to remember the day that she from Boorn was banished by your father, Sigrieth.”


  “What?”


  “You heard me.” Sandivar’s cloak swirled as he paced. “Wolf, say you? Aye, not wolf but wolfess, a lady of the court who lured man after man to destruction, and simultaneously studied in what she thought was full secrecy the arts of necromancy, sorcery, her object to capture the heart of the great Sigrieth himself and make him captive. Kierena was her name, and lovely was she in a dark, dangerous way, if ever woman had black loveliness. Albrecht, though married, loved her and was her helpless slave, though little cared she for him, Sigrieth being her chief aim. But she was caught in sorcery, caught cold, red-handed, and banished from the land—as your father had proclaimed that all sorcerers must surely be,” he added in a curious voice. “But now she has come back, taken the form of the great black wolf, which she has been known to assume before (it was an art that enchanted Wolfsheim); and it is she we have to deal with in the Frorwald. Nor think you that she is weakling female: her sorcery has she perfected, obviously, and her heart is made of stone. So, thus—and thousands of her liege men, from all account; I mean the wolves. Great are you and Rage and Vengeance, fierce in battle Death and Destruction; Waddle, too, is terrible and I, if I may say so, no small foe. But still, the task is an army’s task—and we have no army.” He poured himself a glass of wine and drank it. “A quarter of the way might we hack our progress twixt here and Markau, maybe even a half. But at last we would be overwhelmed, dragged down and made a meal of, ere ever we reached our goal.”


  “But the villagers will not fight. So if we have no army, we must do without one.”


  Sandivar finished the wine. “We shall have one,” he said at last.


  “And get it where?”


  The old man laughed. “Fire, you must have heard, must be fought with fire.”


  “Aye. But the time is poor for cryptic riddles.”


  Sandivar poured more wine. “Come,” he said. “We have a rendezvous to keep.”


  “Oh? With whom? And where?”


  “The whom shall you learn ere long. The place—” Sandivar grinned, “a turnip patch.” He tapped Helmut on the arm. “Come—and bring only Waddle and your sword.”


  


  In the darkness, they strode along the main street of the sleeping town, with its tightly locked courtyards and no alarm from any dogs—all now long since killed by wolves and boars and bears. When they had reached the street’s end and nothing lay before them but open country, Sandivar turned and struck off across plowed ground. “Not turnips after all,” said he, “but beans, or what’s left of them. But then, I never was a farming man.”


  Helmut, puzzled, kept his hand on his sword hilt as they walked farther into the night-shrouded field. Then, quite abruptly, Sandivar halted. He began to make, deep in his chest, a strange, piglike, grunting sound.


  Things moved in the darkness. As Helmut drew the sword, a word from Sandivar caused him to sheathe it. Then Sandivar turned and seemed to speak to Waddle. Waddle instantly rose on his hind legs and began to make loud, growling, moaning sounds that carried far into the night.


  Helmut felt the hair on the back of his neck stiffen. “By the Gods,” he whispered, “what witchcraft now?”


  “Very little, except certain tribal chieftains must we talk to. Waddle and I now make arrangements for a meeting. Ah, careful, there!”


  For, startled, Helmut had jumped as something materialized soundlessly from the darkness in front of Sandivar. It was, he saw, a wild boar, great of size, heavy in the front and lean in the rear, with bristles like iron and huge, curling tusks of ivory. Such boars were hunting game and man-killers, and only Sandivar’s admonition kept Rage still sheathed.


  Sandivar made a sound of satisfaction. The boar grunted warily and champed its teeth dangerously, but Sandivar laughed. Then, more soberly, once more he began that stertorous succession of piglike grunts that seemed to come from his very entrails.


  The boar backed away, almost as if in surprise. Then it grunted, and Sandivar grunted back; as something else even larger and more frightening loomed up close by, a darker blackness than the night, the boar wheeled and dashed off, faster than a horse could gallop. Helmut, confused by all this, whirled to confront the newcomer.


  It was a bear, not so large as Waddle, but of no mean size. Suddenly it dropped on all fours and growled. Waddle growled back, and so did Sandivar. The bear rose up again, and so did Waddle. They touched noses; then Sandivar made a growling sound, and both dropped down. Abruptly, the bear whirled and scuttled off just as the boar had done.


  “Now,” said Sandivar, “we must wait.”


  “By the Gods,” said Helmut, “it would pleasure me to know what goes on here.”


  “Messengers have I called up and sent,” said Sandivar. “You heard the villagers speak of a plague of boars and bears, driven by the wolves from out the Frorwald. Surely, thought I, we must at this time of night find both aforaging in such a field; and I was right. Now they go to find the chieftains and the elders of their tribes; and if you be not too sleepy, I think we shall hold our conference soon here in the bean field, in the dark of the moon, and, should luck be with us, come by an army to see us safely across the Frorwald and perhaps beyond.”


  Helmut shook his head. “Never is your bag empty of its tricks, is it?”


  “Once we have our forces, I shall leave the generalship to you.”


  They waited. Helmut said, “Tell me. Why do you not use sorcery to destroy directly Albrecht, his half-wolves, the wolves, and the Black Wolf? Have you not so much power?”


  “I have the power,” said Sandivar. “But I am not allowed to use it—nor would I if I could. To make you King of Boorn and Emperor of the Gray Lands by the snap of my ringers—what sort of king should you then be? But if you take the throne by your own risks and exertions, then you have earned your kingship. Moreover, I have said that the Black Wolf, Kierena, is also a sorceress. She would use sorcery against me; and since the Worldfire it is forbidden that two magicians duel against each other for supremacy. Always the magnitude of spells goes up until they hurl such power at each other as destroys all innocents around them. So only indirectly must I use my art; there are no shortcuts to such a throne as Boorn—one never gains it without risk of life.”


  “That risk I gladly,” said Helmut. “Only—hark! By the Gods who rule us—!”


  For now came moving across the fields from two directions such columns as he never had seen before. The one from the west was a file of wild boars, led by a pig of such size and length of tusk and fierceness of mien that he rivaled the monsters Helmut had fought in that gray underworld. Nor were the swine behind him much lesser specimens of their breed; not a one of them but whose head would have graced a castle wall—had the huntsman lived to take it.


  And coming from the east shambled a line of bears, the one in forefront huge enough to dwarf even the enormous Waddle. A half dozen more of Waddle’s size or larger came silently behind this royal animal; and as he saw it, Waddle gave a peculiar moan and did what must have been obeisance.


  All this with some clarity Helmut now could see, his eyes accustomed to the dark and the moon rising above the distant Frorwald hills. But what happened next Sandivar had to interpret, for the council of grunts and growls and other sounds was beyond his comprehension.


  Warily, the bears and boars looked at one another and at Sandivar. Then the sorcerer made some gestures and some sounds, most of them strange and spine-chilling. Abruptly, the atmosphere thawed; the animals moved in close to ring themselves around the men. The boars shifted restlessly on sharp hooves; the bears sat down flat on their bottoms, heavily.


  The King Boar was the first to speak. “Why has the Man asked council with us? A truce we grant because he knows the trucial words by which we are in tradition bound—and in our knowledge is the first Man ever these words to know. For all that, we have livings to get, and our time is valuable.”


  “So say we,” grunted the King Bear. “Speak, Man.”


  “Aye,” said Sandivar. “You are from the Frorwald, are you not?”


  A pause. Then the Boar grumbled: “Indeed. But so thick have grown the wolves in there that, for politic reasons, our tribe has left. Think not,” he added hastily, “that this was through fear. But they were ten to our one, and no longer could we protect our young, which they devoured in tragedy after tragedy. Someday, though, we assure you, we shall return, and when we do, woe unto the wolves there as we retake our own.”


  “Perhaps now is the time,” said Sandivar.


  The King Bear growled: “A moment. Our own case is the same. Though any bear is the equal of a dozen wolves, none can outfight fifty or a hundred. Thus our cubs were sacrificed, and many of our shes, and so we relinquished our hold on our territory and came here to live off beans and turnips. But we, too, yearn for our old stronghold. Still, we have not strength enough as yet to retake it.”


  “Not alone,” Sandivar told him. “But allied with the boars—?”


  The two great animals, bear and boar, looked surlily at one another and back at Sandivar with equal distrust. “Full many a piglet of ours has his kind devoured,” grunted the King Boar.


  “Aye, and we have lost our share of young to you in revenge,” snarled the Bear. “Tusked open when caught alone and helpless—” He turned to Sandivar. “Besides, the mast—acorns, beech, and other autumn food; we have long fought one another for this.”


  “And shall, I reckon, far into the future,” said the old man. “If you ever return to the Frorwald.” He raised a hand. “Now, hear me. Enemies of each other may you be, and also of me, the human. But all of us are enemies of the wolves; and the wolves are enemies of us all. If we forget ill-feeling for now, join together, make common cause against the wolves, and so destroy them, then at least you have your Frorwald back and can resume your old enmity at your leisure. Otherwise, disunited, live out your lives down here on turnips and potatoes, yield the Frorwald forever to the wolves to spoil and violate, and never let your children know the freedom of that ancient forest…”


  There was a long silence. Helmut waited patiently and in fascination. Then the grunting resumed, as the Boar conferred with those others who had accompanied it. The Bear sat silently for a moment, its head cocked. Then Waddle growled something deferentially at it; and it arose and turned to huddle together with its followers.


  For a good half hour then, there in the bean field, as the moon climbed higher, the negotiations went on. The enmity between bear and boar was as old as the Frorwald itself, and not easily overcome; nor was their mutual distrust of humankind less deeply rooted. But at last the King Boar spoke:


  “For our part, we yearn for our homeland. This consideration overpowers all others, and our fighting tuskers are prepared to shed their blood to reclaim it, if—” He looked at Helmut. “If, as you say, this human will be King of Boorn and shall undertake to guarantee us the fruits of our sacrifices.”


  “Such guarantee you have herewith,” said Sandivar. “You shall hold the Frorwald as you did in King Sigrieth’s day. And you as well,” he went on, turning to the Bear. “Some hunting there will be, as in the past, just as some of you will turn outlaw and raid the fields and flocks of men as in the past. But it will never be warfare and extermination between the men of Boorn and the boars and bears of Boorn.”


  The King Bear rumbled: “The hunting amounts to nothing; we take our toll of men as men take their toll of us—and the boars do likewise. In such contests are all races kept strong, clean, and fit, the weaklings quickly plucked from among us. All right: if boars will make an undertaking, than shall we bears. A truce and an alliance until the Frorwald is purged of wolves and we hold our ancient haunts again.”


  “So say we,” grunted the King Boar.


  And when Sandivar had repeated this to Helmut, he nodded too. “And on behalf of men of Boorn, I give my pledge…”


  “Then it is done and sealed,” said Sandivar. “When will your forces be recruited and ready to march?”


  “The Frorwald fair begins a day’s march hence,” said the King Bear, “at the crossing of the stream called Weidling, lying in the forest under the mountain Asten, athwart the trail across the hills to Markau. There shall we meet you, my tribes and I, one sun’s rising after this one.”


  “Aye, well said,” the Boar grunted. “My people also shall I have in covert there. We have watched the Frorwald. At night it almost empties itself of wolves, as under the leadership of a huge black she they swarm to the siege of Castle Markau. Night would be best for crossing, but you men are hampered in the darkness, nor are our eyes the best then. But we will assemble, meet at daybreak, and cross the hills together, all of us, one army, bears and boars alike.”


  “Then, much thanks. And tell them there is no time to lose,” said Helmut, when Sandivar had translated this. “We’ll meet at the Weidling ford, and, ere nightfall the kites shall feast well on wolf meat, that I promise.”


  CHAPTER IX


  


  And so, with blood beating high, Helmut, bastard of Sigrieth, rode toward the Frorwald, astride Vengeance, Rage ready to flash at any needful moment, and Death and Destruction loping at his stirrup-irons. Meanwhile, in the court at Marmorburg, Kor, the barbarian chieftain, drained his tankard and dragged the back of his huge hand across his matted beard. “Well,” he growled, belching, “your wine’s all right. But for a man’s drink, I’ll have mead.”


  He had removed his horned helmet of iron and hammered silver, and his hair gleamed red and tangled in the candlelight. His face was like something hacked from oak with a dull broad-ax, but there was nothing stupid about the little blue eyes under ridges of bone. His garb was soft-tanned deerskin, but his cloak was of rich, shimmering sable and his broadsword and battle-ax of choicest Northern steel. His body was broad and strong, thick-limbed, and smelled, thought Albrecht of Wolfsheim, as if water had not touched it in a year.


  Nevertheless, Albrecht was careful to be respectful as he spoke. “And so we are agreed?”


  “Aye,” Kor rumbled, pouring more wine. “My hostages, my wife and son, have been delivered unto you and yours to me; and should either fail to keep faith with other, there will be slow killing. But only give us chance at plunder, Albrecht, and you’ll not find the tribes of Kor faithless.” He belched again.


  “Of rape and pillage shall your men have all they desire. Under Sigrieth’s protection, the Lands of Light have grown rich, fat, and indolent. Now they are ripe for plucking—and to produce future tribute, which shall be divided equally between us both.”


  “Then all’s in readiness. My tribes are assembled; when you have sent me word, I shall bring them down across the Jaal, join forces with you at Grancsay on this bank, and the two armies, mine and yours, conjoined, shall march together the length of Boorn, cross the Frorwald and the Dolos, and fall upon the Southern Lands with fire and sword. The New Learning, of which you seem so fearful, shall be stamped out; slaves taken; whatever of worth we can lay hands on. Aye—” He drank again. “Indeed, Albrecht, this may be the start of something big. Between the two of us, we could rule the world. Turning next upon the Eastern Tribes, beyond the Casus Mountains, we could reestablish a world in which strength of arm and sharpness of blade receive their rightful honor.”


  “Perhaps. We’ll talk about next moves with this accomplished.” Albrecht shelled almonds with strong fingers and crunched them between strong teeth. In another six months, he thought, he would have recruited half-wolf forces strong enough to take the Dark Lands and recover whatever plunder Kor came by now. But for the moment, the main thing was to stamp out the menacing thing they called the New Learning, which gave men reason to dream of freedom. Kor was barbaric and uneducated; his thoughts might be ambitious, but if there were to be one ruler of the world, it would be Albrecht, Emperor of the Gray Lands. And, had he a queen, she would be Kierena, the black, voluptuous sorceress.


  But for now, he needed Kor and would use him as the need arose. Half-wolves had he enough to make that more than possible, outnumbering the barbaric tribes by three to one, just as they outnumbered the men of Boorn, who’d quit his army in disgust. But those men were still a threat, would be until the rebel Hagen was made example of, and must be coped with. Also, the barbarians; he dared not turn his back on them while raiding in the Lands of Light—thus this alliance. But when all was settled, this first war over and his wealth and power thus established, he’d take the unwitting Kor by the hip at the first opportunity…


  Then Eero came into the room, deferentially. He bore a scroll, which, wordlessly, he passed to Albrecht. “You will excuse me,” the King of Boorn murmured to the barbarian, who already drank deeply from his refilled tankard. When he had finished reading, with a smile, he passed the scroll back to Eero. It was good: Kierena prophesied that within three nights Markau would fall. That would eliminate the last possible obstacle to the crossing of the Frorwald by the allied armies and the rape of the Lands of Light.


