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| ntroduction

by Andre Norton

There are those among us who are compulsive readers - who will even settle awandering eye on a
scrap of newspaper on the bus floor if nothing better offers. Books flow in and out of our livesin an
unending stream. Some we remember briefly, others bring us sitting upright, tense with suspense, our
attention enthralled until the last word on the last page is digested. Then we step regretfully from the world
that author has created, and we know that volume will be chosen to stand on already too tightly packed
shelvesto be read again and again. In addition oneis going to call other readers, wave this trophy
bannerwisein the air-see what | have found! - proud to be the first among friends to have the great
excitement of discovery.

This excitement does not come too often in areader'slifetime of turning hundreds of pages. | have
felt it perhaps only a dozen timesin more than forty years of extensive reading. For me it was sparked by
such books as The Lord of the Rings, the work of David Mason, acouple of A. Merritt'stitles (which
opened at the time awhole new world of speculation), plus some other favorites which | continue to reread
with as much pleasure the second, fifth, tenth time as| did thefirst.

But never since reading The Lord of the Rings have | been so caught up in any tale as | have been
in Gate of Ivrel. | do not know the author, but her talent isone | must envy. She has drawn an entirely
believable hero on an alien and enchanting world, working in bits of customs, beliefs, and history so
cleverly that it now certainly exists-somewhere. For such a creation does Dot remain only in die mind, it
beginsto take on life and breath, depth, to stand complete forever.

Theusual flaw in any fantasy novel isthat the hero isthe typical super strongman so it needs
frantic action and constant movement to preservetheillusion of life. Ms. Cherryh's dour Vanye is already
alive from the moment he steps onto the stage she has set for him. Certainly he is no matchless hero of the
Conan type, but he possesses a strong code of honor, which holds him to a course of action he inwardly
loathes and fears. The reader canbelieve fully in each of his doubts, understanding his wavering, and his
constant fight against what he considers his weaknesses. One cheers when he pulls some small triumph
from the shadow of defeat, even when he breaks the honor, which is hislast pathetic possession, because
he sees there is something here greater than all conventional oaths and codes.

In Gate of Ivrel there are indeed no supermen or super-women-rather there are very human beings,
torn by many doubts and fears, who are driven by a sense of duty to march ahead into adark they are sure
holds death. Ancient evils hang like noisome cobwebs, the stubbornness of unbelievers wrecks again and
again their quest Wounded, nearly at the edge of their strength, shamefully foreswornin the eyes of all they
could once call kin, they continue to push on to the last test of all.

Few books have produced such characters as to draw areader with them, completely out of this
mundane world. Here the careful evocation of a highly complex alien civilization is so skillfully managed that
one acceptsit all without any longer remembering that thisis a creation of an imagination. It might be actual
history-from another plane.

Reading Gate of Ivrel was an exciting experience for me, and | think | dare claim a wide background
for knowing such books. My personal question rises:

"Why can't | writelike this?"

| very much wish that | did.



Prologue 1

THE GATESWERE the ruin of the ghal. They were everywhere, on every world, had been a fact of
life for millennia, and had linked the whole net of ghal civilizations an empire of both Space and Time,
for the Gates led into el sewhen as well as elsewhere. .. except at the end.

At first the temporal aspect of the Gates had not been a matter of great concern. The technology
had been discovered in the ruins of a dead world in the ghal system-a discovery that, made in the first few
decades in space, suddenly opened for them the way to the stars. Thereafter shipswere used only for the
initial transport of technicians and equipment over distances of light-years. But after each World Gate
was built, travel to that world and on its surface became instantaneous.

And mor e than instantaneous. Time warped in the Gate-transfer. It was possible to step from
point to point across light-years, unaged, different fromthereal time of ships. And it was possibleto
select not alone where one would exit, but when-even upon the same world, projecting forward to its
existence at some different point along the cour se of worlds and suns.

By law, therewas no returnin time. It had been theorized ever since the temporal aspect of the
Gates was discovered, that accidents forward in time would have no wor se effect than accidentsin the
Now; but intervention in backtime could affect whole multiples of lives and actions.

So the ghal migrated through future time, gathering in greater and greater numbersin the most
distant ages. They migrated in space too, and thrust themselves insolently into the affairs of other beings,
ripping loose a segment of their time also. They generally despised outworld life, even what was ghal-like
and some few forms that could interbreed with ghal. If possible they hated these potential rivals most of
all, and loathed the half-ghal equally, for it was not in their nature to bear with divergence. They simply
used the lesser races as they were useful, and seeded the worlds they colonized with the gatherings of
whatever compatible worlds they pleased. They could experiment with worlds, and jump ahead in timeto
seetheresult. They gleaned the wealth of other, non-ghal species, who plodded through the centuries at
their own real-time rate, for use of the Gates wasrestricted to ghal. The ghal in the end had little need
left, and little ambition but for luxury and novelty and the consuming lust for other, ever-farther Gates.

Until someone, somewhen, backtimed and tamper ed-per haps ever so minutely.

The whole of reality warped and shredded. It began with little anomalies, accel erated massively
toward timewipe, reaching toward the ends of Gate-tampered time and Gate-spanned space.

Time rebounded, indulged in several settling ripples of distortion, and centered at some point
before the overextended Now.

At least, so the theorists from the Science Bureau surmised, when the worlds that survived were
discovered, along with their flotsam of ghal relics that had been cast back up out of time. And among the
relics were the Gates.

The Gates exist. We can therefore assume that they exist in the future and in the past, but we
cannot ascertain the extent of their existence until we use them. According to present ghal belief, whichis
without substantiation, world upon world has been disrupted; and upon such worlds elements are
greatly muddled. Among these anomalies may be survivals taken from our own area, which might prove
lethal to usif taken into backtime.

It isthe Bureau's opinion that the Gates, once passed, must be sealed fromthe far side of space
and time, or we continually risk the possibility of another such time-implosion asruined the ghal. It is
theorized by the ghal themselves that this area of space has witnessed one prior time-implosion of
undeter mined magnitude, perhaps of a few years of span or of millennia, which was occasioned by the
first Gate and receptor discovered by the ghal, to the ruin first of the unknown alien culture and
subsequently of their own. Thereistherefore a constant risk so long astherewill ever exist a single Gate,
that our own existence could be similarly affected upon any instant. It is therefore the majority opinion of
the Bureau that utilization of the Gates should be permitted, but only for the dispatch of a forceto close
them, or destroy them. A team has been prepared. Return for themwill of course be impossible; and the
length of the mission will be of indeterminate duration, so that, on the one hand, it may result in the
immediate entrapment or destruction of the team, or, on the other, it may prove to be a task of such
temporal scope that one or a dozen generations of the expeditionary force may not be sufficient to reach
the ultimate Gate.

Journal, Union Science Bureau, Vol. XXX, p. 22

Upon the height of Ivrel standen Staines y-carven with sich qujalish Runes, the which if man
touche, given forth sich fires of witcherie as taken soul and bodie withal. To all these Places of Powers,



grete forces move, the which qujalish sorceries yet werken. Ye may knowe qujalish blude herewith, if
childe be born of gray eyen, in stature considerable, and if he flee gude and seek after sich Places, for
qujal lacken soules, and yet by sorceries liven faire and younge more yeares than Men.