  “We may move more swiftly than we supposed. One recalcitrant lord blocked our way; by three days hence he will be disposed of. On the fourth morning can your army be at Grancsay?”


  Kor blinked. “We ride wild cattle you know; they are not as fleet as horses, but their horns are fearful in a battle. But—” He considered for a moment. Then he nodded. “Aye. If you will send a messenger on your fleetest horse, my lieutenants shall assemble the army and move it. Have yours at Grancsay and ours shall be there also. Thence we shall move as you direct, though our wild bulls may slow your horses down.” Again he drained the tankard. “Tell me something, Albrecht—”


  “And what would you know?”


  “So completely have you reversed King Sigrieth’s policies—Always our enemy, he kept us north of the Jaal ever since the battle of the Moor of Yrawnn. But now you give us passage to and fro through Boorn, make alliance with us, and replace your human soldiers with the—” his lip curled, “half-wolves. In addition, new taxes have you imposed and other harshness caused. Rebel not your subjects against such measures?”


  “Not after Markau’s fall,” said Albrecht, and he told Kor as much as he deemed wise of the siege laid against Hagen and all his holdings. He was not overkeen that Kor should learn that, besides the army of half-wolves, an army of wolves under the Black Wolf lay also at his command. But Kor must be confident if he were to be used. When he had finished, the barbarian nodded.


  “Aye, makes sense,” he said. He poured more wine into his tankard. “One last string left dangling. Sigrieth’s bastard, whom you have told me lost his sword hand beneath your broad-ax. Have you heard ought of him as challenge to your lawful rule?”


  Carefully, Albrecht resisted the temptation to frown. Certain intelligence had reached him from the Lands of Light about an old sorcerer and a young knight whom everyone called Morning Star; surely Sandivar, but who the other, ten years too old and missing his right hand, it replaced with the spiked chain-mace ball? When that news had come, knowing Sandivar as he did, Albrecht’s entrails had clenched in momentary fear.


  “No,” he said. “The child perished, surely, on the Jaal, in an open boat. Bled to death or starved within the Southern fens—”


  “Then good,” said Kor. “With your half-wolf army, you are invincible, but many men remain within the Gray Lands, ex-soldiers and the like, and should ever Sigrieth’s banner come back, you and I alike are in for trouble. For know you, Albrecht—and take this advice from an ex-enemy who is now a friend, but nonetheless a man—you rely too much upon your wolfish forces. Men will not long stand indignities from those who are only half a man… Should e’er the bastard return, rallying men around Sigrieth’s standard, then you have great trouble…”


  “I told you,” Albrecht rasped, “the bastard is long since dead.”


  “Then you have no worries,” and Kor drained another tankard.


  “None,” said Albrecht, convincing himself with the word and thinking ahead to where he would be Emperor of the World, and his Empress dark of hair and ivory white of skin and red, red, red of lip…


  


  At daybreak came they to the Weidling ford, where a pleasant stream flowed horse-hock deep across the rocks, and the stream banks were edged with thickets. As salmon-bellied dawn streaked itself across the sky, Helmut reined in Vengeance and spoke to the two wolfhounds at his stirrups. Then he dismounted and drank long and deep from the clear, cold brook.


  Meanwhile, Sandivar swung down from the tired Waddle. His keen old eyes swept all the brush around them and vaulted to the rising hillsides above. For this was the very base of the Frorwald, and a trail’s thread wound up into the high, dark woods above. So far, there had been no wolves; but they would come back with daylight from their siege of Markau.


  And then Vengeance snorted, and Helmut jumped erect; even Sandivar started. For all around them, the thickets and the hillside forests seethed into life. Whatever made it move, the underbrush was inhabited by hundreds, nay, thousands of beings; and if it were the wolves, then they were lost.


  But, no—from out the darkened, dew-damp thickets came the boars. Rearing high on their back legs, the bears made themselves visible. And as Sandivar and Helmut stared, far greater armies of these creatures came in sight than either of them ever had dared dream.


  Then, with attendants and some ceremony, the King Boar and King Bear came forward. Above them now, the sun was surely rising. “Good Sandivar,” the King Boar rumbled, “we are well met. My scouts say that half the wolves seep back into the Frorwald with first light, while the other half keep watch on Markau.”


  “And the Black Wolf?” asked Sandivar, breathing hard in a strange way.


  “At Markau with the others.” The King Bear told him that.


  “Better,” said the wizard and relaxed. Then: “So many fighting creatures I had not guessed that either of you could put into the field.”


  The King Boar snorted. “Think you we have not allies? Except for sows and young, the army that you see here is reinforced with everyone of our kind within a circle of a dozen leagues, for fleet of foot are we. All told, there are more than a thousand of us.”


  “We are not so prolific,” growled the King Bear. “But we too have called in allies from round about. Seven or eight hundred have we here.”


  “And still may be outnumbered by the wolves,” said Helmut, when this had been translated.


  “Aye, are outnumbered. Our scouts have been out. Perhaps it will be two to one, maybe three to one. And even now they draw back part of their army from Markau to the Frorwald, so that if we cross, it is best that we do so quickly. Besides, I am eager for combat.” And the King Boar ground his tushes.


  “So am I,” said Helmut, when this had been translated. “But we cannot fight without a plan. And so we go like this, myself, the old man, Waddle and the dogs out at the point.” And he drew a wedge. “The bears on this flank, the boars on that one, and both in depth. Thus we shall sweep this section of the Frorwald and go on through to Markau, where the hunting may be even better.”


  The animals comprehended. “They want half an hour to dispose their forces,” said Sandivar.


  “Aye,” said Helmut. “We have that long till sunrise; and good luck and good hunting go with you all.”


  “And you, Knight of the Morning Star,” came the bearish grunt. And the bear growled also: “May your thirsty sword drink deep. Good hunting, Morning Star,” and shambled away.


  “They have accepted you as general,” Sandivar murmured. “No small honor.”


  “You have a persuasive tongue in any language,” Helmut said; but he was pleased. Then he said, “Of course, we are being watched. Surely the Black Wolf will have left scouts to overlook this plain.”


  “Indeed. But she will not expect so great an army, and her forces are divided, she herself undoubtedly elsewhere, outside of Markau.” Sandivar frowned and turned away, as if it were a subject he cared not to discuss.


  


  One half hour later, precisely, they started. Vengeance trembled with eagerness; the dogs were in a frenzy, and Helmut felt his own heart thudding with excitement as he mounted and the big horse began to climb the hill. He drew Rage; and the sword came from sheath like an eager bird flying. The sun was up now, and high above them lay the dark, tangled forest, streamered with mist and fog, only a single little trail at this point vanishing into it, then lost.


  As the deep woods, tangled and mossy, closed about them, they were vaguely aware, though there was no sound, of movement on the forest floor on either side. That would be their allies.


  Helmut looked at Sandivar and wondered if the old man were up to what lay ahead. To cross the Frorwald at this point, even without having to fight their way through, would take a good eight hours of riding over steep and rough terrain. But they would have to fight, by day and night both, probably unceasingly and without rest. Once the battle had fair begun, there would be no time to see to Sandivar, and when the old man became exhausted—


  Although Helmut could no longer love, he was grateful to Sandivar and knew how much he needed him. Fighting man he was, but politician or learned and wise king, no—not yet. Even if he regained the throne of Boorn, he would need good counsel, a reliable first minister; and—Then he broke off thinking, for already there was action.


  It flared sporadically on both flanks, not all along the line, but here and there, short savage battles full of horrible growling and snarling and grunting. What was happening was that they were encountering the outposts of wolves which had not dropped back or bitches defending cubs too young to move. But as of yet they had not struck the main force—


  On up into the Frorwald they climbed, and now the fighting became more general out there in the tangled darkness of the forest; the wolves were becoming more numerous as the day dawned; trotting unaware, these first ones, back to covert after the long night’s siege… But by now the Black Wolf would have full news and surely would send a strong and disciplined force—


  And then he smelled them, and the forest sighed with their movement, and Vengeance whinnied, and Waddle growled; and the two wolfhounds could not be held. And then he saw them, too; and even he was awed, for it was a mass of wolves never dreamed of by mortal man. The very forest was like the hair of a flea-ridden dog with them, and there they were ahead, too, on the trail, charging at him, a great solid clot of gray, white fangs flashing, slanted eyes yellow with hatred, red mouths open and foaming. A cry burst from his throat: “Boorn and Victory!” And then, Rage chopping as he leaned out of the saddle, he put the war-horse at them.


  Vengeance went into them like a great ship into breakers. They sprang at his throat, but his throat was armored; they sought his underbelly, but that was armored, too. And his hoofs were shod with steel, and his jaws were like a guillotine, and even as Helmut slashed right and left and laid about with Rage, Vengeance took his toll. Those huge teeth closed mercilessly on spine after spine, and then gray bodies flew like rags.


  The hounds, too, swimming in that sea of wolves, were in their glory. This was all they’d ever asked of life. Chop, chop, chop went their jaws tirelessly, and with each chop a wolf’s life went out. They bled, the hounds did, from slash here and bite there, but what blood they shed was but a droplet compared to the flood of wolf blood they loosed upon the ground…


  And Waddle—great Waddle—roaring terribly in his fury, slammed right and left with those massive forepaws that could rip apart an oaken log. With each bat, a wolf went flying limply; and Waddle’s teeth did horrible duty as well, until his face was smeared and drenched with wolfish red. Meanwhile, upon his back, Sandivar clung tightly and, when chance offered, took his toll with short sword.


  Thus the battle erupted all along the line. The chevron of bears and boars collided with a solid line of wolves. Like Waddle fought the bears, flinging wolves around like ninepins. But the boars were even deadlier. Thick-hided and protected further by a layer of fat, they had tusks like sabers, and they used them to disembowel. A single raking jerk of the King Boar’s massive head, and a wolf would find itself wallowing in its own entrails.


  Not that the wolves did not take sore toll. They had strong jaws, too, and were accomplished fighters. Here, with a moaning bawl, a bear went down; there, with a dying shriek, a boar.


  Meanwhile, Helmut, in his armor, had leaped down from the horse, and now worked his way along the path with his great sword flying and the iron fist in constant action. The morning star’s spikes and weight came down on skull after skull; the keen double-edge of Rage thrust and hacked, never without effect. Beside him fought the dogs and, protecting his rear, the big war-horse, and somewhere about there was always Waddle—


  All morning long, they fought, working up the hill a foot here, a meter there, leaving behind a terrible scatter of dead and wounded. Mercilessly kites and ravens gathered in the sky, to gorge themselves, and when the turmoil was fair past, dropped down.


  By noon there was a respite. The wolves drew back. But Helmut and his armies never rested, but pressed on to take all the ground they could. They crested one ridge of the Frorwald, swept down into a hollow. There, in tangled thickets, the wolves met them again.


  Tusk and fang and claw and hoof, sword and mace—Helmut almost stifled in his armor now and longed for water, but there was no time. Then he cast a glance at Sandivar. Clinging to Waddle, the old man’s face was ghastly white, exhausted.


  Helmut slashed halfway through a gray throat, as fangs clicked fruitlessly on armor steel, and then, with an instinctive flick of that mace-fist, crushed a skull. Thus he waded through a sea of gray, leaving behind a wake of red, until he had reached the roaring Waddle. “Sandivar!” he screamed above the din.


  “Aye?” came the answer faintly.


  “Tell Waddle to follow me!” Then Helmut hacked on past, with Vengeance right behind him, great neck arched, hind hooves flying, and wolves dying with every step he took.


  Near the trail across the Frorwald grew a beech tree of unusual size, with giant, spreading limbs. Helmut and Vengeance, Death and Destruction, ranged themselves around it, fighting off wolves, as Waddle shambled within the circle that they made.


  “Up this tree!” bellowed Helmut at Sandivar. “Up it and wait! We’ll come back for you when the battle’s done!”


  Sandivar began to protest. Helmut would not brook it. “By the Gods, am I not general here?” He struck the head off a great gray wolf that tried to knock him down. The headless carcass fell at his feet, twitched, lay still; and the bodiless head’s jaws snapped together once, with a solid click. “Up that tree! And Waddle shall remain as guard, for he, too can climb, should he be outnumbered.”


  So it was, though Waddle grumbled. Sandivar perched himself on a huge limb, and the bear took station below… Then Helmut fought his way back into the general melee…


  


  By afternoon, Hagen of Markau became aware that something strange was up.


  Hating daylight as they did, the wolves rarely or never showed themselves from dawn to dusk. Only when lured out by prey like Marlino and his detachment did they emerge from the tall grass or uncut grain or swales or coverts where they lay. No doubt ever that they were there, but in daylight never visible.


  This morning, though, he had seen more and more of them. At first just one or two, slinking out of cover and trotting off toward the Frorwald, but then more, and more after that. On the city wall, now, in the blaze of day, Hagen stood with Rustung, his chief man after Marlino, and watched in puzzlement as first this swale, then yonder field, or that gully over there, disgorged their hiding wolves, which trotted all in the same direction—toward the Frorwald.


  “I understand this not,” said Rustung. “Master, can it be the siege is lifting?”


  “That I do not know. But at least some of the besiegers are drawn away, for what purpose I wot not. Still—look there.” He pointed to the bright dazzle of the afternoon sky above the Frorwald, where flights of birds floated and sailed and stooped and dropped. “And what does that remind you of?”


  “In faith,” said Rustung, “‘tis like the air over a great field of battle.”


  “Aye,” said Hagen. He rubbed his face thoughtfully. “Now, hear me, Rustung. I want every knight and man at arms, every page and peasant, every artisan and guildsman—in short, every male of Markau who can fight—I want those armed. Issue swords and halberds, and have we not enough, then enjoin the peasants to use their scythes and pitchforks. But I want all men armed. I think later today we shall make a sally—maybe our last, ever.”


  Rustung looked toward the spot, far distant, where the wolves had at last worried armor apart with their iron jaws, and where now bright metal gleamed amidst bright bones; he and Marlino had been comrades since their childhood. “Aye, sire,” he said. “I give the word at once.” And he dropped down off the wall.


  Hagen stood there a moment longer. The gray shapes still trotted toward the Frorwald in a steady stream; he’d had no idea one swale or gully could conceal so many. Probably there were hundreds more left behind. And he had not seen the Black Bitch herself…


  Still, he could not press down the hope arising in him. Those buzzards and kites meant battle in the Frorwald; whatever happened there, it drew away the wolves and gave him a last fighting chance. More than that he had never asked. He called his servants to him and began to don his armor.


  Nissilda entered as he buckled sword back on. “Rustung says you sally out, Father.” Her lovely face was pale.


  “Aye, when the time comes. Something draws the wolves away. In a little, we shall fall on them from the rear.”


  “And should chance go against you?” Her voice, with fear in it, nevertheless did not tremble.


  “Then there’ll be naught left in here but women and children. You and your handmaidens see that each has a dagger. And when everything is burned that will burn, and the wolves come over the wall, you must supply the example; a single blade is better than tearing fangs. Fear not, though; I would not go out if I thought I’d fail.”


  “No, certainly not.” She smiled, with a courage he was sure she did not feel. “Did I not say that I had prescience that we would be delivered? Now it comes true; that is all.”


  “We’ll see,” said Hagen, and yearned to touch her, but could not, for he was steel all over.


  


  For hours now had the battle raged, the two lines surging back and forth, intermingling, but the wolves, at last, pushed back. At great cost—sorely wounded bears and boars were everywhere: Vengeance’s flanks were streaked with bloody foam, and the wolfhounds ebbed red from a dozen slashes each. Sandivar on his perch was far behind, for they had fought, today, almost all the way across the Frorwald. Within his armor, Helmut gasped for breath, and his exhausted arms seemed turned to lead; if only he had chance to rest and drink. But that was not to be, for he was general, leader, and must always take the forefront. And so, mustering all his strength, he hacked ever forward, Rage’s edge undulled, the morning star fist taking its toll as well.


  But he knew now the day was still in doubt. The bears and boars had been cut up badly, though they would not quit. But the number of wolves drawn into Boorn and concentrated here at Markau by the Black Wolf had been badly underestimated. Multitudes had Helmut’s armies slain today; yet it seemed that two wolves grew where one was cut down. Though they had made it this far, if the wolves kept coming as they had, sheer exhaustion was bound to overwhelm his forces by nightfall. And nightfall, surely, was what the Black Bitch waited for to mount her most ferocious attack.


  The bright and merciless sun that shone on living, wounded, dead, and dying circled around the sky from south to west and went farther down the sky. Then, surprisingly, the wolves disengaged, dropped back, and Helmut leaned against a tree, daring to raise the visor of his helm and panting. He was not deceived. The Black Wolf was regrouping her forces, waiting for the coming of her ally—night. And weary as he was, the young prince knew he must not delay—to rest now would be fatal. He clamped the visor shut, his sword flashed red as he waved it furiously. “Forward!” he bellowed, and moved on.


  Against no opposition, they surged through the Frorwald. But the light was ebbing fast. Then Helmut topped a rise and halted. Below him, a final hillside fell away in jungly tangle; but, beyond that, there were meadows and, far, far away, the towers and spires of Markau. But what comfort from the sight he took was quickly washed away at the sight of all the wolves that swarmed out of every seam and crevice of yonder landscape and hurried toward the Frorwald to reinforce those already there, swarming in the thickets below. And now the sun went down, and there was only murky light, and if he were going to die, let it be out there on the level, he would cut his way that far at least—“Forward!” he cried again, and with Death and Destruction running to the fore and Vengeance at his back and Rage held ready in his hand, he and his ragtag army of boars and bears plunged down into that sea of wolves. And as they clashed, so that the whole hillside suddenly was a moiling mass of animals locked in combat with each other, in the distance a trumpet sounded. And Helmut, in the midst of slaughter, saw with blurred vision through his visor the gates of Markau open up and mounted men come forth, followed by men on foot.


  That was all he saw or had time to see, for now he was truly fighting for his very life, and so were they all, exhausted and at the ends of their strength. Each sword swing was an act of will; the weight of his iron mace of a fist seemed now almost beyond the lifting. Since dawn had he neither drunk nor eaten. Whatever the sally from Markau meant, unless it were help, and effective help, they were finished.


  But still they pressed on, in the gray twilight; and then a strange thing happened. All at once the hard line of wolves softened, and a new note of panic rang forth in a chorus of howls. “Forward!” Helmut screamed again, with the last of his breath. “Boorn and Victory!” And he swung then up on the bloody, frothing war-horse.


  The lines of boars and bears put out their last remaining strength. The forest came alive with animals as they surged forward toward the plain below. But the wolves had broken at last, seemed leaderless and confused, and let themselves be driven down. Then Helmut was out on the plain, the meadows of Markau, in the last gray evening light, and there were other men there too, now, fighting men on chargers; men at arms on foot with pikes, even peasants and citizens with pitchforks, mowing scythes, and a kind of weapon they made like a cat-o’-nine-tails, with a sharp cow horn at the end of each of nine chains riveted to a common handle. All of them, with fury long pent up and now released, were slaughtering wolves; and as Helmut raised his visor, their leader galloped up. “Hagen of Markau!” he bellowed above the din. “Who be you?”


  “Helmut, bastard son of Sigrieth, King of Boorn and Emperor of the Gray Lands!”


  There was a frozen instant of surprise. “Aye, when Albrecht falls, may be!”


  “That shall we discuss later!” Helmut cried back. “For now, there’s still killing to do!”


  


  The forest was still, utterly quiet. Sandivar sat patiently on his beech limb and watched the moon rise. The din of battle had long since faded. But he knew the happenings: himself forced out of himself and circling like a tiercel overhead had seen it all. And now… Now he waited, for one whom he knew must come.


  He had long since sent Waddle after the melee; for he wanted keenly to be alone for what happened next, win, lose, draw. Maybe, even, he owed her that much, too, not to load the odds against her by Waddle’s presence. Anyhow, he waited… And presently he heard her coming.


  The sound of her footsteps had the cadence of raindrops on dry leaves—the steady trotting of an animal. She was some distance off, but coming fast; and the wind blew from her to him, so she would not smell him. A cloud veiled the moon; but now it shifted, and silver light enough fell through the trees to dapple the path. Sandivar sat perfectly still; and in a moment, she came into view.


  She was a huge bitch wolf, coal black, with shining yellow eyes, lolling red tongue, and gleaming white fangs. Monstrous in size, powerful of jaw, yet she must not have fought today, for there was no mark on her. That was like her, Sandivar thought. As much as she loved to wreak damage, she never risked it to herself.


  Sandivar held his breath. The wolf came on, unwitting. Then, at the proper instant, with agility that would have done credit to a younger man, Sandivar dropped from the tree and landed squarely in the path before her.


  “Hold, Kierena!” he snapped as she reflexively crouched back.


  The yellow eyes stared at him. The red tongue lapped around black jowls. A deep growl rumbled in the bitch wolf’s throat.


  “No use,” said Sandivar. “I taught you all you know, did not I? Think you not that if you are wolf, I could not, before you leap, be one of twice the size and power? Or whatever form you choose to take. No, Kierena, your wolf jaws may not tear out my throat.”


  The wolf, still crouching, looked at him with those blazing eyes. The black tail twitched, the white fangs shone. Then a wisp of fog seemed to move between them, the wolf and Sandivar; and when it passed, no wolf was there. Only a woman clad in a loose robe of shimmering black fur, her face and body lovely beyond belief, her long hair falling in a sleek black cascade to her waist.


  “Dear Sandivar,” she whispered, “think you I’d do you harm?” She smiled; and Sandivar trembled when she did that, for her smile had not changed at all. “No,” she said. “Often have I thought of you and dreamed of you and wondered where you were. But my magic was not sufficient to find you.”


  “But sufficient for this,” said Sandivar hoarsely. “To lead the wolves…”


  “And you the boars and bears,” she smiled. “And both of us return, the call of blood stronger than all else. But now, it seems, I am the one defeated, who must leave again. It will be lonely, leaving Boorn again. Perhaps you might go with me, Sandivar.” She moved closer to him. “Perhaps you might change yourself into that great wolf you spoke of, and we might run side by side before they have time to hunt me down. We could cross the Frorwald in a night, take human form tomorrow, then run again tomorrow night, strong werewolves, and fleet. And so until we reach a place of safety, where we two could be alone as once we—”


  “Be still, Kierena,” Sandivar said hoarsely.


  She ran her hands down over her breasts and belly. “You let yourself age, though your art could make you young and strong again. As my art, learned from you, has kept me comely. Now that we are met once more—and that well met, good Sandivar—perhaps we never need part again. The pleasures that we knew in Marmorburg can once more be ours, the long afternoons and lazy evenings, and—” She put out a hand and touched his cheek. “Run with me, Sandivar; and it will be worth your while.”


  “Perhaps,” he said, trembling all over, “I will, someday. When we meet again.”


  She frowned. “You will not come with me now?”


  “Believe me,” Sandivar whispered in a voice full of emotion, “I would sell my soul to do so. But a man can sell his soul but once.”


  She laughed faintly at that, a silvery sound. “But I may go? You will not hold me?”


  “For a kiss,” said Sandivar, “I will let you go.”


  “You should have it even if you held me,” she said, looking at him levelly. She put out her arms to him. The moment she fastened her mouth on his, she would turn back to wolf and his life would be forfeit, Sandivar knew; and so, moving into her embrace, he conjured the silver dagger from his sleeve, and with a groan of grief, stabbed her in the back and through the heart with it.


  She staggered backwards, her eyes changing. No longer loving and lovely, they were feral and hateful. Then she sank to the ground; that fog seemed to blot her out again. When it had cleared, the Black Bitch-wolf lay there dead.


  Sandivar sat down at the base of the tree and put his head in his hands. He was still sitting thus when Waddle and an escort of bears came back into the Frorwald to find him and take him down to Markau.


  CHAPTER X


  


  The last killing-ground was the plain at the foot of the Frorwald, where, caught between Helmut’s army and Hagen’s men, the demoralized wolves were slaughtered like penned sheep. Hardly one escaped; and just as the battle had ended, Waddle came shambling down out of the forest with Sandivar on his back and the carcass of the Black Wolf herself slung before him.


  “Now indeed is the danger over,” said Hagen, dismounting and removing his helm. He stared at the exhausted Helmut and shook his head. “By the gods,” he said, “so like Sigrieth in his youth that it is necromancy. But of course—” turning to Sandivar, “it would have to be if you were in it.” That was half-jesting and half-earnest, but Sandivar was in no mood for jest.


  “This is only the first battle,” he rasped. Then he turned to the King Boar and King Bear, who stood warily back from the humans, their followers having already vanished into the thickets. “Well done,” he said. “Aye, well done indeed.”


  “You may tell them,” Helmut said, “that all promises will be kept and that I am done with boar- and bear-hunting for life, unless one of their kind turns rogue.” His face was gaunt with weariness, and he swayed as he leaned against Vengeance, but he went on: “They have the King’s thanks.”


  “And you theirs,” Sandivar translated. “But now they bleed and need their wallows of mud; they ask permission to withdraw.”


  “Granted and again with thanks,” said Helmut. Then the two great animals went each in a different direction only a few paces and vanished miraculously and silently into the dark-shrouded forest. “They served well,” said Helmut; and then exhaustion claimed him. The world spun, and he heard Sandivar yell something. Someone caught him as he fell, and then he knew nothing else for some time.


  


  He had a dream. In it hovered a lovely face above him, and two soft hands cooled him and bound the wounds he had sustained that day and held strong wine to his lips. Later he rolled over and slept again: pleasant sunshine through frothy hangings billowing in a morning breeze awakened him. The first thing he thought of was that face, with its pale skin and frame of lovely golden hair. Then there was a knock on the door of this airy bedroom in which he lay. “Come in,” he called, the coverlet well pulled up around him with his one good hand.


  And it had not been a dream. Accompanying the serving maid, she was there—the girl, the woman, the vision. She was tall, slender, yet full in bosom and hip, attired in a gown of pale blue silk that clung to every curve and complimented the deeper, richer blue of her eyes.


  She made curtsy. “Good morning, my lord. I trust you slept well.”


  “Aye, well indeed. What o’clock is it?”


  She smiled, and her eyes glinted. “Past ten—on the second morning. So exhausted were you that you slept the clock around and half around again.”


  “By the gods!” He was about to spring from the bed when he realized he wore only a nightgown. “Your pardon, lady—” He gestured helplessly. “I know not your name—”


  “Nissilda, my lord. Daughter of Hagen of Markau. And I do not think you need hurry so. At least, my father and my lord Sandivar do not seem to think it necessary. They breakfast leisurely. My father, however, is vexed with you, my lord.”


  “Vexed?” Helmut stared at her, frowning. She nodded. “Aye. Much better, he said, had you waited until winter to relieve the siege, when all the pelts were prime and we had then gained good wolfskin enough for a century’s requirements.” She laughed, merrily, then sobered. “But I am not so peevish. Right glad was I to see your army at any time, and so have brought you breakfast.”


  “Thank you.” He sat up in bed; then he felt his cheeks burn; it was going to be impossible to manage the tray in this position with only one hand and the morning star. For the first time, he was acutely conscious of the weird aspect of the thing at the end of his wrist; and, also for the first time, hated its warlike, utilitarian ugliness, felt a sudden impulse to hide it.


  But Nissilda, sitting quite boldly on the bed, steadied the tray with her own hand. “Be not afraid, my lord,” she said gently. Then she touched the spikes of the iron ball. “I have heard your story,” she murmured. “Sandivar told it to us yesterday. You have been through much grimness, have you not?”


  “Aye,” he said, and pulled the thing away from her. “Enough.”


  “And so you do not smile,” she said. She looked at him directly. “Can you not smile?”


  “No,” he said.


  “Strange; I never met a man who could not smile before.”


  He drew in a long breath. “Something there is within me that is frozen. It is what one smiles with—or loves with.”


  “So I have heard. But when you have reclaimed your throne, perhaps that will be different.”


  “Perhaps,” he said. “If I reclaim it…”


  “Why, you surely will. Even now my father and Sandivar lay plans—”


  “Lay plans?” Suddenly Helmut pushed the tray aside. “My lady,” he rapped, “if you will excuse me—Please serve my tray where Sandivar and your father breakfast and tell them I shall come directly I am dressed.”


  His quick, hard, businesslike manner dismayed her. “But, my lord—”


  “Please do so and leave me, so that I may dress.” He made as if to swing himself out from under the cover. She gave a maidenly shriek of fright, jumped up and ran. Then Helmut did arise, and finding clean garments laid out, donned them quickly. When he came out of the bedroom, Nissilda was waiting there demurely.


  “All has been done as you directed, good my lord. Now I shall lead you to where they are.”


  


  “Aye,” said tough old Hagen. “It is revolution that we talk. But not treason, when the throne’s rightful heir sits here across from me.” They were at table in the Knight’s Hall, and Nissilda had withdrawn, as was fitting when men planned warfare. “Your father’s friend was I, hard and fast, good Helmut; and ever distrustful of the smiling Albrecht. Thus the siege of wolves here—Albrecht’s punishment for my daring to inquire into your disappearance, the death of Gustav, and sundry other matters of misrule. So if, as Sandivar tells me, you mean to take back your throne—why I have debts enough to settle with Wolfsheim to keep me at your shoulder all the way.”


  Sandivar said: “But time works against us. A watch of half-wolves slew we on yon side of the Frorwald three nights ago; some wolves of course have this battle escaped; not long will it be until Albrecht knows that something is afoot and moves against you directly, Hagen, with his army—and against us.” He turned to Helmut. “Thus, while you slept have we taken the liberty of sending emissaries to those trusted lords who joined Hagen in his protest and who are loyal to the blood of Sigrieth.”


  “You see,” said Hagen, “Albrecht has a mighty army of half-wolves. And, we learn, the barbarian Kor will also act in concert with him. That means he can crush us each and all in detail, unless we can rally an army almost on the instant. Now, your father had a mighty army and one right well trained. But Albrecht broke and ruined it, replacing men with half-wolves…”


  “Which may be his worst mistake,” snapped Helmut. “For surely those ex-soldiers have a score to settle…”


  “Aye. Right many of them have taken service with local lords—those to whom I’ve sent my emissaries. Others have drifted into civil life or joined the bands of outlaws with which the country is now plagued. But if the word got out that Sigrieth’s son had returned and begged all old soldiers of his father to join him in revolution against the half-wolves…”


  “Think you they’d come?”