-Book of Embry, Hait-an-Koris

In the year 1431 of the Common Reckoning, there arose War between the princes of Aenor,
Koris, Baien, and Koris-sith, against the hold of Hjemur-beyond-Ivrel. In that year the lord of Hjemur was
the witch-lord Thiye son of Thiye, lord of Ra-hjemur, lord of Ivrel of the Fires, which shadows Irien.

Now in thistime there cameto the exiled lord of Koris, Chya Tiffwy son of Han, certain five
Strangers whose like was never before seen in the land. They gave that they had come from the great
Southe, and made themsel ves hearth-wel come with Chya Tiffwy and the lord of Aenor, Ris Gyr son of
Leleolm. Now it was clearly observed that One of these five strangerswas surely of Qujalin blood, being a
woman of pale coloring and stature as great as most ordinary Men, while Another of the partie was of
golden coloring, yet withal not unlike unto such as be born by Nature in Koris of Andur, the others being
dark and seeming men. Now surely the eyes of both Gyr and Tiffwy were blinded by their great Desire,
they being sisters' sons, and Tiffwy's kingdom being held by the lord fromIvrel of the Fires, Then
persuaded they by great Oaths and promises of rewardes the lords of Baien-an, the chiefest among whom
was also Cousin to them, this being lord Seo, third brother's son of the great Andur-lord Rus. And of
Horse they gathered seven thousands and of Foot three thousands, and with the promises and Oath of the
five, they set forth their Standards against lord Thiye.

Now there standeth a Stonein the vale of Irien, Rune-carven, which is like to the standing stones
in Aenor and Sith and much like to the great Span of the Witchfirein Ivrel, by general report, and it was
always avoided, howbeit no great harm had come therefrom.

To this place the lords of Andur rallied behind Tiffwy Han's-son and the Five, to make assault on
Ivrel and Hjemur-keep. Then it became full clear that Tiffwy had been deceived by the Strangers, for ten
thousands rode down Grioen's Height into the vale of Irien at the foot of Ivrel, and of them all perished,
save one youth from Baien-an, hight Tern Reth, whose mount fell in the course and so saved his life. When
he woke from his swoon there was nothing living upon the field of Irien, neither man nor beast, and yet
no Enemy had possessed the field. Of the ten thousands there remained but few Cor pses, and upon them
there was no Wounding found. This Reth of Baien-an did quit the field alive, but much grieving on this
account did enter into the Monastery of Baien-an, and spent his days at Prayers.

Having accomplished such Evil the Strangers vanished. It was widely reported however by the
folk in Aenor that the Woman returned there, and fled in terror when they sought arms against her. By
themit is given that she perished upon a hill of Stones, by them hight Morgaine's Tomb, for by this name
she was known in Aenor-Pywvn, though it is reported that she had many Names, and bore lord-right and
titles. Hereit is said she sleeps, waiting until the great Curse be broken and free her. Therefore each
Year e the folk of the village of Reomel bring Giftes and bind great Cursesthere also, lest perchance she
wake and do themill.

Of the Others, there was no trace found, neither at Irien nor in Aenor.

-Annals of Baien-an



CHAPTER |

TO BE BORN Kurshin or Andurin was a circumstance that mattered little in terms of pride. It only
marked a man as aman, and not a savage, such as lay to the south of Andur-Kursh in Lun; nor tainted with
witchery and qujalin blood, such as the folk of Hjemur and northward. Between Andur of the forests and
Kursh of the mountains was little cause of rivalry; it was only to say that one was hunter or herder, but both
were true men and godly men, and once-in the days of the High Kings of Koris-one nation.

To be born of aparticular canton, like Morijaor Baien or Aenor-this was a matter that deserved
loyalty, aloyalty held in common with all Morijin or Baienen or Aenorin of whatever rank, and there was
fierce love of homein thefolk of Andur-Kursh.

But within each separate canton there were the clans, and the clans were the true focus of love and
pride and loyalty. In most cantons several ruling clans rose and fell in continual cycles of rivalry and
strivings for power; and there were the more numerous lesser clans, which were accustomed to obey. Morija
was unique in that it had but one ruling clan and al five others were subject. Originally there had been the
Ylaand Nhi, but the Ylahad perished to the last man at Irien a hundred years past, so now there remained
only the Nhi.

Vanye was Nhi. Thiswasto say that he was honorabl e to the point of obsession; he was a
splendid and brilliant warrior, skilled with horses. He was however of aquicksilver disposition and had a
recklessness that bordered on the suicidal. He was al so stubborn and independent, atrait that kept the Nhi
clan in a constant ferment of plottings and betrayals. Vanye did not doubt these truths about himself: this
was after all the well-known character of the whole Nhi clan. It was expected of all who carried the blood, as
each clan had its attributed personality. A Nhi youth spent all his energies either living up to expectations or
living in defiance of hisless desirabletraits.

His half-brothers possessed these attributes too, as of course did lord Nhi Rijan, who was father to
thelot of them. But Vanye was Chya on his Korish mother's side; and Chya were volatile and artistic, and
pride often ruled their good sense. His half-brothers were Myya, which was a Morij warrior-clan, subject,
but ambitious, and its folk were secretive and cold and sometimes cruel. It wasin Vanye's nature to be
reckless and outspoken asit wasin the nature of histwo half-brothers to keep their own counsel. It wasin
his nature to be rash, whileit wasin that of his brothersto be unforgiving. It was no one's fault, unlessit
was that of Nhi Rijan, who had been reckless enough to beget a bastard Chya and two legitimate Nhi-Myya
and to house all three sons under one roof.

And upon an autumn day in the twenty-third year of Nhi Rijan in Ra-morij, a son of Rijan died.

Vanye would not go into the presence of Nhi Rijan hisfather: it needed several of the Myyato
force him into that torchlit room, which reeked so strongly of fire and fear. Then he would not look his father
in the eyes, but fell on hisface on the floor, and touched his brow to the cold stone paving and rested there
unmoving while Rijan attended to his surviving heir. Nhi Erij was sorely hurt: the keen longsword had nearly
severed the fingers of hisright hand, his swordhand, and sweating priests and old San Romen labored with
the moaning prince, giving him drafts and poultices to ease his agony while they tried to save the damaged
members.

Nhi Handrys had not been so fortunate. His body, brows bound with the red cord to tie his soul
within until the funeral, rested between death-lights upon another bench in the armory.

Erij stifled a scream at the touch and hiss of iron, and Vanye flinched. There was a stench of burned
flesh. Eventually Erij's moans grew softer as the drugged wine had effect. Vanye lifted his head, fearing this
brother dead also-some died under the cautery, of the shock, and the drugged wine together. But his half-
brother yet breathed.

And Nhi Rijan struck with all the force of hisarm, and cast Vanye sprawling and dazed, his head
still ringing as he crawled to resume his kneeling posture, head down at his father's feet. "Chya murderer,”
hisfather said. "My curse, my curse on you." And hisfather wept. This hurt Vanye more than the blow. He
looked up and saw alook of utter revulsion. He had never known Nhi Rijan could weep.

"If I had put an hour's thought into your begetting, bastard son, | would have gotten no sonson a
Chya. Chyaand Nhi are an unlucky mixing. | wish | had exercised more prudence.”