  “They’d flock like crows to corn, if Sigrieth’s standard once again were raised and amnesty guaranteed for the crimes with which Albrecht has saddled and outlawed so many…”


  “So be it. We’ll gather then our lords and their fighting men and send out the word where all the outlaw bands may get its wind. In the total, given time, how badly think you we’ll wind up outnumbered?”


  “By three to one, at least.”


  “Not bad,” said Helmut casually. “Longer odds have I fought against and won. And ours will be trained soldiers. Sandivar. Canst rally also any animals more, as you did against the wolves?”


  Sandivar shook his head. “The bears and boars were sorely wounded yesterday; nor have other creatures stake in this outcome. You know that animals do not, like men, fight and kill for ideas, but only for food and home. No, this is a matter for men.” He looked at Helmut narrowly. “As I persuaded the King Boar and Bear to fight with us, so now you must persuade the lords and ex-soldiers of Boorn. They are not boars or bears, but men; and if they judge you also man enough, will rally to your standard. But if they find you wanting, perhaps their nerve will fail—and so our enterprise. All this, however, is a matter for you alone, in your meeting and addressing of them. Here all hinges on one fighting man’s assessments of another; and no sorcery or witchcraft can take the place of that.”


  “Such gamble do I welcome,” said Helmut calmly. He arose, went to the window, pulled back the hangings, and looked out. “Now, I must put myself in Albrecht’s head and think with his brain.” Staring out at the bright meadows, littered with the carcasses of wolves which only now were being cleared away by Hagen’s people, he was silent for a space. Then he turned.


  “If I were Albrecht, I would not be hasty.”


  “What mean you?” Hagen asked. “If he moves fast, he can crush us each, one by one, before we rally.”


  “Aye,” said Helmut. “There is that consideration. But I think he will see the matter in another light.” Coming back to the table, he took a bit of meat. “Some news he has, or will receive, that a man with a morning star where his right hand should be has killed a small detachment of his half-wolf civil guard and has also defeated the Black Wolf and her Frorwald wolves and raised the siege of Markau. But who is this one-handed man, and what is it that he wants? If Sigrieth’s bastard, then sorcery must also be feared, for Helmut was but a stripling when Albrecht cut that right hand away, and that scarce half a year. And if not he, then who and why?”


  “Either way,” said Hagen, “he’ll smell revolution in the air.”


  “Aye. But there is an old saying from before the Worldfire: who sups with devils must use a long spoon. Albrecht has already supped too deeply with the devil. Kor’s forces has he rallied on his border. Should he whip his own army away to deal with treason here, can he trust Kor not to fall upon him from the rear, alliance or no alliance? No, he is tied to Kor, must watch him every moment, and thus is hampered. So we have time. Just so much as it takes to get the barbarians to move; no more.”


  “That time can I judge now,” said Sandivar. “I have, in an art I have, seen beyond the Jaal. The barbarians are massed and ready. So is Albrecht’s army. But it will take Kor some days to move his legions across the river to a rendezvous they have set at Grancsay and more time to move them south. The wild oxen that they ride are not fast travelers.” He rubbed his bearded chin. “We have a week, perhaps ten days.”


  “Aye, if I have judged aright. But surely that’s what Albrecht will do—gather intelligence, find what and who moves against him, join forces with the barbarians, then move south as planned, and crush whatever rears its head in opposition by sheer weight of numbers. He is no fool, to try to fight on two fronts when he can have Kor as ally and not enemy. Meanwhile, more couriers, on the fastest horses left to you, good Hagen—these to spread the secret word in town and village and in the coverts of the outlaws. All haste, and perhaps we have a chance…”


  


  Rested, his blood surging with impatience, Helmut strode the walls of Markau. Beyond, flocks now grazed hungrily in fields grown rich with grass during the siege; the peasants still hauled to a place far from the town the hundreds of wolf carcasses with which the plain was littered; below where Helmut stood, children played and laughed outside the wall as had not been possible in weeks. Farther away, over the Frorwald’s darkness, kites and ravens still circled and swooped.


  Soon, thought Helmut, the lords would be coming in. His eyes searched the horizon greedily for the sight of pennons and the glint of sun on armor. And would they stand behind him in a fight against such long odds? Then a voice from below snapped his train of thought: “Good prince…”


  Nissilda stood there, with two handmaidens. The gown of clinging blue was changed for one of green, and, if anything, she was lovelier, for it was a smoldering green, like the deepest, most unknown parts of the sea. “Aye, m’lady?” Helmut said, and leaped easily to the ground, cloak swirling. He bowed. “Your servant…”


  “You walk a great deal…”


  “Waiting. Only waiting for your father’s friends to join us…”


  “Could you not as well wait and walk in a garden?”


  “Aye. No doubt I could.”


  “Then let me show you ours—poor now, ravaged by the crush of animals penned within our gates during the siege; but I will explain to you what it was and what we shall make of it again.”


  “Aye, m’lady,” he said. “Would be an honor.”


  “Then will you offer me your arm?”


  He hesitated; she was on his right. Then he did; and she slipped hers through it and let her small hand rest on the cold steel of the morning star quite as if it were natural flesh instead. They walked together, thus, the handmaidens dropping far behind.


  Though worse for wear, the garden drowsed in afternoon somnolence and was fragrant with the perfumes of roses crushed and tulips trod upon. And there was a maze of high, clipped hedge wherein two could walk side by side and lose themselves, or at least be unobserved.


  Nissilda, as if she had not just missed destruction in the siege, talked lightly, of small and happy things. Helmut watched the way her eyes shone as she caressed a blossom that had survived intact or caught sight of some especially gorgeous butterfly circling over a flower bed. Her laugh had a trill that stirred something in him almost lost and forgotten, but did not quite wake it up.


  When they had completed a circuit of the garden, she said, “I hope soon it will be lovely once again, as it was before.” Her body brushed against his. “Do you like lovely things, my prince?”


  “Sometimes I think I do, m’lady. When I see you touch a flower. But always something comes between. I have told you and so has Sandivar: to reclaim my kingdom, a great price I pay—that I shall never really smile, laugh, nor love again.”


  She looked up at him. “Oh, pshaw,” she said. “What foolishness.”


  “But it is true. Within me is a deadness…”


  “No man’s so dead but what the right woman can bring him back to life. For that is what women are, my prince—life. It comes from us, and we tend it till it’s grown, hold, suckle, nourish it. Women are specialists in life, as men are in killing one another off. And this I will say to you: show me a man convinced he cannot love, and every woman in the country will attempt to prove he’s wrong. Your condition, to a woman, is not a disability, only a challenge.”


  “A challenge?”


  “The greatest man can present to woman; and no woman could e’er turn it down. I think, my prince, that though you be a great warrior, still you have much—” she broke off then, as from the high keep of the castle, its great and battlemented towers, trumpets chorused with silver throats. Helmut dropped her arm, whirling. Again the trumpets blared, and once again; and from the keep there came a shout: “The great lords come! They come, they come!”


  With a trace of bitterness, Nissilda said: “Aye, my lord, now leave me. Well I know, man’s business comes before woman’s, war always before love.”


  “Aye,” said Helmut. “With your permission.” And he strode quickly toward the city gate.


  


  They came from leagues around, the counts and barons of the countryside, the lords of Boorn, Hagen’s neighbors and his allies when he had petitioned Albrecht in the court of Marmorburg. There was old Count Bomas, tall and thin, with eyes like ice, of whom it was said he had once executed fifty barbarians taken in battle at Yrawnn with his own hand; and there was Baron Linzze, short and dumpy, his face drink-flushed, who once had broken the phalanx of the Eastern Tribes with a wild and reckless charge of cavalry. There was Baron Luukah, not much more than Helmut’s age, who yet had to prove himself in combat; and there was a host of others—the strongest, fiercest, most independent nobles of the land, their throats full of Albrecht’s misrule; and yet, no new-hatched ducklings these, to follow blindly where someone else led or incur penalties without first weighing them. When, in the Great Hall of Markau, much wine had gone around, only one or two of them were drunk. The rest, keeping themselves close-checked, waited for Helmut and Hagen to speak.


  Hagen spoke first, “My lords,” he said, standing at the head of table, “you have not come here blind. Not one of you but knows that here’s returned the great Sigrieth’s bastard, Helmut, next in line to throne, had not Albrecht usurped. You know by now, as well, of his victory over wolves that held us siege. Full intelligence have you of Albrecht’s alliance with the dog-eater and barbarian Kor and his determination to move south. And of the state of Boorn under Wolfsheim’s rule—well, need I speak? You’ve seen men subserved to half-wolves, betrayal planned of our neighbors to the south; and aye, before that, regicide and regicide again. Boorn, the world’s savior, has turned world’s outlaw. I think we must oppose ourselves against that; and must find a standard under which to rally. My own life, honor, and fortune pledge I to him who lifted what might have been the last siege of Markau, and whose likeness to that father we all loved is startling. He sits here by me now, and would have words with you of great import; and so I give you Helmut, bastard of Sigrieth, prince of Boorn, and bid you listen closely to his case.”


  Helmut arose, in his chain mail and dress shirt, with the morning star, on which all eyes were riveted, polished and gleaming, and Rage scabbarded at his side. “Good lords of Boorn,” said he. “In my own name I cannot call upon you; only in my father’s. Of me, you have no knowledge; or if any, only as a child. And that, maybe, not long ago. Yet, by sorcery, as I think you all have heard, my growth has taken place, and that along hard lines. Ten years have I spent in study of the art of warfare, and my teachers were the best that ever bestrode this earth since it was cooled and formed into a solid ball. Battles have I fought in, and honors have I won; but none that you have ever heard of. Still, I ask your liege. Not in my own name, but in the name of Sigrieth, late king of Boorn, and in the name of mankind. For if Boorn is not saved for mankind, then goes all the world over to Albrecht’s bestiality and Kor’s barbarity. Not to sit on the Marble Throne of Boorn in Marmorburg nor to vaunt myself do I ask your help. But only to save our beloved land and the world’s light; and should, in that fight, I die—and the fight be won—then my death would be more than welcome.”


  His eyes ranged around the table. “You have known the father. All of you have had favors from his hand and may have done him some. What claim he had upon you, I now ask, but can’t enforce. You have been oppressed; you know what awaits your people and your world. If you will give me men and swords to fight for Boorn’s freedom, then I will give my life, if that is what it takes. Risk I have to offer you, and liberty. Or safety and slavery can you choose by doing nothing. That choice is yours. I am no talker. God willing, I am better fighter. Thank you all.” And he sat down.


  For a long moment there was silence. Then the young Baron Luukah, untried in war, stood up. He was one of the few there who were in their cups. Batting his eyes, he frowned at Helmut. “But I can remember you,” he said thickly. “As… child. Not long ago. Jush little boy.”


  “Aye, m’lord,” said Helmut. “But I have lived some years since then.”


  “No.” Luukah shook his head violently. “No, jush a striplin’. You can’t expect me, a baron, to follow somebody so mush younger…”


  “I am not younger, m’lord, but some one or two years older, now,” said Helmut. “And with spurs I have won in battle.”


  “No! Don’ believe it. Trick some kind.” Luukah stepped backward over the bench, out onto the floor of the hall. Suddenly he drew his sword. “If you not… child, less see you disarm me. Not with that morning star—I mean with sword.” He waved his blade. “C’mon… C’mon…”


  “Sit down, Luukah,” said someone wearily.


  “No,” the lord insisted, “’F gonna follow man into battle, want proof he’s better man…”


  Helmut nodded. “Well said, m’lord. So put we both ourselves unto the test.” He walked around the table, held out the morning star to Sandivar. “Be so good as to unlash that.”


  When it was drawn away, a kind of sigh went up around the table at the livid stump revealed. Luukah stared, then brandished his sword. “I mean it, Helmut. If I can take your sword or score a cut—”


  “Then you shall lead the revolt against King Albrecht,” said the other wryly. He was aware of all the eyes riveted on him, and of Nissilda, even, watching from the balcony above. He drew Rage and advanced on Luukah.


  Luukah moved, very quickly, and suddenly Helmut knew he was up against something rarely encountered—the master swordsman. The young man was quick and graceful as a striking snake, and drunk or sober, his blade arm had its own life and its own intelligence. They laid blade to blade, then went at it, swing, thrust, parry, lunge, thrust, and swing. The blades rang in the Great Hall like chiming bells, and Luukah’s grinning face betrayed naught but confidence. Nor was it unjustified—especially with Helmut off balance because of the unaccustomed freedom from the morning star’s weight. So little as that could give an opponent the upper hand.


  Across the hall they fought and back again; and neither could disarm the other, nor even penetrate his guard. Sweat started from their foreheads, and Luukah’s breath came heavier. But there was no change in the clean rhythm of Helmut’s breathing; and now Helmut knew he had naught to fear; when lungs went, legs followed, and arms were not far behind. He waited patiently for that instant of disrhythm; and, as he pressed Luukah harder, it came. With a dazzling speed, a display of swordsmanship that brought the lords to their feet as one, Helmut moved in, apparently directly in the path of the chopping blade. Instead, he pried the sword from Luukah’s hand with Rage’s ringing blade and threw the weapon far across the hall. Then Luukah was helpless, with Rage’s point pressed hard against his throat.


  “So, Baron Luukah,” Helmut said, smiling. “The matter of age still disturbs you?”


  Luukah, gasping for breath, husked: “Quarter.”


  “No question of aught else.” Quickly Helmut sheathed his blade. As he turned back toward the table, the room was subtly different. Helmut, flushed, held out his right arm. Silently, Sandivar rebound the morning star.


  Before that was done, Luukah strode around the table, still panting, a tiny trickle of blood running from the scratch where Rage had just broken the skin across his Adam’s apple. “Helmut,” he said.


  Helmut turned, his hand away from sword hilt. “Aye, m’lord?”


  Luukah’s dark eyes met his. Then Luukah smiled. “I pledge you liege,” he said, and put out both hands and clapped Helmut’s left between his. “By Gods, I pledge you liege and life and fortune!” He whirled to face the others. “Nor dare you, be you men, to do less!”


  For a moment, the vast hall was unearthly silent. Then gaunt Count Bomas shoved back his chair, his wintry face and wintry eyes raking hard over Helmut. “Aye,” he said. “This man is surely great Sigrieth’s son, and I for one will pledge him liege and follow him where’er he leads.” His bony hand whipped a dagger from his belt and savagely sank its point into the table. “I say death to Albrecht! And I say, up with Morning Star!”


  And that began it. All at once the rafter timbers rang with voices. “Morning Star! Morning Star! Morning Star—!” And the lords of Boorn hurried forward to pledge their liege.


  CHAPTER XI


  


  At the Grancsay rendezvous below the Jaal, Albrecht sat his war-horse on a ridge and surveyed the great army ranked below him. Down on the plain, line after line of tents stretched seemingly to infinity; and each square of canvas housed its complement of half-wolves. The nickering and whinnying of their horses filled the air; the supper fires of those who cooked (many preferred raw meat) made a cloud of smoke; and the soldiers themselves moved here and there about the bivouac so that, from this distance, it was like watching a swarm of ants. A hundred thousand strong, this was surely the largest army ever assembled in Boorn.


  And yet—was it strong enough? Albrecht stirred uneasily in the saddle, the fingers of his right hand toying with his sword hilt. To conquer the Lands of Light, yes; no problem there. And soon his forces would be swollen by Kor’s thirty thousand barbarians—and a hundred thousand wolfmen were enough, too, to assure that Kor would be wiped out when Albrecht turned on him at last, after that Southern conquest. Though Kor valued highly the lives of his wife and son, the wife and son whom Albrecht had exchanged as hostages meant nothing to their husband and father. Women there were aplenty, and sons he could always sire; they were only pawns in a very intricate game. Use Kor to help him conquer the South, then turn on Kor, erase that threat always at his back, that dagger always at the throat of Boorn, and take the Dark Lands as his fiefdom, too. All carefully worked out in Albrecht’s head and confided yet to no one, not even loyal Eero, who sat his mount here beside him. And as well: strange matters were astirring in the South. Sorcery and revolution; and that cursed Morning Star.


  He had had dispatches once again this morning from his spies down there. The siege of Markau lifted, the Black Wolf dead—ah, that last struck him to the heart; Kierena dead, she with all her beauty and her sorcery… the only fitting mate he’d ever found, and now—She was a wizard, how had it happened? Only another wizard could have done it; and that meant, could only mean, Sandivar.


  So probably they’d have to fight before they ever reached the Lands of Light. The word this morning was that the lords were rising up against him, joining forces and melding armies into one. Other word, too, that the outlaw bands of ex-soldiers (it had amused him to think of them preying on those recalcitrant nobles down there) were coming in, as well, and adding their strength to that of Morning Star.


  Whom, they said, was Sigrieth’s bastard.


  But that, he thought, was surely absurd. Not a half year gone had he chopped the hand from that child, and no child could grow to manhood that swiftly, even had he survived the amputation and abandonment. Unless, of course—Sandivar, curse him, he thought. There again, it could be Sandivar…


  Then Eero growled: “Your Majesty—”


  Albrecht came back to the world and raised his scowling face. Then he heard it, a strange sullen moaning from afar.


  “They come,” said Eero. “Kor and the barbarians.”


  “Yes,” Albrecht said and waited.


  Louder grew that curious sound. Then they appeared: Kor and his fighting men. With the red of dying sun behind them, they topped a distant hill; and Albrecht drew in his breath with awe.


  For they were splendid on their great bulls, whose lowing and bellowing made that moan. Their helmets gleamed blood red in the sun, and pennons fluttered from their lance heads, and the last red sunlight danced along their broad-ax blades and on the dagger tips of the great horns of their riding bulls; and in the fore, with much pomp and panoply of savage sort, came Kor, his sable cloak thrown back, his silver-finished helm with its silver-and-steel bull horns all agleam, his great shoulders straight, his visage fierce. The huge red bull he rode snorted and curveted, tossed its horns and bellowed, and the sound was like a trumpet… He saw the camp and gestured, and turned his bull, and the barbarians followed him across the hilltop in what seemed an endless flowing river of fighting men. Albrecht let out that pent-up breath. With that army joined to his, no fear of Morning Star now! He smiled, and signaled Eero. “Let us go down.”


  


  “So it’s rebellion you have to cope with, eh?” said Kor, as they sat that night in Albrecht’s pavilion. “Your lords have rallied round the bastard?” His eyes narrowed and he grinned in his beard. “Perhaps we’d better wait right here until you’ve coped with them.”


  His face expressionless, Albrecht said, “I think not, Kor. You complained because the Lands of Light had little army. This will give your men something on which to stretch their muscles.”


  With the point of his dagger, Kor picked his teeth. “And pull your chestnuts from some very hot coals.”


  Albrecht spread his hands. “Which King of Boorn would you have to reckon with, friend Kor—myself or Sigrieth’s son?”


  Kor, frowning, thought about that. “Aye, we’ve worked well in harness so far, and great rewards beckon if we continue. But with Sigrieth’s seed, there’s no compromise. Still, this is something we’d not counted on.”


  “Have you fear of the one-handed bastard?” Albrecht rasped.


  Kor flipped his dagger high in the air; it came down point first and quivered in the wood of Albrecht’s table. “I fear no man,” he said harshly. “Nor half-wolf, either, for that matter. How many soldiers have they?”


  “At most, they raise forty thousand. We have more than three times that number.”


  “Aye,” said Kor, “but much of that not men at all—only half-wolves.”


  Albrecht flushed. “Be not contemptuous. They will fight, as you shall see.”


  “Summon Eero,” Kor said tersely.


  Albrecht hesitated, then gave a call. Immediately, Eero was there with them. “Your Majesty?”


  Kor rumbled: “Look at me, Eero.”


  Eero did. “No,” said Kor remorselessly. “I mean full in eye.”


  Eero’s clawed hands clenched nervously, but he met Kor’s pale stare. But five seconds was more than he could endure, and then he turned his head.


  Albrecht’s voice was savage. “You are dismissed. Leave us.”


  Eero growled something and strode out. When he had gone, Kor said roughly, “You see? They cannot look a human being in the eye. I doubt not that in numbers they are fierce. But something there is in them that, in the last chance, quails. There is too much wolf, not enough man.” He drained his tankard. “Besides,” he said, “I myself have fought against Sigrieth’s army in actions where we had him outnumbered two and three to one and come off second best. Sigrieth was like a demon, and inspired his men as well to demonhood. Sometimes he conjured up real demons…”


  “Sigrieth is dead.”


  Kor arose, went to the door of the pavilion, stared out at the vast confusion of the encampment; Albrecht looked at that blocky, ferocious figure outlined against the last light with hatred in his heart. When the battles were won, when the time had come, Kor’s barbarians would see how half-wolves could fight…


  Then Kor turned. “Yes,” he said, in a different tone. “Sigrieth is dead. And surely the Gods would not visit us with two of his like in so short a time.”


  “The one-handed man they call Morning Star is an impostor.” Albrecht said it quickly, and belief rang in his voice if not in his heart.


  Kor sat heavily. “Aye, likely. Give me more wine. Very well, we move tomorrow. Still, there is in me a foreboding—”


  


  All that week, the outlaws had come in. From every lair, covert and crevice in which a man in Boorn could hide, they came, in small bands or large ones—but however they rode, their tight discipline and quiet confidence, their responsiveness to their leaders showed their army training. These were ex-soldiers, veterans, the hard-bitten remnants of Sigreith’s army, dispossessed by half-wolves. Alike, they were motivated by hatred and revenge of Albrecht and Eero and all his kind; but they were not children to be led into battle by a child; and when the leathery officers and noncommissioned officers of the bands confronted Helmut, it was with clear, appraising, and dubious eye.


  But once they saw him, their doubts uniformly melted. Luukah had not fighting experience, and so could not recognize a fighting man; and Helmut thus had had to prove himself to him. But these tough and hardened leaders (most of whom had already heard of his exploits: the five men in the Neoroma alley; the detachment of half-wolves beyond the Frorwald; the battle in the forest) recognized him for what he was at once. Something in his eyes and in the set of his mouth; the way he wore his sword; that imposing weight of steel at the end of his wrist; and, above all, his quiet, lack of bluster, the knack for giving terse, clear orders—these won them over with magical speed.


  And so, overnight, the plain outside of Markau, where once the wolves had prowled, became an armed camp of men. Truly, it was a raggle-taggle force, poorly supplied, but it grew in numbers every day. Inspecting it with Hagen, Helmut was pleased. “We have full ten thousand here.”


  “Aye,” said Hagen as they rode back through the town gate. “And my forces and those of the other lords will swell the total when we rendezvous at Alserbach. I think a shade over forty thousand may we gather. But you know the intelligence from Sandivar. His harriers and falcons circle daily over Albrecht’s camp at Grancsay and bring him word. And now Kor has joined him, is supplied, their armies melded; and I think tomorrow they will move.”


  “So shall we,” said Helmut.


  “Before we do,” said Hagen, “though you have a thousand details nagging at you, it would pleasure me should you find a few minutes to walk with Nissilda and take a leave of her that will give her some comfort. She fears for me, aye; but she fears for you as well.”


  “I shall do that,” Helmut said. “But you know, Hagen—”


  “Aye. Sandivar has told me. Yet it is more than passing possible that neither of us will see her ever again. This is not a light task we undertake, nor are many likely to come out of it unscathed. If the memories she has of us are last ones, let them also be pleasant ones.”


  “I think now, when Vengeance is stabled, I shall ask her to walk with me in the garden.”


  Hagen nodded. “That were well.” He twisted in the saddle. They had ridden to the castle entrance, on its hill inside the town, and now they could overlook the plain, with its encampment. “Do you feel it?” he asked. “There is a change in weather. The sky’s o’ercast, and the wind is rising.”


  “Aye,” said Helmut.


  “It is a portent that I do not like.”


  “Perhaps it’s one for Albrecht.”


  “Perhaps.” Hagen swung down and handed reins to a lackey. “I’ll tell Nissilda you’ll be waiting in the garden.”


  


  The rose shattered; the wind, fiercer now and with an edge of cold, blew its pink petals wheeling and drifting across the grass. Nissilda shivered. “Indeed,” she said. “It is early, but the year is waning. Fall comes on—and then winter.”


  “Of course,” said Helmut. “Winter always comes. And then spring again…” But the sky had indeed gone lead gray, and the air was full of chill. They walked on down the path; and she held his arm that ended in the morning star.


  “And so tomorrow you must go,” she said.


  “Aye.”


  “And then the battle. So few against so many.”


  “But Albrecht fights from greed and fear; and Kor for plunder only. We few fight from other motives: to restore Boorn as the world’s keystone; to stand between half-wolves and humanity. To keep the dark from falling.”


  She looked at the sky. “It falls already.”


  “But it can be rolled back if we are strong and fortunate.” He spread his cloak and drew her inside it against the chill.


  “Mayhap—only… so much cast on the single throw. And they so many more than you and…” Her voice faltered. “Sandivar. Could not he use his magic?” Her fingers squeezed his arm. Could he not conjure up other troops with sorcery or hurl lightning bolts—?”


  “He has used all sorcery that he’s allowed. Should he hurl lightning bolts, you could warrant that the other side would find a sorcerer who would hurl them back—and thus began the Worldfire. No, what we seek now—peace, safety, and sunlight for humanity—must be bought as always in the only coin valid: risk and courage. When last things come to last things, man’s strength and bravery and his love of the home for which he fights must be the strongest wizardry of all. There is no other way.”


  “Aye,” she said. “In that, you must be right. But for a woman, such things are difficult to fathom. Still, there is a pride in me that my father goes, that you go, to fight for things with meaning; and that must sustain me ere you come back.” She halted, and she was trembling a little. “May I give you a favor to wear?”


  He said nothing. From about her throat she unbound a scarf and, pulling free of his cloak, wrapped it about his upper arm above the morning star. “Will you wear it?” she asked. “Will you wear my favor?”


  “With pleasure,” said he, looking down into her eyes. “But, Nissilda, you must not be misled. Inside, I am badly crippled; I cannot love.”


  “I know,” she said. “But I can.” Then she stood on tiptoe, her lips brushed his, and she whirled and ran quickly away. Helmut remained motionless until she had disappeared in the hedge’s maze. Presently, he let out a long breath, his hand caressing the perfumed gauze bound on the other arm. Then he strode away, sword gear clanking. There was much he had to do.


  CHAPTER XII


  


  Long before dawn, in the teeth of a cold wind coming from the north, the army moved. They had made good distance when the day broke, cold and gray as the belly of a fish, the lowering clouds nevertheless streaked with a strange, forbidding light. Despite his heavy cloak, Helmut shivered. “This is a grayness that I have seen before,” he said to Sandivar.


  They rode at the army’s head, Helmut on Vengeance, Rage swinging at his belt, Death and Destruction loping tirelessly at his stirrup-irons. Waddle’s deceptive, shambling gait matched the war-horse’s without difficulty. Hagen took the rear, with his own men, to keep the massive column moving.


  “Aye,” said Sandivar. “I can imagine where.”


  “There we fought all our battles in such murk.” Fog blew before them in tatters, and the wind keened. He turned in the saddle, looked at the marching column, mostly foot, with cavalry on either flank. “Well, mayhap it shall be my portion again, that endless underworld of battle, ere this is over. If so, I warrant I’ll have company.”


  He turned forward once again and drew his cloak about him. There was, now, really, nothing to think about. Sandivar had verified by those aerial spies of his, the birds of prey, that Albrecht was indeed in motion southward toward them. And they went north to meet him, and when the two armies collided, they would decide the fate of mankind for centuries yet to come. And yet, thought Helmut now, it was a battle that had been fought so often through the aeons. Let light glow forth, and always someone came to stamp it out—or try. Perhaps that was man’s fate—by learning, to see god-hood; and, by his greeds and lusts, always to have it snatched away from him.


  But maybe, if he could win this battle, at last there would be peace. One thing certain—if he lost it, Boorn, the Lands of Light, all civilization were lost as well. He could only try, offer his courage and his blood as sacrifice.


  Beneath his cloak, his good hand crept over to touch the filmy scarf still bound round his upper right arm. Frozen within, yes; yet odd how much strength the gauze lent to him when his fingertips touched it. And after all—what was frozen could thaw. He felt again the brush of Nissilda’s lips. Well, he had that much more to fight for, anyhow. If anyone could thaw him, it must be she…


  On they rode to Alserbach, a crossroads at another vast plain, where the lords had gathered. Here another great encampment, with cooking fires burning and horses stamping and whickering in the cold. To the summons sent around, nearly every lord of Boorn had responded; a few sent no answer at all, afraid of Albrecht, yet unwilling to be against Sigrieth’s son. With those he would deal harshly when he had the crown. But as for now, it pleasured and heartened him to see how many of them had come and what men they’d brought with them—tough ex-soldiers, like those who followed him. And surely, all told, they would tally forty thousand.


  That night, he conferred with the lords in his pavilion, which bore a pennon with a morning star device. Another of Sandivar’s hawks had wheeled in; and the old man said: “They camp tonight at Rabohene—Albrecht, Kor, their army.”


  “So.” Helmut bent over a map. “They marched so far today; tomorrow so far again. And if we make our rate tomorrow as it was today, then the two of us collide right here.” His finger touched a spot.


  The lords looked at one another. “The Moor of Yrawnn,” said Hagen.


  Luukah shook his head. “Outnumbered as we are, that were a bad place to do battle. The Moor is level as this table top, wide and open, and with their superior numbers they could there engulf us.” His fingers moved up the map. “If we hurry, we could catch them here, in rough country, where, perhaps, we could maneuver.”


  Hagen smiled grimly. “And exhaust our men and horses ere we fight. No, Luukah, you do not understand. Fighting on the Moor of Yrawnn, we shall have some slight advantage—not against the wolfmen, but against the barbarians.”


  “You are right,” said Luukah. “I do not understand.”