"I defended myself," Vanye protested from bruised lips. "Handrys meant to draw blood-see-" And
he showed his side, where the light practice armor was rent, and blood flowed. But his father turned hisface
from that
"Handryswas my eldest,” hisfather said, "and you were the merest night's amusement. | have paid dearly
for that night. But | took you into the house. | owed your mother that, since she had thein hick to die
bearing you. Y ou were death to her too. | should have realized that you are cursed that way. Handrys dead,
Erij maimed-all for the likes of you, bastard son. Did you hope to be heir to Nhi if they were both dead? Was
that it?”’

"Father,” Vanye wept, "they meant to kill me."

"No. To-put that arrogance of yoursin its place-that, maybe. But not to kill you. No. Y ou are the
one who killed. Y ou murdered. Y ou turned edge on your brothersin practice, and Erij not even armed. The
fact isthat you are alive and my eldest son is not, and | would it were the other way around, Chya bastard. |



should never have taken you in. Never."

"Father," he cried, and the back of Nhi Rijan's hand smashed the word from his mouth and left him
wiping blood from hislipi. Vanye bowed down again and wept

"What shall | do with you?"' asked Rijan at last.

"I do not know," said Vanye.

"A man carries his own honor. He knows."

Vanye looked up, sick and shaking. He could not speak in answer to that. To fall upon hisown
blade and die-this, hisfather asked of him. Love and hate were so confounded in him that he felt rent hi two,
and tears blinded him, making him more ashamed.

"Will you useit?' asked Rijan.

It was Nhi honor. But the Chya blood was strong hi him too, and the Chya loved life too well.

The silence weighed upon the air.

"Nhi cannot kill Nhi," said Rijan at last "Y ou will leave us, then!"

"I had no wish to kill him."

"You areskilled. Itis clear that your hand is more honest than your mouth. Y ou struck to kill. Y our
brother is dead. Y ou meant to kill both brothers, and Erij was not even armed. Y ou can give me no other
answer. Youwill becomeilin. This| set on you."

"Yes, sir," said Vanye, touching brow to the floor, and there was the taste of ashesin his mouth.
There was only short prospect for a masterlessilin, and such men often became mere bandits, and ended
badly.

"You are skilled,” said hisfather again. "It is most likely that you will find place in Aenor, sincea
Chyawoman iswifeto the Risin Aenor-Pywn. But thereislord Gervaine's land to cross, among the Myya.
If Myya Gervainekillsyou, your brother will be avenged, and it will be without blood on Nhi hands or Nhi
steel.”

"Doyou wishthat?' asked Vanye.

"Y ou have chosen to live," said hisfather. And from Vanye's own belt he took the Honor blade
that was the peculiar distinction of the uyin, and he seized Vanye'slong hair that was the mark of Nhi
manhood, and sheared it off roughly inirregular lengths. The hair, Chya and fairer than was thought honest
human blood among most clans, fell to the stone floor in its several braids; and when it was done, Nhi Rijan
set his heel on the blade and broke it, casting the piecesinto Vanye'slap.

"Mend that," said Nhi Rijan, "if you can."

The wind cold upon his shorn neck, Vanye found the strength to rise; and his numb fingers still
held the halves of the shortsword. "Shall | have horse and arms?" he asked, by no means sure of that, but
without them he would surely die.

"Take all that isyours," said the Nhi. "Clan Nhi wants to forget you. If you are caught within our
bordersyou will die as a stranger and an enemy."

Vanye bowed, turned and | eft.

"Coward," hisfather's voice shouted after him, reminding him of the unsatisfied honor of the Nhi,
which demanded his death; and now he wished earnestly to die, but it was no longer help for his personal
dishonor. He was marked like afelon for hanging, like the lowest of criminals: exile had not demanded this
further punishment-it was lord Nhi Rijan's own justice, for the Nhi had also a darher nature, which was
implacable and excessive in revenge.

He put on his armor, hiding the shame of his head under aleather coif and a peaked helm, and
bound about the helm the white scarf of theilin, wandering warrior, to be claimed by whatever lord chose to
grant him hearth-right.

Ilinin were often criminals, or clanless, or unclaimed bastards, and some religious men doing
penance for some particular sin, bound in virtual slavery according to the soul-binding law of theilin codes,
to servefor ayear at their Claiming. not afew turned mercenary, taking pay, losing uyin rank; or, in outright
dishonor, became thieves; or, if honest and honorable, starved, or were robbed and murdered, either by
outlaws or by hedge-lords that took their service and then laid claim to all that they had.

The Middle Realms were not at peace: they had not been at peace since Irien and the generation
before; but neither were there great wars, such as could make anflin'slife profitable. There was only
grinding poverty for midlands villages, and in Koris, the evil of Hjemur's minions-dark sorceries and outlaw
lords much worse than the outlaws of the high mountains.

And there was lord Myya Gervaine's small land of Morij Erd which barred his way to Aenor and
separated him from his only hope of safety.

It was the second winter, the cold of the high passes of the mountains, and a dead horse that
finally drove him to the desperate step of trying to cross the lands of Gervaine.

A black Myyaarrow had felled his gelding, poor Mai, that had been his mount since he first
reached manhood; and Mai's gear now was on abay mare he had of the Myya- the owner being beyond
need of her.

They had harried him from Luo to Ethrith-mri, and only once had he turned to fight. Hill by hill they
had forced him against the mountains of the south. He ran willingly now, though he was faint with hunger
and there was scant grain left for his horse. Aenor was just across the next ridges. The Myyawere no



friends of the Risin Aenor-Pywn, and would not risk hisland.

It was late that he realized the nature of the road he had begun to travel, and that it was the old
qujalin road and not the one he sought. Occasional paving rang under the bay mare's hooves. Occasional
stones thrust up by the roadside and he began to fear indeed that it led to the dead places, the cursed
grounds. Snow fell for atime, whiting everything out-stopping pursuit (he hoped that, at least). And he
spent the night in the saddle, daring only to sleep atimein the early morning, after the movingsin the brush
were silenced and he not longer feared wolves.

Then he rode the long day down from the Aenish side of the pass, weak and sick with hunger.

He found himself entering avalley of standing stones.

There was no longer doubt that qujalin hands had reared such monoliths. It was Morgaine's vale:
he knew it now, of the songs and of evil rumor. It was a place no man of Kursh or Andur would have
traveled with alight heart at noontide, and the sun was sinking quickly toward dark, with another bank of
cloud rolling in off the ridge of the mountains at his back.

He dared look up between the pillars that crowned the conical hill called Morgaine's Tomb, and the
declining sun shimmered there like a butterfly caught in aweb, all torn and fluttering. It was the effect of
Witchfires, like the great Witchfire on Mount Ivrel where the Hjemur-lord ruled, proving qujalin powers
were not entirely faded there or here.

Vanye wrapped his tattered cloak about his mailed shoulders and put the exhausted horse to a
quicker pace, past the tangle of unhallowed stones at the base of the hill. The fair-haired witch had shaken
all Andur-Kursh in war, cast half the Middle Realmsinto the lap of Thiye Thiye's-son. Here the air was il
uneasy, whether with the power of the Stones or with the memory of Morgaine, it was uncertain.

When Thiyeruled in Hjemur

came strangersriding there,

and three were dark and one was gold,
and one like frost was fair.