  “But Kor will. Great victories and great defeats are both long celebrated in the barbarian camps. It was here that Sigrieth’s army dealt the barbarians under Gondor, Kor’s father, their greatest defeat.”


  “Aye, I’ve heard of that battle. The barbarians poured into Boorn in force, and Sigrieth rallied but a quarter of their number. They clashed on Yrawnn, and by the good chance of a heavy fog, Sigrieth’s movements were concealed from Gondor’s. He took full advantage and did such slaughter that the barbarians fled and no house in Gondor’s kingdom that did not wail its dead. But what has that to do with now? We shall not have such fog to help us—at least it were a miracle should we.”


  “Who knows?” said Helmut. “These days are gray. Be that as it might, the barbarian legend is that my father on that day conjured up very demons from the underworld to fight by him—how else could so few defeat so many? If aught come to give us advantage in the battle, then perhaps their superstitions will undermine their courage—Anyhow, we shall fight on the Moor of Yrawnn. Now, to bed, good gentlemen; tomorrow is another hard day’s march.”


  When they had left, all but Sandivar, who shared the pavilion, the old man said, “You sounded very confident.”


  “A general must, always. Besides, many times has my father told me of that battle. The hills through which we pass tomorrow are so curved that the wind blows always south to north across the moor, its gale continuous.”


  “Yes,” said Sandivar, “we shall have the wind at our backs, for what that’s worth.”


  “Which may be much or nothing,” Helmut said, and slumped down at the table. With his good hand, he rubbed his eyes. “By the Gods,” he said, “I am weary. Though little time has passed for you, ten years now have I fought in terrible combat, hardly ceasing, and now that I come back to this clean earth, still it goes on. And I am tired of combat, Sandivar; and tired, too, of being frozen within, unable to love, unable to smile. I had not known how great the price would be when I consented to pay it. To be an emperor with an empress whom I cannot love; to father children at whom I cannot smile; to remain the killing machine only that you and that decade down there have made of me—But, hells and devils! What Boorn needs now, I reckon, is indeed a machine for killing, so perhaps all is as well.” He drank a great draught of wine and slammed down the tankard.


  Sandivar was silent. Then he said: “It was not lightly done, the thing I did. But it was necessary. Still, no sacrifice have I asked of you that my own flesh and spirit did not make as well; for in that, we are one flesh and spirit.”


  Helmut turned and stared at him. “What mean you?”


  “I mean that I am your grandfather,” said Sandivar, “and your mother was my daughter; and had it not been for the sorceress Kierena—she who was the Black Bitch-wolf—and my own lust and foolishness, perhaps she would today be yet alive. What you have suffered has been naught to what I have endured, within, here, where a rat of remorse has gnawed since first you saw the light of day.” And he touched his breast.


  Helmut still stared, wordlessly.


  “But time now that you know,” said Sandivar. “You were told your mother died in bearing you, but that was not the case. She died the victim, brokenhearted, of a court intrigue. Let me explain.” He poured more wine.


  “Albrecht’s sister, who was your father’s wife and Gustav’s mother, was a bride of arrangement only. Then, hunting, one fine day, Sigrieth halted at the hideaway in the Frorwald where I lived, widowed, with my daughter; and there, in Tessa—she was but eighteen at the time—he found his one true love. We were brought to the court, where the termagant, Albrecht’s sister, the Empress, had her own lovers; and the arrangement might have gone well had not Albrecht, seeing how deeply Sigrieth loved poor Tessa, feared that someday she might displace his sister as Empress. So when you were born, he began a court intrigue against her that so deeply shamed her that, at last, she killed herself—and Sigrieth never learned the why…” Sandivar shook his head. “It was a brutal, foul, and slanderous campaign against one so young…”


  Helmut digested this. Then he said, “If you were at the court, why did you not put a stop to it?”


  “I was no longer there.” Sandivar stared down at the dirt floor of the pavilion. “There was a woman of the court—black loveliness—who also sought the Empress’ throne, and thought she might achieve it through sorcery. Kierena.” His voice was dry. “One thing in life she wanted—the throne of Empress of the Gray Lands. She thought that sorcery might help her get it; and, knowing me proficient in that art, she used her charms upon me. I was not then so old and withered, nor proof against what I thought was love. So I yielded, and taught her more than I ever should. Your father, learning of this, and sorcery forever banned in Boorn, had no choice but to invoke his edict, and she and I both were exiled. Nor…” his voice faltered, “saw I her again until the other day, on a path in the Frorwald.”


  He stood up. “Well, there you have it. You are my flesh. My liaison with Kierena separated me from Boorn, and, unable to prevent disaster, I learned in helplessness of death after death: my daughter’s; Sigrieth’s; Gustav’s; all as Albrecht worked his plots to get the throne. You I managed to rescue, but only you. Meanwhile, Kierena, seeing Albrecht, who had always lusted after her, with the crown, came back to Boorn. I had taught her lycanthropy; and this fitted in well with his plans. Thus—” he drank wine, “whoever died outside of Markau I have on my soul’s reckoning. But that’s another matter. I have done all I can to make amends. I have used all magic that I am allowed to use. The rest is up to you, to every fighting man out there, and to the Gods.”


  The tent was silent for a very long while, as Helmut looked at Sandivar. Then Helmut strode forward, placed his good hand on the old man’s shoulder, and said, “All right, Grandfather. We shall not fail you. I would even love you, if I could love.”


  “Perhaps you will, someday,” the old man said. “It was not with light heart, believe me, that I sent you to the other world. But given strength of spirit and greatness of heart, there is a chance, however small, that whatever damage has been done can someday be undone. Meanwhile, disregard me and my welfare. Think of yourself and how the battle can be won.”


  “Oh,” said Helmut, “that I know. Or at least I think I do. In the morning I shall give order that along the line of march each soldier must cut himself half a hundredweight of green boughs and bring them with him.”


  “What?” said Sandivar, startled.


  “Surprised? In war, all is surprise.” Helmut gestured. “Now go to bed, good Sandivar… I mean, Grandfather.”


  Sandivar stared at him, then nodded. “Aye,” he said. “Aye, I go.”


  And when he had, Helmut strode outside the tent and stood there, staring at the cloud-hung sky overhead, the cold wind cutting at his flesh. And he was there for a long time, for he had much to think about.


  


  With his thirty thousand fighting men strung out behind him in loose order in the barbarian fashion, Kor, with his lieutenants, rode head-on into a cutting twilight wind. “In faith,” he grumbled, “it is colder here than in our homeland. I do not like this.” With his sable cloak pulled about him, he squinted at the gray sky. “I should like to be across the Moor of Yrawnn ere dark. It is a place ghost-haunted and drear. Lead on at a fast clip,” he told Yono, his second-in-command. “I will ride across the army and confer with Albrecht.”


  “Aye,” said Yono. “We will move smartly.” It was evident that he had no lust either to spend the night on the bleak and level tableland that stretched away before them, scattered with boulders here and there, its grass sparse, the wind whistling unrestrained. To cross it would mean marching after dark, for the sun was nearly down; but that was better by far than camping for a night on its unwholesome and—to the men of the Lands of Darkness—unholy vastness.


  So Kor put his battle-bull to its fastest, lumbering gait; and the great red creature, though it had marched all day, made good time across the front of that tremendous army. When he came up to Albrecht, the King of Boorn had dismounted, and his pavilion was being pitched.


  Kor swung down off the bull. “Ho, King Albrecht.”


  “Aye, King Kor?”


  “Surely you are not halting for the night? We must still cross the Moor of Yrawnn.”


  Albrecht pulled the gauntlet off his right hand and slapped it in his left. “My messenger did not reach you?”


  “No message have I had since forenoon.”


  “Then the two of you must have crossed each other. I have word from spies; the armies of Morning Star approach. By nightfall they will reach the farther edge of the Moor. We must halt and prepare for battle on the morrow.”


  For a moment, Kor was silent. Then he began to curse. When he was through cursing, he slammed his helmet savagely to the ground, then picked it up. “That cannot be!”


  “But it must!”


  “No!” Kor roared. “We’ll ride on across the Moor tonight and meet them on different ground tomorrow!” He turned and gestured at that bleak and level wasteland, seemingly infinite in its reach, that lay before them. “That is the most unfortunate piece of ground in all the world for my people! There Sigrieth summoned from the depths of all the hells warriors of supernatural strength to cut us down in a battle that we still feel the effects of! Every man of my army knows the Moor of Yrawnn and dreads it! We cannot fight upon it—”


  He broke off, for Albrecht was staring at him strangely. Then Albrecht said, “That’s only legend. My father was with Sigrieth in that battle. There were no troops from any hells. Only the fighting men of Boorn, and a heavy fog that distorted shapes and altered all appearances and gave Sigrieth latitude to strike where’er he chose… But nothing supernatural. It was a natural battle.”


  Kor’s pale blue eyes turned to slits. His breath wheezed from his nostrils. “Call you my father a liar and a coward? He was there and told me of it. Monsters did arise, and apparitions; skeletons and corpses unkillable by mortal man! Think you he would have been defeated by a force much smaller if that were not the case?” Kor’s hand rested on his sword hilt.


  “All right, King Kor.” Albrecht raised a gauntleted hand. “But still, our horses, our foot soldiers, and your bulls are tired—is this not true? If we thunder and blunder across this moor, and encounter Morning Star’s army in the darkness, who knows what outcome?” He gripped Kor’s wrist. “My spies are accurate: not above forty thousand has he; and we have three and nearly four that number, and there is no terrain for trickery out there on the Moor: it is flat and open, and wherever he is, we can seek him out and kill him without artifice. Not so if we move on, into hills or forest. Here we can swamp him, three or four to one; and we need fear no other mortal. There will be no apparitions and no ghosts—”


  “You do not know!” cried Kor. “You do not know!”


  “I know that no devils from hell e’er rode across the Moor of Yrawnn, but only Sigrieth’s soldiers. And I have so many half-wolves—”


  “Aye. Then your half-wolves go first.”


  “We must make a joint attack.”


  “If we camp here tonight, Albrecht, you take your army first against him, and we wait. Then, if no foul creatures rise—”


  “All right, all right,” said Albrecht wearily. “Think you not that a hundred thousand half-wolves can conquer forty thousand men?”


  “As a man, frankly, no.”


  “Then you shall see,” said Albrecht. “But you are in reserve, and you shall come on my command.”


  “Aye,” said Kor grudgingly. “That, then, will I acknowledge. We shall be in reserve and come upon your command.”


  “Perhaps,” said Albrecht thinly, “you will not even wet a sword.”


  “We will wet our blades ere this is over. But spirits do not bleed.”


  Albrecht laughed shortly. “Maybe not. Anyhow, tell your army to stop, as I tell mine. And to prepare for battle in the morning, for I think, when dawn comes, you’ll see Sigrieth’s bastard yonder on the opposite side of the moor…”


  


  That day’s march was a long, hard one. Darkness had already fallen when Helmut’s army came out of rolling country to the level terrain which, he knew, was the Moor’s southern edge. There he reined in Vengeance sharply, for in the distance it seemed as if all the stars of heaven had fallen to earth and glittered there—the campfires of Albrecht’s army.


  “So,” said Hagen by him, with anticipation. “The enemy.” The old noble’s voice fairly hissed with a lust for vengeance.


  “Aye,” said Helmut. He swung down from Vengeance, and the two wolfhounds, Death and Destruction, nuzzled against him. He stroked them absently; then, to Luukah, who served as his adjutant, he said: “I want all the green wood and dry gathered today brought up to this line. You know the plan we have discussed. When all is in readiness, then they may eat of what was cooked extra this morning; but we shall have no fires tonight.”


  “Yes, m’lord,” said Luukah, and he disappeared.


  “Now,” said Helmut, staring thoughtfully at the glittering fires across the tableland, “I want me a half-wolf.”


  “What?” ejaculated Hagen; but Helmut had already turned to Sandivar. “Grandfather, tell the dogs in the way you have exactly what I want. I’m sure there’re half-wolf spies enough on prowl out there. I want them to bring one in to me, alive and unharmed.”


  “Aye,” said Sandivar, and dropped to his knees between the great beasts. They stood taut as bowstrings for a moment; then whined and suddenly coursed off into the darkness. Sandivar arose. “They will bring you one. Alive.”


  “Aye, good.” Helmut stared into the darkness. “Well, tomorrow we all pay our reckoning. Grandfather, you’re sure you have no further magic that would aid us?”


  “None allowable. Oh, had we but time, I could recruit new armies of boars and bears, perhaps, from other regions; but then, had we time, you could, too, recruit more men.”


  “Yes,” said Helmut. “Or, for that matter, build great war machines which I have learned the secrets of, and the like of which have ne’er been seen on earth since long before the Worldfire. Machines for throwing huge rocks and burning pitch and things more unbelievable than that, of which you and I have read, Grandfather. But since there is no time to make my knowledge useful, I suppose it will all come down tomorrow to the raw clash of knight against knight, and the pikeman ramming, and horse crashing hard against horse, and blade ringing loud on blade—”


  “Be not regretful,” Sandivar said. “There are no war machines better than a stout arm and great courage. The others—well, your enemies quickly learn to build them too, and better them; and if you introduce them in this world, you may regret it.”


  “Mayhap you’re right,” said Helmut, and paced back and forth in silence, waiting. The wind on his back, from the south, was strong and cold and seemed to mourn as it blew across the moor. Sandivar huddled up against Waddle to keep warm, but Helmut felt no cold: only a pulsing excitement he was almost unable to contain. He thought of Albrecht’s face above him, and of the ax blade poised, and his hand dropped instinctively to the hilt of Rage. To pay that score, he thought, my father’s and poor Gustav’s—that were well worth it all, even if I cannot love… Nissilda’s face swam before him, too, for a moment, but it softened him somehow, and he put it away. Then there was an incredible chorus of growls and snarls and fearful howling beyond the outposts on the plain. “Alert there!” Helmut snapped to guards along the line. “If it’s my dogs, let them and their captive through!”


  It was indeed the hounds, the catch they’d made a good one. A captain of the half-wolf infantry; and Death held one of his forearms locked between his jaws and Destruction the other, and that way, with pressure that could chop both arms in two at the slightest resistance, they dragged the creature into camp.


  By then, Helmut’s pavilion had been raised and a candle lit within. There Helmut confronted the captain, smiling grimly. The dogs still held him, and the creature’s lips were writhed in a sickly snarl of fear.


  “Well, Captain,” Helmut said, staring at him. “Do you know me?”


  The half-wolf shook his head. “I am the son of Sigrieth, sometimes called Helmut, sometimes Morning Star… Careful, stand steady, or you lose your hands and bleed to death. Now, I want intelligence of your army. When do your masters attack, and who leads the assault, and who remains in reserve?”


  The half-wolf’s voice was a whimper. “I know not all that. I am not privy to the councils of the great—”


  “You lead a company,” Helmut said coldly. “You know full well what time that company must be prepared for the assault. You know, too, which element of the army is forward and which is rear.”


  The half-wolf summoned defiance. Helmut said, gently: “Death. Destruction.” Slowly the great jaws tightened. Then the half-wolf howled.


  “Enough,” said Helmut. “You’ll speak now?”


  The half-wolf nodded. Tongue lolling, panting hard, he said: “We are to attack at dawn. King Albrecht leads; King Kor and his men remain in reserve, behind us.”


  Helmut nodded. “The knowledge that we know their plans cannot make them change them in any substantial way; and so you have your life and are released to return to your command to fight on the morrow. But first, two messages must you deliver.”


  “And those are—?” growled the creature.


  “One,” said Helmut, “to King Albrecht. Tell the good King that the small son of Sigrieth remembers well the day that King Albrecht served as axman. Tell him that through sorcery I am now grown, and on the morrow I will challenge him. And tell him that ere the dust settles on the Moor of Yrawnn tomorrow, what he did to my hand, I shall do to his head. Can you remember that?” His eyes blazed. “What he did to my hand I shall do to his head.”


  The half-wolf turned his face away. “Aye, m’lord, I can remember.”


  “And this to King Kor—and you must go to him in person with it. Tell him this: my father’s army lead I—the same army that defeated Gondor here full many years ago. The same army—he must understand. An army of the dead, summoned from darkness and gray deeps, which neither he nor all his bulls can conquer. Tell him the Moor of Yrawnn’s bad luck for him; and that if he fights here, he’ll die here, too. You have that?”


  “Aye, m’lord…”


  “Then…” Helmut turned to Sandivar. “Order the dogs to take him out and turn him loose. Under no conditions are they to kill him, unless first he tries to escape.”


  “I’ll not, I’ll not,” the half-wolf whimpered; and then the two hounds had pulled him back out into darkness.


  Hagen was staring at Helmut. “Do you think he’ll deliver those messages?”


  “The one to his master Albrecht—aye—and probably lose his head in Albrecht’s rage for his trouble. But by that time, he will have told others of the one to Kor; and both messages will race around the army over there and multiply a thousand times. When Kor awakens in the morning, he’ll hear we command a vast army of the damned, waiting for him, as once they waited here for Gondor.”


  “Perhaps,” said Hagen.


  “All war’s perhaps,” said Helmut lightly. “Now, good Hagen, let’s have some rest. For we’re up early in the morning; mankind’s last battle starts at dawn.” And, coolly, he threw himself down on some pillows to rest. The last thing he saw as consciousness was blotted out was Nissilda’s face… But there was no time to dream, for then it was morning, and he must up and gird himself for combat.


  CHAPTER XIII


  


  At early daylight, a tiercel circled high above the Moor and watched the armies form. Below, gray tatters of mist and fog were whipped away by the cold south wind; but there was to be no sunlight; only a strange corpse-flesh colored glow from the bellies of the clouds not far above. Had the tiercel had an eye for aught but prey, it might have been impressed by what it saw down there, in that eerie light.


  On the north side of the Moor: first Albrecht. He was resplendent in armor beautifully made and etched and filled with intricate goldwork. The banners of Boorn, the Gray Lands Empire, and Wolfsheim fluttered overhead, as three flag-bearers trailed him wherever he went. Just now, in the first light, he was inspecting the ranks of horsemen formed up in companies across the moor.


  Half-wolves were they, but half-wolves well equipped in all required for warfare. Their chargers were the best of Boorn, large, yet fleet, though not, perhaps, entirely reconciled as yet to bearing half-wolves instead of men. Their horse gear was solid and ornate. Their lances, bearing Wolfsheim’s arms upon their pennons, were socketed and braced upright. A vast and awe-inspiring army made they, stretching seemingly almost to infinity. And behind them was another just as large, of pikemen and bowmen. Albrecht felt his heart swell with renewed confidence. That message last night had shaken him; he had not slept well. But looking at all this vast force at his disposal, his unease vanished. Nothing in the world could stand against this army.


  He said as much to Kor, who rode beside him on the inspection, on his blood-red bull with black-tipped horns. “Nothing in the world can stand against this army.”


  Kor spat into the dust. “Ghosts and spirits can.”


  Albrecht jerked rein; and his great steed pawed the air. When it came down, he said ferociously: “I’ll show you what ghosts and spirits do! You still believe that foolishness they fed into that captain to weaken your resolve?”


  “Foolishness, is it?” snarled Kor. “Then I’m a fool?” His hand whipped to his sword.


  “Nay, not so! Apology for the heat with which I spoke.” Albrecht said it quickly. He looked at the massive, gleaming, steel-clad, and fierce rank of the barbarian forces on their bulls, disposed well behind the half-wolves. The great bulls lowed; and they pawed the ground and snorted, and their horns rattled against one another; and their riders, with small round shields, broadswords, and broad-axes, sat at the ready, controlling them easily with strong arms. “We must not let the clever bastard rip our friendship, or no spirits or ghosts will he need. In the event, we’ll try him first, we wolfmen; and when the necessity arises, you’ll come in as well.”


  “Aye,” said Kor. “We’ll come in, if you get whipped.”


  Albrecht looked at him savagely, but said nothing. Kor kicked the bull and rode through a lane in Albrecht’s army to join his own men.


  “M’lord,” said Albrecht’s adjutant, Eero.


  Albrecht nodded. “Give the order to advance,” said he hoarsely, and he reined around.


  Behind him, Eero howled: “Fooorrrrwarrrrrrddddd!” And the drums began to roll. Albrecht, lance steadied, put his charger at a smart trot, aware of the thunder of hooves behind him, enough to make the ground shake.


  


  And to the south: the tiercel, at the top of its spiral, looked that way. But it had to wheel and dip because the wind blew from the south so strongly.


  Below, what seemed, in contrast to Albrecht’s army, a thin line of horsemen sat drawn up, three or four ranks deep but very short and easily outflanked. Their lances, too, were at the ready; and there were footsoldiers to support them, with pikes and bows. Behind these, fires burned brightly in a straight row all the way across the Moor; and beside each fire was piled several hundredweight of fresh-cut green boughs. Each fire was tended by two men, though it were hard to spare any from the ranks. And in front of this army, Helmut, Sigrieth’s bastard, sat in his fine armor of the steel of the Dolo dwarfs, atop the great white charger Vengeance, with Death and Destruction at his stirrup-irons, curveting and whining with impatience. His morning star hand rested on the saddle pommel; his real hand, gauntleted, clutched the hilt of the sword, Rage, ready to draw it and lay about him when the time came.


  On his right sat Hagen, armored and ready on his own war-horse. On his left was Sandivar, mounted on Waddle. The other lords were scattered up and down the line with their men, whose armor gleamed and lance pennons fluttered in the corpse-pale light. Then there came a sound as of distant, rolling thunder; and Helmut and Hagen and Sandivar and the whole army stood up in their stirrups and squinted into the fog-tattered gray of dawn.


  What they saw there filled them all with awe. “By the Gods!” Hagen whispered. “Ne’er have I seen so many soldiers in one front. Look at them come! Look at them come!”


  “Steady,” said Helmut calmly, and touched his arm. “Remember, each of those is but half a man.”


  Still, they were a marvelous sight to behold; fifty thousand mounted and fifty thousand foot, and Helmut felt his heart thudding, a wild exuberance singing in him. He snapped orders to Luukah. “Archers forward and fires ready.”


  “Aye,” said Luukah, and relayed the order. Moving up through Helmut’s horse soldiers came the archers, their quivers packed with long, straight shafts, their powerful bows strung and at the ready. This much advantage had they; because of the structure of their clawed hands, half-wolves were indifferent bowmen; but these human soldiers had been well trained with longbows that drew near a hundred pounds, and not a man of them but was an expert.


  Now they made a solid phalanx out before the army, waiting. It was, thought Helmut, a pity there were so few. Had there been enough, that mounted charge would ne’er succeed. He watched it thunder toward him; the whole northern horizon of the Moor was lined with Albrecht’s army now, and the thunder rolled much louder. But they would not gallop yet; and so he snapped the orders again. “All stand fast.”


  Meanwhile, the archers marched on forward. Each man nocked an arrow—and waited. In that moment, it seemed to Helmut, the whole world waited—and held its breath, and the thunder came nearer and nearer, and now the opposing army was at the gallop.


  


  Albrecht was neither novice at warfare nor was he coward, and riding at his army’s van, the big war-horse moving smoothly under him, his strong yet cleverly articulated armor encasing him fully, he felt no fear, only exhilaration. There they were, drawn up in line, the smoke from their breakfast fires blowing toward him. And, ah, they had their archers to the fore, in Sigrieth’s style, hoping with their shafts dispatched from far away to pierce armor of man and horse alike and send the charging half-wolves into panic and confusion. Well, some would he lose, but not enough to hurt; and he himself was safe, for his own armor, and his horse’s could withstand any longbow arrow. There were not many archers and not many horse and not many footmen, and his army was spread out on a wide enough front so that when the centers met, his flanks could swing around and completely encircle what there were. There would be fierce fighting, but he welcomed that; he counted himself the equal of any warrior. And this crushing of the revolutionists before the frightened Kor would shame Kor and the barbarians and awe them, and make them easier prey when the time came for Albrecht’s army to turn against them. So he spurred his war-horse, eager for the impact of collision, and fixed his lance.


  


  “Now!” Helmut said, and brought his arm down hard.


  The archers loosed their arrows, then drew and loosed again and yet again and on and on—and the sky was suddenly full of arcing shafts that found their marks in Albrecht’s army. Some horses reared and fought when they were pierced; some half-wolves fell from saddle; there was some faltering and some confusion, but this was such a mighty army that the whole effort of the archers was like pricking a dragon with a pin. Helmut had not expected much more than that, but Hagen had; and he made a sound of disappointment in his throat as Albrecht’s army came on steadily and undeterred.


  “They are closing,” he said, “and we have not hurt them yet.”


  “We will,” said Helmut. “In a moment.” And now he turned in the saddle once again and waved to the men who tended the fires behind the lines. Those men picked up great armloads of the cut green boughs and threw them on the fire, and suddenly a wall of smoke arose—then, whipped by the south wind, blew forward.


  Then Rage leaped from its scabbard; and Helmut waved it. The archers were running back behind the lines. “Charge!” he bellowed, and his trumpeter blew a blast. He reined Vengeance to the left and kicked him hard with spurs. The great horse leaped forward, and his hooves thundered on the ground. The dogs ran ahead; and the whole army followed Helmut, changing front immediately. The smoke, pushed by the constant wind, rolled ahead of him, whipped around him like pungent fog. He dropped the reins, for now Vengeance would manage himself, and readied too the right fist, the morning star. The smoke obscured everything. It whipped and billowed and rolled. Then he saw vague shapes looming out of it, mounted half-wolves bearing Wolfsheim’s coat of arms. And then there was collision and shock of battle.


  Now Rage was never idle, nor the morning star. Nor for that matter was great Vengeance, who, with a sudden spring, a capriole, could destroy a mounted half-wolf with his hind hooves and another with his forefeet. Nor were his jaws without business, either; Helmut saw those great teeth fasten on a half-wolf’s head and drag the screaming creature from the saddle.


  He slashed and slashed again, as mounted half-wolves closed with him; and at each blow, Rage claimed a victim. A half-wolf captain threw his horse against Vengeance at full tilt, trying to knock the mighty stallion down. Instead, his own went over from the impact; the half-wolf jumped nimbly free—only to die under the down-hammering impact of the morning star.


  And above the turmoil, Helmut’s voice rose like a trumpet. “Boorn and Victory!” For there was no time to lose. They must dispose of the right wing of Albrecht’s army, their movements masked by Helmut’s smoke screen, before the center and the left could halt their charge, turn on them, and take them from the rear…


  


  At full gallop, Albrecht braced himself for collision. There was none, for all at once before him loomed a gray, opaque, and rolling wall of smoke or fog, he knew not which, and what lay behind it no man could tell. Within his helm, his jaw dropped; then he gasped and coughed as pungency of burning leaves filled his lungs. A moment more without impact, and he understood—behind this wall of smoke, that army had suddenly changed front and had concentrated its whole force on a single wing of his. What he must do was turn about and take it from the rear. But he could not. The half-wolves behind him could not see and, dare he halt, he would be trampled to the earth. When fifty thousand mounted men were charging, one did not stop and turn them on a pinhead.


  And so helplessly drove he on through the wall of smoke, though now he caught the sounds of combat to his right. The big war-horse, its heaving lungs full of all that sharpness, coughed, and he felt its flanks working beneath his thighs like a bellows. In a fury, he struck down a single man emerging from the mist—a footman with an armload of green boughs, and then the horse had jumped the fires and was out of the smoke. And still he could not stop, with all that thunder hard on his heels. His whole army must come through the smoke ere he could turn them and bring them back…


  And there they came, all gasping and choking, red tongues lolling, red eyes running. Nor were their mounts much better; but now he could regain control. He called to Eero and his officers, and waving swords and lances, blowing trumpets, they sought desperately to get the army turned. Then, as all was confusion, horses milling, half-wolves growling, horns blaring, and no one with room to move, there was more thunder from behind. A great white horse emerged from the billowing smoke, and Albrecht’s heart jumped as he saw the iron fist its rider waved. Behind him came twenty thousand more and another twenty thousand foot; and they hit that wall of jammed-up, confused, and off-center half-wolves with the shock of a hammer striking iron. Nor did they strike its center, but its left wing, ignoring Albrecht while he stood in his stirrups and screamed and his trumpeter blared blast after blast. But that attack knocked one whole flank of Albrecht’s army loose, detached it and scattered it, while Albrecht tried to rally the still intact center to smash it. And now pandemonium reigned, with horses screaming and half-wolves howling and swords swinging, and war cries rising. “Boorn and Victory! Boorn and Victory!” Over and over a deep voice shouted that one, and Albrecht, knowing that was the instrument of his defeat, if he were to be defeated, tried desperately to fight his way through to it; he had no fear of that one-handed man, and as soon as he could cut him down—


  But he could not make it through the press, and now the half-wolves were breaking all around him. Something about this determined assault of men had cowed them in a way that he had not counted on—when the odds were with them, there were no fiercer fighters. And, indeed, along with reddened swords, many of them now had reddened muzzles as well. Yet, they were breaking, and the reserves must come—now the reserves must come. He seized Eero, who fought loyally at his side. “Kor!” he shouted. “Now Kor must come, ride through the smoke, and take them from the rear. Go and tell him I have said it! Go!”


  “Aye!” and Eero plunged his horse into the melee, chopping his way as he went. Albrecht turned to fight again, and fight he did, with every ounce of strength and skill, rallying half-wolves on him, beginning to put together once again the semblance of an army—Now, if Kor but came, and quickly—Surely, he could already see the need.


  But little indeed could Kor see from where he held his men in check across the Moor. That wall of smoke into which Albrecht’s army’d plunged had obscured everything—or, for that matter, was it smoke? Within it, he could see strange and weird shapes, even at this distance, giants and monsters and—Maybe they were shadows of fighting men, and maybe they were not. This was, after all, where men from hell had assaulted his father, Gondor.


  Nor did his troops much like the sight, for they knew the legend as well as he. His captains bestrode their sharp-horned bulls and held their battle-axes at the ready, but their eyes were dubious. “Master, what happens there? Is that indeed smoke, or is it fog?”


  “I don’t know,” growled Kor. He wished he were out of this. When he had joined with Albrecht, he had not bargained on fighting on the Moor of Yrawnn, and especially not in a swirling fog that might be man-made and might not… In a good clean battle, no one was fiercer than he, but… this Morning Star, Sigrieth’s son… there was something unnatural anyway.