The mare's hooves upon the crusted snow echoed the old versesin hismind, anill song for the
place and the hour. For many years after the world had seen the welcome last of Morgaine Frosthair,
demented men claimed to have seen her, while others said that she slept, waiting to draw anew generation
of men to their ruin, as she had ruined Andur once at Irien.

Fair was she, and fatal asfair,

and cursed who gave her ear;

now men are few and wolves are more,
and the Winter drawing near.

If in fact the mound did hold Morgaine's bones, it was fitting burial for one of her old, inhuman
blood. Even the trees hereabouts grew crooked: so did they wherever there were Stones of Power, as
though even the nature of the patient trees was warped by the near presence of the Stones; like souls
twisted and stunted by living in the continual presence of evil. Thetop of the hill was barren: no trees grew
thereat all.

He was glad when he had passed the narrow stream-channel between the hills and left the vicinity
of the Stones. And suddenly he had before him asit were asign that he had run into better fortunes, and
that heaven and the land of his cousins of Aenor-Pywn promised him safety.

A small band of deer wandered belly-deep in the snows by the little brook, hungrily stripping the
red howan berries from the thicket

It was aland blessedly unlike that of the harsh Cedur Maje, or Gervaine's Morij Erd, where even the
wolves often went hungry, for Aenor-Pywn lay far southward from Hjemur, still untouched by the troubles
that had so long lain over the Middle Realms.

He feverishly unslung his bow and strung it, his hands shaking with weakness, and he launched
one of the gray-feathered Nhi shafts at the nearest buck. But the mare chose that moment to shift weight,
ar?d h(ra]cursed in frustration and aching hunger: the shaft sped amiss and hit the buck in the flank, scattered
the others.

The wounded buck lunged and stumbled and began to run, crazed with pain and splashing the
white snow with great gouts of blood. Vanye had no time for asecond arrow. It ran back into Morgaine's
valley, and there he would not follow it He saw it climb-insane, asif the queernessin that valley had taken
its fear-hazed wits and driven it against nature, killing itself in its exertions, driving it toward that shimmering
web which even insects and growing things avoided.

It struck between the pillars and vanished.

So did the tracks and the blood.

The deer grazed, on the other side of the stream.

He gazed at the valley of the Stones, where there was no doubt that qujalin hands had reared such
monoliths. It was Morgaine's vale: he knew it. The sight stirred something, a sense of deya-vu so strong it
dazed him for amoment, and he passed the back of his hand over his eyes, rubbing things Into focus. The
sun was sinking quickly toward dark, with another bank of cloud rolling in off the ridge of the mountains,



shadowing most of the sky at his back.

He looked up between the pillars that crowned the conical hill called Morgaine's Tomb, and the
declining sun shimmered there like a puddl e of gold just disturbed by a plunging stone.

In that shimmer appeared the head of a horse, and its forequarters, and arider, and the whole
animal: whiterider on agray horse, and the whole was limned against the brilliant amber sun so that he
blinked and rubbed his eyes.

The rider descended the snowy hill into the shadows across his path-substantial. A pelt of white
anomen was the cloak, and the stranger's breath and that of the gray horse made puffs on the frosty air.

He knew that he should set spursto the mare, yet he felt curiously numb, as though he had been wakened
from one dream and plunged into the midst of another.

Helooked into the tanned woman's face within the fur hood and met hair and brows like the winter
sun at noon, and eyes as gray as the cloudsin the east

"Good day," she gave him, in aquaint and gentle accent, and he saw that beneath her knee upon
the gray's saddle was a great blade with a golden hilt in the fashion of adragon, and that it was K orish-work
UPOT her horse's gear. He was sure then, for such details werein the songs they sang of her and in the book
of Yla

"My way liesnorth," she said in that low, accented voice. Thee seemsto go otherwise. But the sun
is setting soon. | will ride with thee aways."

"I know you," he said then.

The pale brows lifted. "Has thee come hunting me?"

"No," he said, and the ice crept downward from heart to belly so that he was no longer sure what
words he answered, or why he answered at all.

"How is thee called?"

"Nhi Vanye, ep Morija."

"Vanye-no Morij name."

Old pride stung him. The name was Korish, mother's-clan, reminder of hisillegitimacy. Then to
speak or dispute with her at all seemed madness. What he had seen happen upon the hilltop refused to take
shape in his memory, and he began to insist to himself that the hunger that had made him weak had begun
to twist his senses aswell, and that he had encountered some strange high-clan woman upon the forsaken
road, and that his weakness stol e his senses and made him forget how she had come.

Y et however she had come, she was at |east half-qujal, eyes and hair bore witness to that: she was
gujal and soulless and well at home in this blighted place of dead trees and snow.

"I know aplace," she said, "where the wind does not reach. Come."

She turned the gray's head toward the south, as he had been headed, so that he did not know
where else to go. He went asin adream. Dusk was gathering, hurried on by the veil of cloud that wasrolling
across the sky. The wraithlike pallor of Morgaine drifted before him, but the gray's hooves cracked
substantially into the crusted snow, leaving tracks.

They rounded the turning of the hill and startled a small band of deer that fed upon howan by the
streamside. It was the first game he had seen in days. Despite his circumstance, he reached for his bow.

Before he could string it, alight blazed from Morgaine's outstretched hand and a buck fell dead.
The others scattered.

Morgaine pointed to the hillside on their right. "Thereis acave for shelter. | have used it before.
Take what venison we need: therest is due smaller hunters."

She rode away up the slope. He took his skinning-knife and prepared to do her bidding, though he
liked it little. He found no wound upon the body, only alittle blood from its nostrils to spot the snow, and all
at once the red on the snow brought back the dream, and made him shiver. He had no stomach for athing
killed in such away, and the wide-eyed horned head seemed as spellbound as he-unwilling dreamer too.

He glanced over his shoulder. Morgaine stood upon the shoulder of the hill holding the gray's
reins, watching him. Thefirst flakes of snow drifted across the wind.

He set hisknife to the carcass and did not look it in the eye.



CHAPTERIII

A FIRE blazed in the shallow cave's mouth, putting awall of warmth between them and the driving
snow. He did not want the meat, but he was many days weak with hunger, so that hisjoints ached and the
least exertion put atremor in his muscles. He must sit and smell it cooking, and when she had cooked and
offered a. bit to him, it looked no different than other meat, and smelled so achingly good that his empty
belly ruled his other scruples. A man would not lose his soul for alittle bit of venison, however the beast
had been slain.

The night was beyond. Occasional snowflakes pelted past the barrier of the fire's heat, driven on a
fierce gust. Outside, the horses, witch-horse and ordinary bay, stood together against the unfriendly wind;
and when hot venison had taken the shaking from Vanye's limbs and put strength into him, he took a
portion of what grain he had left and went outside, fed half to each. The gray-of that famous breed of Baien,
S0 men sang-nuzzled his hands as eagerly and warmly as his own little mare. His heart was touched by the
beauty of the gray stud. For the moment he forgot the evil and smoothed the pale mane and gazed into the
great pale-lashed eyes and thought (for the Nhi were breeders of good horses) that he would much covet
the get of that fine animal, in any herd: they were the breed of the lost High Kings of Andur, those great
gray horses. But there were no more High Kings, only the lords of clans; and the breed had passed as the
glories of Andur had passed.