  Then Yono struck his shoulder. “Look, master!” From out the smoke came a galloping horse, going full tilt, and flogging it was a half-wolf officer. All looked alike to Kor, but he knew the mount and harness, and he growled, “It’s Eero.”


  The horse ran like the wind, its neck stretched, its hooves drumming, and Eero bent low in the saddle. Then another apparition emerged from within the smoke, and Kor blurted an oath.


  For it came after Eero at a shambling gait that seemed hardly any speed at all, and yet, incredibly, it was gaining on the horse—a huge brown bear with a man astride, clinging to its neck. Eero turned and saw it, and flogged his horse frantically. The bull on which Kor sat snorted and shook its horns uneasily. Kor’s second-in-command said, “Master. We must go to aid him—”


  “No,” rasped Kor. “No. Stand fast.”


  And so, the drama was played out before them all. The despairing horse gave its last ounce, that bear, almost house-size, seemed hardly even loping—but now it was alongside. Desperately, Eero turned in the saddle, raised high his sword as if to chop bear and man alike, but in that instant, his exhausted horse stumbled, fell, and Eero went flying to the ground. He landed hard, jumped up dazed, but he still had his sword. Kor saw his fangs bared beneath black lips as he faced the great brown animal confronting him. The bear reared on its hind legs, Eero lunged with his sword, and a single massive paw, catching him full, knocked him flying through the air, to land like a bundle of rags, arms and legs sprawled and twisted, and his head and neck all awry and broken. Then the bear dropped to all fours and, disdainful of the distant barbarians, loped back toward the billowing smoke.


  Kor let out a long rasping breath. “You saw that, did you not?”


  “Aye,” said his second-in-command in a voice that trembled.


  “Was it not a sign, a portent, an omen?”


  “Indeed. Master, let us pick another battlefield.”


  “I think we shall. Let them kill each other off on the Moor of Yrawnn. We shall retire to the Jaal, and there we’ll await the outcome…” He raised a bull’s horn and on it blew a long and mournful blast. “Fighting men’s one thing,” he said, “but fighting devils is another…”


  Then he began to turn his army around.


  


  The men who tended them caught up in battle or killed, the fires burned down, the gray smoke cleared; and what was revealed then was a field of slaughter, where the killing yet continued fiercely. By now it was almost noon, and Albrecht knew that Kor was not coming. In the oyster-colored light of day, he saw, through the visor of his helm, the distant Moor where Kor’s army should have been—and there was nothing there. And all at once a coldness took him; for the first time in years he felt a dread fear of death.


  And yet, in all that turmoil, he and Morning Star had not clashed. Glimpses he had of that terrible man on that great white horse, sword hacking, fist smashing—and the horse itself throwing half-wolves left and right. But there had been an army in between them, and now there was army no more—only a fearful heap of gray corpses in black armor or black leather, some elite companies fighting savagely, and himself, sword arm always busy, doing great damage with the Great Sword of Boorn, which it was the King’s entitlement to carry. That sword had been forged for Sigrieth, of Dolo steel, and it would hack through anything that came its way. But not even a master swordsman like King Albrecht, with such a master sword, could win the day alone. And now, he was afraid.


  For over yonder Morning Star was fighting, and Sigrieth himself had never fought like that. And all at once, Albrecht knew he had to flee. The day was lost, the kingdom, the empire, and even his Wolfsheim dukedom. But he must save his life. And to do that he had to run, and run now before Morning Star caught sight of him or came at him.


  And so, he pulled his horse, rearing high, around. Its shod hooves came down hard on two pikemen who tried to stab it, crushing them to the ground. Then he jabbed it with his spurs, and, crouched as low as possible in the saddle, with no thought of fighting now, save as his way was blocked, fled through the carnage…


  


  He had seen Albrecht once or twice, but could not get to him. Too many wolfmen were there to slaughter first—but Wolfsheim had fought like a demon indeed, judging from those glimpses Helmut had caught. Now, he reined in Vengeance, whose sides were heaving mightily and whose jaws were bloody; and he called the dogs, Death and Destruction, with the yell of “Stirrup!” and they came, reluctantly but obediently. Helmut cradled Rage across his saddle bow and looked about, taking this moment to breathe.


  So it had worked. Under smoke’s concealment, he had smashed each wing of Albrecht’s army separately, and then dealt with the center. And as he had guessed, hoped, estimated, Kor, fighter that he was, had no lust for fighting on the Moor of Yrawnn in an evil sort of murk against what could be spirits of the dead. Now Kor had fled, probably back to the Jaal to await developments, and could be dealt with later there. If the army hurried, it could catch him ere he crossed. But for this moment—where was Albrecht?


  Helmut’s eyes swept the plain. It was a gruesome sight, and gruesome, too were the cries and moans and howls of the wounded. Above, against the leaden sky, the inevitable carrion crows and kites began to wheel. Fog, real fog and not his homemade one of smoke, whipped by in corpse-colored tatters. And in this shambles, in this wreck of battle, where was Albrecht? Surely the Gods could not have let him be cut down by another hand?


  And then Helmut saw the figure bent low on the war-horse, the man in black armor filigreed with gold, the man wearing Wolfsheim’s device and wielding the Great Sword of Boorn. It was Albrecht indeed, and in full flight, out of the battle now and in the clear—and with such a head start that not even Vengeance, with all his speed, could possibly overtake him.


  But at Helmut’s stirrup-irons, Death and Destruction whined impatiently. He looked down at them, then at that distant, fleeing figure; and he nodded. He pointed and spoke commands they understood; and suddenly they were off, those two great steel-gray dogs, like arrows from a bow. Helmut touched Vengeance with his spurs and sent the charger after them.


  All around him now, half-wolves fled or surrendered. No one offered battle as Vengeance pounded across the plain, leaping here windrowed bodies, crashing there through groups of fleeing wolfmen. Ahead, Death and Destruction wound and dodged through all the turmoil and ignored all else but the prey he’d commanded them to seek. Nor doubted he that they’d overtake it—no war-horse, tired with combat, burdened with a man in armor and its own armor, could outrun those two demon dogs…


  And so, taking his time, he rode after Albrecht and saw the dogs begin to gain. They were clear of the battlefield now, on a part of the Moor that had not seen combat. Albrecht must have thought he’d clean escaped. But then Helmut saw him glance back and spot the wolfhounds coursing after him; and then he must have seen the one-handed man on the great white horse, for he flogged his own charger unmercifully.


  But there was only so much it could do. Now Death and Destruction had almost overtaken it; now they were level with it; and now they were ahead of it. Then, they wheeled and came on it head-on; and the horse reared and struck. But nimbly they dodged its hooves, and as Albrecht tried to turn it, they blocked it off again, and the horse reared once more. They had Albrecht trapped—no matter which way he whirled the mount, they were there before him, herding that horse, terrorizing it, threatening it—and giving Albrecht all he could do to stick in the saddle.


  And so they held the Duke of Wolfsheim until Helmut galloped up on Vengeance. Twenty meters distant, he snapped a command; the dogs ceased their charging. By that time, Albrecht’s horse was blown and trembling. Albrecht wheeled it and brandished the Great Sword of Boorn. He raised his visor, and Helmut saw that his eyes were unafraid.


  “So this is the famous Knight of the Morning Star,” he rasped.


  “No,” said Helmut, checking Vengeance. “No. Only a little boy whose father was murdered, whose mother was driven to suicide, whose half brother was killed, and whose right hand was cut off.” He lifted his own visor and spat. “I have come for what is mine, Albrecht.”


  “This?” said Albrecht. He raised the Great Sword of Boorn. “Aye, if you want this, then you shall have it.” And all at once he charged.


  Vengeance leaped forward immediately, and Rage flashed in the air. The two swords—both made of the same steel—clanged together. The horses collided. And each knight was unseated and fell to ground. But each had good armor and came up nimbly. And now they faced one another at sword’s length.


  “Have at it, cripple!” Albrecht snarled, and he attacked, wielding the Great Sword of Boorn two-handed. Its mighty blade of Dolo steel would have split Helmut from crown to crotch had it landed fair, but it rang off the blade of Rage, which he could use but single-handed. Then back and forth they fought.


  All across the moor those blades could be heard aringing like bells. Rage was a mighty sword, but so was that one of Boorn, and Albrecht had two hands to Helmut’s one. First Albrecht drove Helmut dodging back, then Helmut regained initiative and thrust and hacked so that Albrecht fought clear. On and on they went, blade against blade, until it seemed impossible that flesh could bear so much fatigue.


  Particularly that of Helmut. He had been using his sword arm all the long day, even while Albrecht was fighting clear. Now Albrecht’s mighty two-handed blows were wearing down even his iron endurance, his strong left arm. He had to end it quickly; and in his eagerness, he was overbrash. Just as he raised his sword for a blow he hoped would rip Albrecht’s from his hands, Albrecht swung, double-handed, with all his might, and the heavier Great Sword of Boorn rang like a cathedral bell against the blade of Rage and sent it flying wide out of Helmut’s grasp.


  Albrecht laughed. “All right, cripple, now you pay your reckoning!” With naught to fear, he raised the Great Sword of Boorn high in his hands and brought it down with terrible power.


  It rang again, but not off Helmut’s helm or armor; he threw up the iron fist; the sword blade hit the morning star with a shock that he felt in every muscle. Albrecht cursed and swung again, and then again; and each time, desperately, Helmut countered the blade with that spiked-ball right hand, catching, parrying… And now Albrecht was panting with exhaustion. Helmut could see his eyes behind his helm, and they were full of desperation. But Helmut knew that his were just as desperate; he had no strength to waste…


  And so he moved in fast, swinging with the morning star, the chain-mace fist, and Albrecht thought he had him and slashed hard, giving a great cry of triumph at the opening he saw. But the morning star became a blur and caught the blade once again, between its spikes, and Helmut hit backwards with the morning star and gave a twist; and then the Great Sword of Boorn went flying from Albrecht’s hand. Albrecht was unarmed; but Helmut still had the morning star.


  Albrecht cried out and raised his hands. But it was no use; the spiked morning star slashed down with terrible force against his helm. His eyes went dull, his knees sagged, and Helmut struck and struck again, battering Albrecht’s head this way and that. The eyes within, visible through the visor, suddenly glazed completely, and Albrecht, as the morning star rang and rang and rang again against the metal, driving it in against his skull, lost consciousness, so that the ringing of that iron fist against his helm must have been the last thing he ever heard, or its spiked awfulness the last thing he saw. For now he fell, lay motionless, and Helmut dropped beside him, raising the morning star and pounding down with it. “For my father!” he screamed as it rang against the armor. “And for my mother! And my brother! And myself! And all good men who here today have died.” And he was still at it when Sandivar came and gently dragged him to his feet and restored his sanity.


  


  They caught the barbarians at the Jaal, and the lesson they taught those cattle people before they could get across and flee back into their Dark Lands was a fearsome one. Then back to Marmorburg; and from the Marble Steps to the Palace, the streets were lined with citizens who raised the cry, “All hail, Morning Star! All hail, son of Sigrieth! Morning Star! Morning Star!”


  But Helmut’s face was grim as he rode Vengeance at the head of his army in that parade. Nor did it relax much through the pomp of coronation, when he received the crown of Emperor of the Gray Lands and the congratulations of Carus and his court, who had come to Boorn for this occasion, to do the Morning Star King honor.


  And still was he unsmiling and dour as he sat in the royal box and watched the games, the tourneys and the jousts. Hagen flanked him on one side, and beyond Hagen was Nissilda. Neither she nor Helmut had, in all this confusion, had chance to talk; but it seemed to him that he had nothing to say to her anyhow. It was all done, over with, now; he had his revenge, he had his throne, whate’er he wanted was his; but he could feel delight at none of it. He was still frozen within, as he had been ever since his return from that gray underworld, and now it seemed to him that the matter was hopeless. He would go through life like this, full of dead grayness, bitterness, and discontent, but never any human feeling. Restlessly, he turned his eyes away from the games; and then he arose, unfastened the ermine cloak, handed it wordlessly to Sandivar, and stalked out of the royal box. Sandivar turned in surprise. “Where are you—?” But then he broke off, for Helmut was already gone.


  He stalked swiftly through the halls of Marmorburg, did Helmut, with Rage belted to his side. He went quickly down the great steps of the palace and strode along the empty street that led down to the Marble Steps along the Jaal. Everyone in Marmorburg was at the games, it seemed, and his footsteps rang loudly on the pavement.


  Then he heard behind him lighter, quicker footsteps. “Good King!” He halted, turned, and saw Nissilda running after him, her rich gown of embroidered silk clinging to the curves of her body. She was lovely and distraught; and he should have felt something; but he did not.


  She came up alongside and caught his arm, with its steel fist, and said: “You left the games.”


  “I had the mood to walk.”


  “May I walk with you?”


  “Aye,” he said.


  Silently, they walked together toward the Marble Steps. There, on the Jaal embankment, they halted. It was sunset now, and the sky was streaked with rich, bright, glowing colors that limned the ruins of old castles on distant hills beyond the city and made the newer ones more splendid. The sunlight glinted on the surface of the Jaal and on the luxurious barges anchored there. It was a scene of most surpassing beauty; and Nissilda said: “What loveliness.”


  “I can see none.” His voice was sharp.


  “You are still all… frozen, as you said, within?”


  “Aye,” he said. “I feel nothing.” Then savagely, he struck his thigh with a doubled fist, and then he turned to her. “And what use is it?” He cried. “To be alive, to be a king, to have a palace, to be mighty in war—What use is any of it, and a man feel nothing?”


  Her hand caught his and found it. “It is only a memory that must be obliterated,” she said softly. “Ugliness to be wiped out. Look now, and see, see the beauty, and let it wipe from your mind the horror.”


  “Nothing can.”


  “Try; look, see. The sun on marble, on the old castles, on the hills and on the river. See you not the beauty?”


  He was silent for a moment. Then he said, in a different tone: “Aye. It is very different from a battlefield.”


  “Yes,” she said. She moved around and slipped her hand within his. “Now, you feel my hand, do you not? And it holds yours, and is warm and has life in it.” She raised her hand and with it his and pressed his against her breast. “Life, and the beat of heart.” Her voice was intense, her eyes, as he looked down into them, held him, and suddenly he felt something stir within him. “There is naught but life,” she whispered, “and naught but love, to keep out the dark and horror. They are the only magic that will work against it. Love makes the moment proof against any hell; the touch of lips, the beat of heart to heart, these are all we have or anyone, king or beggar. And if love cannot obliterate your memories of hell, what is it for?” She reached up and pulled his head down, and her lips met his as she pressed his hand against her breast, and he felt the throb of her heart against his fingers, and suddenly it all broke, it thawed, all that was frozen in him; he felt it go like ice in spring. He saw her loveliness and that of the world around him, and all at once gray memories had vanished, faded, were drowned forever in her perfume.


  He seized her in his arms and held her to him and kissed her long and hard. And when the kiss was over, he knew that he was well, and he threw back his head and laughed. She stared at him in amazement; then she began to laugh, too, and they clung together laughing and holding each other there on the Marble Steps, as the sun went down behind the Gray Lands.
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