Now of great kings there remained only the Hjemur-lord, far different than the brave bright kings of
golden Koris-sith and Baien, that breed of men apart from clans, and greater. An older thing, a darher thing
had stirred to life when the Hjemur-lord arose, and more than an army had gone down to diein Irien.

With that thought he shivered in the ice-edged wind and returned to thefire, to the center of all
things unnatural in the night, where Morgaine sat wrapped in her snowy furs, beside her horse's gear and
the dragon-blade glittering in its plain sheath. The silence between them had been as deep as that between
old friends.

The wind whirled snow through the cave's mouth. It was a great storm. He reckoned for the first
time that he would have died this night, unsheltered, weak from hunger. Had it not been for the meeting on
theroad, the deer, the offering of the cave, then he would have been in the open when the storm came
down, and he much doubted that hisfailing strength could have endured an Aenish storm.

There was wood piled up by the door. How it had been cut he was loath to know, only that it gave
them warmth. And when he came to put alittle more upon thefire, to keep the barrier between them and the
insistent wind, he saw Morgaine kneeling upon a place at the back of the cave and seeking for something
beneath a pile of small stones.

/ have used this place before, she had told him.

He looked in doubtful curiosity and saw that she drew forth aleather sack that was stiff and
moldering, and when she poured into her hand it was only powder that came down. She snatched her hand
from that asif she had touched something foul, and wiped her fingers on the earth. A bloody streak was
upon her arm, parting the black leather of her sleeve where she had thrust the arm forth from the enveloping
cloak, and her clean hand stole to that

She sat there shivering, like onein the grip of some great fear. He sank down on his heels near her,
puzzled, even pitying her, and wondering in the back of his mind how she had chanced to hurt herself in so
short atime: no, it looked old; it was drying. She must have done it while he was busy at the deer's carcass.

"How long?" she asked him. "How long have | been away?"

"Morethan ahundred years," he said.

"I had thought-rather less.” She moved her hand and looked down at the hurt, brushed at it,
seemed to decideto ignoreit, for it was not deep enough to be dangerous, only painful.

"Wait," he said, and obtained his own kit, and would gladly have tried to treat the wound for her:
he thought he owed her that at |east for this night's shelter. But she would have none of it, and insisted
upon her own. He sat and watched uneasily while she drew out her own things, small metal containers, and
other things he had no knowledge of. She treated her own injury, and did not bandage it, but a pinhish film
covered it when she had done, and it did not bleed. Qujalin medicines, he judged; and perhaps she could
not abide honest remedies, or feared they had been blessed, and might be harmful to her.

"How came you by that?' he asked, for it looked like an ax-stroke or sword-cut; but she had no
tools, however the wood had been cut, and high on her arm asit was he could not judge how she could
have chanced to do it.

"Aenorin,” shesaid. "Lord RisHeln GyrVson, he and hismen."

Heln was nearly a hundred yearsin his own grave. Then he felt an uneasiness at his stomach and
well understood the look Morgaine had had. She had ridden out of the Aenorin's chase and across his path-
ahundred years hi what by that wound had been the blink of an eye.

It wasinsane. He bowed down upon his face and then retreated, glad to leave her to her own
thoughts.



And because he was saddle-weary and harried beyond any immediate concern of magics or fear of
beasts, he wrapped himself in histhin cloak and |eaned against the rock wall to sleep.

The crash of anew piece of wood into the fire awakened him, still unrested, and he saw Morgaine
brush snow from her cloak and settle again in her accustomed place. Her eyes went to him, fixed
unwelcomely upon his, so that he could not pretend he slept

"Istheerested?" she asked of him, and that curious Korish accent was of long ago, and chilled him
more than the wind or the stone at his back.

"Somewhat," he said, and forced stiff musclesto set him upright He had slept in armor many a
night, and occasionally he had slept colder; but there had been too many daysin the saddle lately, and too
little rest between, and none at all the night before.

"Vanye," shesaid.

"Lady?"

"Come, near thefire. | have questions for thee."

He did so, not gladly, and settled wrapped in his threadbare cloak and cherished the heat. She sat
wrapped in her furs, her face half in shadow, and gazed into his eyes.

"Heln found this place," she said. "A hunter | did not kill told him. Aenor-Pywn rose in arms then.
They sent an army after me-" She laughed, the merest breath. "An army, to take thislittle cave. Of course |
knew their coming. How not? They filled the southern field. | fled at once-yet it was close. But they even
dared the valley of Stones; so | fled where they could not-would not-follow. And there | must wait until
someone freed me. | am no older; | knew nothing of the years. But things have gone to dust, else the horses
and we would fare better tonight. Thee fears me-"

It was so, it was clearly so: from a man his enemy he would have resented those words, Morgaine
he feared and he was not ashamed. His heart beat painfully at each direct glance of those gray, unhuman
eyes. If he did not know of a certainty that he would die, he would flee thislittle place and her company; but
there was the storm. It scowled outside with the fury of winter. He knew the mountains. Sometimes there
was no break in the snow for days. Men unprotected died, turned up in spring all twisted and stiff in the
melting snow, along with carcasses of horses and deer that the wolves had somehow missed.

"Thereisno harm in words between us," she said. She offered him wine of her own flask. He took it
hesitantly, but the night was chill, and he had already shared food with her. He drank alittle and gave it
back. She wiped the mouth fastidiously and drank also, and stopped the flask again.

"I beg thee tell methe end of my tale," she said. "l was not able to know. What became of the men |
knew? What wasit | did?" "

He stared into her eyes, this most cursed of all enemies of Andur-Kursh, the traitor guide that had
sent ten thousand men to die and sunk half the Middle Kingdoms into ruin. And those words would not
come to him. He would easily say them of her to someone else: but in that fair and unguarded face there was
something that unfolded to him, that strangled the cursein histhroat.

He found no words for her at all.

"I do not think then," she said, "that it has a pleasant ending, since thee does not want to say. But
say it, Nhi Vanye."

"Thereisno moreto tell,” he said. "After Irien, after so great a defeat for Andur-Kursh, Hjemur
took Koris, took all the lands from AlisKaje east. Y ou were not to be found, not after the chase the Aenorm
gave you. You vanished. What allies you had left surrendered. All that followed you died. They say that
there were prosperous villages and holds in south Korisin your day. There are none now. It is as desolate
asthese mountains. And Irien itself is cursed ground, and no one enters there, even of Hjemur's men. There
isrumor," he added, "that the Thiye who rules now isthe same that ruled men. | do not know if that istrue.
The Hjemur-lord has always been called Thiye Thiye's-son. But the country people say that it isthe same
man, kept young a hundred years."

"It could be done," she said in alow and joyless voice.

That istheend of it," he said. "Everyone died." And he thrust from his mind what she said of
Thiye, for it occurred to him that she was living proof mat it could be done, that things could be done for
which he wanted no explanation. He must share this place with her: he wanted to share nothing else.

She let him be then, asking no more questions, and he retreated to the other side of the fire and
curled up again to sleep.

The morning came, miserable and still spitting snow. But soon there began to be abreak in the
clouds, which cheered Vanye's heart He had feared one of those storms that stayed for days, that might seal
himin mis place with her unwelcome company, while the poor horses froze outside.

And she cooked strips of venison over the fire for their breakfast, and offered him alittle of the
winetoo. He cut bits from the steaming venison with his knife against his thumb, and watched even with
amusement as she, more delicate, cut hers most awkwardly into bits, and dusted each piece and inspected it,
and only then cooked it further and prised it off me dagger tip for eating, tiny bites and manageable.

Then she wrapped up the rest in asquare of |leather that he had of his gear for the purpose.

"Will you not keep some," he asked, "or are you taking it?”’

"What means the white scarf?" she asked him.

He swallowed the last bit of venison asif it had turned to dust hi his mouth. All at once the rest
that he had eaten and drunk turned to sicknessin his belly.



"lamilin," he said.

"Thee has sheltered with me, taken food," she said. "And the Chya of Koris gave me clan-welcome,
and gave melord-right, ilin."

He bowed his head to his hands upon the floor. She spoke the truth: alone of women, thiswastrue
of Morgaine, killer of. armies. He raged at himself, even while his stomach knotted in fear; he had not even
reckoned of it, for her being awoman; he had sheltered at her fire as he would have taken shelter at that of
some Aenish farmwife. Such folk had no claim to make against anilin.

Morgaine did.

"I beg exception,” he said from that position. He was entitled to ask that, and he had no shamein
asking. He dared look up at her. "I have kinsmen in Aenpr-Pywn. | was going there. Lady, | am exiledin
every province of Morija-l dare not go back there. | am little help to anyone." He took the helmet from his
head-he had set it on again to go out into the cold-and, which he had not done, even for sleeping, he
unlaced his coif at the throat and slipped it back from the shame of his shorn head, the fair brown hair.
falling free about his ears and across his brow. "l am outlawed in my clan: the Nhi and the Myya hunt me. So
| becameilin. But | can find shelter only in Aenor-Pywn, and there you have said yourself you cannot go."

"For what was this done to thee?" she asked him, and he saw that he had succeeded in bringing
shock even to the eyes of Morgaine.

"Tor murder, for brother-killing." He had told thisto none, had avoided men and shelters even of
country folk. The words came with difficulty to hislips. "It was afight he forced, lady, but | killed my
brother-my half-brother-and he was Myya. So there are two clans with blood-debt against me, and | am no
help to you. | am grateful for the skelter- | thank yon: but it is no use to you to make claim against me. Only
name me some reasonabl e service and | will do that for you in payment Y ou cannot stay here, you are
cursed in every hold hi Andur-Kursh, and no one that hears your name or sees you will refrain from your
life. Listen, for all that you are, you have been generous with me, and | am giving you good advice for it: the
pass south of here leads through Ae-nor, and | am bound that way. | will somehow guide you through that
land. I will bring you safely to the south of Ae-nor, where lands are warm, into Eriel, into the plains of Lun.
They are savages that live there, but at |east they have no blood feud with you and you can live therein
safety. Listen to me and et me pay you with that thanks. That is the best that | can do for you, and | will do
that honestly, grudging nothing."

"I refuse to grant exception," she said then, which was her right.

He swore, both foully and tearfully, and left her and went out and laid hands upon his horse's
halter. He had time to think then, of the holy oath he had already made asilin, and that oath-breaking was
no light thing for his honor and least of al for his soul. He laid hand against the bay's rough cheek, and his
head against its warm neck, and stayed there, shivering in the cold, but numb to it Easy it would beif he
could die there in the wind, robbed of warmth, to sink into the numbing snow and simply die, untouched by
qujalin oaths.

New snow crunched beneath Morgaine's boots. She came and stood beside him, waiting for him to
decide which he would, to yield up his soul by oath-breaking, or to risk it by serving the likes of her. For a
man who was lost in either case, the only thing left waslife: and life was sure to be longer by running now
than by staying with Morgaine Frosthair.

Then he thought of the deer, and already he felt atwitching at the back of his shouldersasif she
sought hislife. He would not be able to outrace that: other weapons, perhaps, but not the thing that had
slain the deer and left no wound.

“Itislawful," she said, "what | ask."

"With you," he objected, "that year islikely to be the last of my life. And after that, | would be a
marked man in An-dur-Kursh."

"I will admit that istrue. My own lifeislikely to be no longer. | have no pity to spare for thee."

She held out her hand for his. Heyielded it, and she drew the ivory-hilted Honor blade from her belt
and cut deeply, but not wide: the dark blood welled up slowly in the cold. She set her mouth to the wound,
and then he did the same, the salt hot taste of his own blood knotting his stomach in revulsion. Then she
went inside, and brought ash to stop it with, smearing it with the clan-glyph of the Chya, writ in his blood
and her hearth-ash across his hand, the ancient custom of Claiming.

Then he bowed to hisforehead in the burning snow, and the ice numbed the firein his hand and
made it cease throbbing. She had certain responsibilities for him now: to see that he did not starve, neither
he nor his horse, though certain of the hedge-lords were scant of that obligation, and kept the miserable
ilinin they claimed lean and hungry and their horsesin little better state when theilinin werein hall.

Morgaine was of poorer estate: she had no hall to shelter either of them, and the clan she signed
him-his own birth-clan-would as soon kill him as not. For his part, he must simply follow orders. no other law
bound him now. He could even be ordered against homeland or blood kin, though it was no credit to the
lord's honor if anilin were so cruelly used. He must fight her enemies, tend her hearth-whatever things she
required of him until ayear had passed from the day of his oath.

Or she might simply name him atask to accomplish, and he would be bound to that task even
beyond hisyear'stime, until it was done. And that also was exceedingly cruel, but it was according to the
law.

"What service?" he asked of her. "Will you let me guide you from here southward?"

"We go north," she said.



"Lady, it issuicide," hecried. "For you and for me."

"We go north," she said. "Come, | will bind up the hand.”

"No," he said. He clutched snow in hisfist, stopping the bleeding, and held the injured hand
against him. "I want no medicines of yours. | will keep my oath. Let me tend to myself.”

"I will not insist," she said.

Another thought, more terrible, occurred to him. He bowed hi request another time, delaying her
return to the cave.

"What else?" she asked him.

"If | dieyou are supposed to give me honorable burial. | do not want that.”

"What-not to be buried?"

"Not by qujalinrites. No, | had rather the birds and the wolves than that."

She shrugged, asif that did not at all offend her. "Birds and wolves will likely care for both of us
before all isdone,” she said. "I am glad thee sees the matter that way. | probably should have no time for
amenities. Care for thyself and gather thy gear and mine. We are leaving this place."

"Where are we bound?"

"Where | will to go."

He bowed acceptance with a heavy heart, knowing of increasing certainty that he could not reason
with her. She meant to die. It was cruel to have laid claim to anilin under that circumstance, but that was the
way of hisoath. If aman survived hisyear, he was purged of crimes and disgrace. Heaven would have
exacted due penance for hissins.

Many did not survive. It was presumed Heaven had exacted punishment. They were counted
honorabl e suicides.

He bound up his hand with the cleanly remedies that he knew, though it hurt with dull persistence;
and then he gathered up all their belongings, his and hers, and saddled both the horses. The sky was
beginning to clear. The sun shone down on him as he worked, and glittered coldly off the golden hilt of the
blade he hung upon the gray's saddle. The dragon leered at him, fringed mouth agape, clenching the blade
in histeeth; his spread legs made the guard; his back-winding tail guarded the fingers.

Hefeared even to touch it. No Korish work, that, whatever hand had made the plain sheath. It was
alien and otherly, and when he ventured in curiosity to ease the awful thing even alittle way from its sheath,
he found strange letters on the blade itself like a shard of glass-even touching it threatened injury. No blade
ever existed of such substance: and yet it seemed more perilous than fragile.

He slipped it quickly back into its sheath, guilty as he heard Morgaine's tread behind him.

"Let it be," she said harshly. And when he stared at her, knowing of a surety he had done wrong,
she said more gently: "It isagift of one of my companions-avanity. It pleased him. He had great skill. But if
thee dislikes thingsqujalin, then keep hands from it."

He bowed, avoiding her eyes, and began working at his own gear, tying his few possessionsinto
place at the back of the saddle.

The blade's name was Changeling. He remembered it of the songs, and wondered could a smith
have given so unlucky a name to a blade, even were he qujal. His own sword was of humbler make, honest
steel, well-tempered, nameless as befitted a common soldier or alord's bastard son.

He hung it on his saddle, swung up to mount and waited upon Morgaine, who was hardly slower.

"Will you not listen to me?' He was willing to try reason alast time. "There is no safety for you in
the north. Let us go south to Lun. There are tribes there that know nothing of you. Y ou would be able to
make your way among them. | have heard tell that there are cities far to the south. | would take you there.

Y ou could live. In the north, they will hunt you and kill you."
She did not even answer him, but guided the gray downhill.



CHAPTER |11

THE WOLVES had been at the deer's carcass in the night, after the snow had ceased to fall so
quickly. The area around the tattered bones were marked and patterned with the paws of wolves, and some
of those tracks were wondrously large. Vanye looked down astheir own trail crossed the trampled snow,
and he saw the larger tracks he knew beyond doubt for beasts of Korish woods, more hound than wolf.

The carnage cast a further pall upon the morning, which was clearing to that ice-crystal brightness
that blinded the senses, veiling all sins of uglinessinto brilliance under a blue sky; but already the veil had
been soiled for them, death with them, four-footed. Of natural wolves he had no great fear-they seldom
bothered men, save in the most desperate winters. But K oris-beasts were another breed. They killed. They
killed and never meant to eat-a perversion in nature.

Morgaine looked down at the tracks too, and seemed unperturbed; perhaps, he thought, she had
never seen thelikein her time, before Thiye learned to warp the lightness of nature into shapes he chose.
Perhaps magics had grown more powerful than she remembered, and she did not know the dangers toward
which they rode.

Or perhaps-it was the worse thought-he himself failed to realize with what he rode, knee-to-knee
and peaceful on this bright morning. He feared her for her reputation: that was natural. And yet, he thought,
perhaps he did not hold fear enough of her presence. She could kill without touching and without wound:
he could not rid his mind of the deer's wide-eyed look that ought by rights not to have been dead.

A gnawed bone lay athwart their path. His horse shied fromiit.

They rode back into the valley of the Stones, crossing the frozen stream, cracking the yet thinice,
and rode the winding trail beside the great gray rocks, under the shadow of the mound called Morgaine's
Tomb. Despite the snow, the sky shimmered between the two carven pillars with the look of air above the
heated rocks.

Morgaine looked up at it asthey rode. There was upon her face a curious loathing. He began to
understand that it had been far from Morgaine's will to have ridden into such athing with Heln's men
behind her.

"Who freed you?"' he asked suddenly.

Shelooked back at him, puzzled.

"Y ou said that someone must free you from this place. What isit? How were you held there? And
who freed you?'

"ItisaGate," she said, and into his mind there flashed the nightmare image of white rider against
the sun: it was hard to remember such madness. Like dreams, it tended to fade, for the sake of sanity.

"If itisagate," he said, "then from where did you come?’

"I was between until something should disturb the field. That is the way with Gates that are not set
Itislike ashallow pool of time, ever so shallow. | was washed up again, on this shore.”

He gazed up at it, could not understand, and yet it was as good an explanation of what he had seen
asany other.

"Who freed you?" he asked.

"I do not know," she said. "I rode in with men at my heels; a shadow passed me; | rode out again.
It was like closing my eyes. No-not that either. It was just between. Only it was thicher than any between |
have ever ridden. | think that thee was-thee says, you-were-the one that did free me. But | do not know how,
and | doubt that you know."

Itisimpossible,” he said. "l never came near the Stones.”

"I would not wager anything on that memory," she said.

She turned her head; he rode behind her here, for the path was narrow at the bottom of the bin. He
had view of the gray's white swaying tail and Morgaine's white-cloaked and insolent back; and the presence
of this structure she called a Gate cast apall upon al histhoughts. He had leisure to repent his oath in this
ill-omened place, and knew that in ayear with Morgaine he was bound to see and hear many things an
honest and once religious man would not find comfortable.

He had a sudden and uncomfortable vision as he saw her riding ahead of him upon that stretch of
the old paved road up between the lesser monoliths: that here was another kind of anachronism, like aman
visiting the nursery of his childhood, surrounded by sad toys. Morgaine was indeed out of the long-ago;
and yet it was known that the qujal had been evil and wise and able to work things that men had happily
forgotten. Not needing transport, not needing such things as mortal weapons, qujal only wished and
practiced sorceries, and what they wished became substance-until they grew yet more evil, and ruined
themselves.

And yet Morgaine rode, live and powerful, and carried under her knee a blade of forgotten arts, in
the ruins of things she might well have known as they once had been.

It was said that Thiye Thiye's-son was immortal, renewing his youth by taking life from others, and
that he would never die so long as he could find unfortunates on whom to practice this. He had tended to
scoff at the rumor: all men died.

But Morgaine had not, not in more than a hundred years, and still was young. She found the



hundred years acceptable. Perhaps she had known longer sleeps than this.

The higher passes were choked with snow. Gray and bay fought drifts, struggling with such effort
that they made little time. They must often pause to rest the animals. Y et by afternoon they seemed to have
made it through the worst places, and without meeting any of the Myya or seeing tracks of beasts.

It was good fortune. It was bound not to last.

"Lady," he said during one of their rests, "if we go on aswe are we will be in the valley of Morij
Erd; and if we enter there, chances are you will not find welcome for either of us. This horse of mineis out
of that land; and Gervaineitslord is Myya and he has sworn a great oath to have my head on a pike and
other parts of me similarity distributed. There is no good prospect for you or for me in this direction.”

She smiled slightly. She had been hi lighter humor since the morning, when they had quitted the
valley of Stones and entered the more honest shade of pine woods and unhewn crags. "We bear east
before then, toward Koris."

"Lady, you know your way well enough," he protested glumly. "Why was it needful to snare me
for aguide?'

"How should | know otherwise that Gervaineislord of Morij Erd?' she asked, still smiling. The
eyesdid not. "Besides, | did not say that you were to be aguide in these lands.”

"What, then?"

But she did not answer. She had that habit when he asked what displeased her. More human folk
might dispute, protest, argue. Morgaine was simply silent, and against that there was no argument, only
deep frustration.

He climbed back into his saddle and saw thereafter that they bore more easterly, toward east Koris,
toward that land that was most firmly in Thiye's hands.

Toward dusk they were in pine forest again. Gray-centered clouds sailed across the moon
increasingly frequent as the night deepened, and yet they rode, fearful of more storms, fearful for the
horses, for there was little grain remaining in both their saddlebags, and they wished to make what easy
time they could, hopeful of coming to the lower country before the winter set afirm grip on the passes
before them. The bright moon showed them the way.

But at last the clouds were thick and the trail became hardly passable, trees crowding close and
obscuring the sky with their bristling shadow. A downed tree beside the road promised them at least adrier
placeto rest, and wood for fire. They stopped and Vanye hacked off smaller branches and heaped them into
aproper form for adamp-wood fire.

How thefire cameto be, Vanye did not see: he turned his back to fetch more wood, and turned
again and it was started, atiny tongue of fire within the damp branches. It smoked untidily: wet wood; but it
remained, Morgaine leaning close to encourage it, and he gingerly fed it tinder.

"Thereisacertain danger in this," he advised Morgaine, looking at her closely over thelittlefire.
"There may be men hereabouts to see the light or smell the smoke, and no men in these woods are friendly
to any other. | do not care to meet what this may attract, and it is best we keep it small and not keep it the
night long."

She opened her hand and in the dim light showed hima black and shiny thing, queer and ugly. It
revolted him: he could not determine why, only that it would not be made by any hand he knew, and there
was afoul unloveliness about the thing in her fair slim hand. "Thisis sufficient for brigands and for
beasts," she said. "And | trust you are somewhat skilled with sword and with bow. Ilinin otherwise do not
long survive."

He nodded silent acknowledgement

"Fetch our gear," she bade him.

He did so, clearing snow from the great tree and resting all that could be harmed by damp upon
that. She began to make ameal for them of the almost frozen meat, while he doled out a bit of the remaining
grain to the poor horses. They nudged him in the ribs and coaxed pitiably, wanting the rest of it: but he
steeled his heart against them, grieved and out of appetite for the good venison they had. Kurshin that he
was, he could not eat with his animalsin want. A man was to be judged by his horses and the fithess of
them;hand had it been grain they themselves were eating he would gladly have given them his share and
gone hungry.

He went and settled glumly by the fire, working his stiffening hand, which was affected by the cold.
"We must somehow get down from this height,” he said, "by tomorrow, even if it takes us by some more
dangerous road. We are out of grain but for one day. These horses cannot force drifts like these and go
hungry too. We will kill them if we keep on."

She nodded quietly. "We are on a short road,” she said.

"Lady, | do not know thisway, and | have ridden the track from Morijato Koris's border to Erd
several ways."

"Itisaroad | knew," she said, and looked up at the clouding sky. the pinetops black against the
veiled moon. "It was less overgrown then."

He made a gesture against evil, unthought and reflexive. He thought then that it would anger her.
Instead she glanced down briefly, asif avoiding reply.

"Where are we going?" he asked her. "Are we looking for something?"

"No," shesaid. "l know whereit lies."



"Lady," he asked of her, for she seemed about to sink into another of her silences. He made a bow,
earnestly; he could not bear another day of that "Lady, where? Where are we going?'

‘To lvrel." And when in dread he opened his mouth to protest that madness: "1 have not told you
yet," she said, "what servicel claim of thee."

"No," he agreed, "you have not."

"Itisthis, it? To kill the Hjemur-lord Thiye and to destroy hiscitadel if | die."

A laugh escaped him, became a sob. This was the thing she had promised the six lords she would
do. Teathousand men had died in that attempt, so that many surmised she had never been enemy to Thiye
of Hjemur, but friend and servant-witch, set out to ruin the Middle Lands.

"Ah, I will gowith thee," shesaid. " | do not ask you to do thisthing alone; but if | am lost, that is
your serviceto me."

"Why?"' he asked abruptly. "For revenge? What wrong have | done you, lady?"

"I cameto seal the Gates," she said, "and if | should be lost, that isthe meansto doit. | do not
think | can teach you otherwise. But take my weapons and strike at the heart of Hjemur's hold: that would do
itaswell as| ever could.”

"If you wish to ruin the Gates," he said bitterly, for he did not half believe her, "therewas a
beginning to be made at Aenor-Pywn's fires, and you rode past it."

"Pointless to meddle with it. They are all dangerous; but the master Gate isthat you call the
Witchfires: without it all the others must fade. They all once led to there: now they only exist, without depth
or direction. They are the one thing that Thiye has not fully discovered how to manage. He cannot stop or
use them singly. Thiyeis no blood of mine, but he has had instruction. He plays with things he only half
understands, although it may be," she added, "that a hundred years may have increased his wisdom."

"I understand nothing at all," he protested. " Set me free of this thing. It does no honor to you to
ask such athing of me. | will gowith you, | swear this: | will do you Win's service until you have seen
through what you will do, no matter how mean or how miserable things you ask of me. | swear that, even
beyond my year, evento lvrel, if that iswhere you are going. But do not ask me to do this thing and hang
my oath asilin onit."

"All thesethings," she said softly, "I have of the oath you Have already given me." And then her
voice became almost kindly: "Vanye, | am desperate. Five of us came here and four are dead, because we did
not know clearly what we faced. Not all the old knowledge is dead here; Thiye has found teachers for
himself, and perhaps he has indeed grown in knowledge: in some part | hope he has. Hisignhoranceis as
dangerous as hismalice. But if | send you, | will not send you totally ignorant.”

He bowed his head. "Do not tell me these things. If you need aright arm, | am there. No more than
that."

"Well enough," she said, "well enough for now. | will not force any knowledge on thee that does
not have to be."

And she applied knife to atwig and sharpened it to hold the strips of venison.

He slipped his helmet off, for it hurt his brow from long wearing, but he did not slip the coif: it was
cold and shame still prevented him, even in her sight. He wrapped the cloak about him and undertook to
cook hisown food, and shared wine with her. He went over to the log after that, and stretched himself upon
the higher part of it, and she upon the lower atime later. It was a peculiar sort of bed, but better by far than
the cold snow below them; and he tucked himself up like awarrior on abier, hislongsword clasped upon his
breast, for he did not want to let it out of his grasp on this night, and in this place. He did not even keepitin
its sheath.

And late, when the fire had become very low, he became uneasy with the impression that there was
something stirring besides the wind that cracked the icy branches, something large and of weight; and he
strained his eyes and hearing and held his breath to see and listen to what it might be.

Suddenly he saw Morgaine's hand seek toward her belt beneath her cloak, and he knew that she
was awake.

"I will put wood upon thefire," he said, this also for any watcher. Herolled off thelog into a
crouch, almost expecting a rush of something.

Brush cracked. Snow crunched, rapidly receding.

He looked at Morgaine.

"It was no wolf," she said. "Go feed thefire, and keep an eye to the horses. If we ride out now we
are perhaps no better target than we are sitting here, but | fear thistrail has changed too much to chance it
in the dark.”

It was an uneasy night thereafter. The clouds grew thicher. Toward morning there came the first
siftings of snow.

Vanye swore, heartbreakingly, with feeling. He hated the cold like death itself; it closed in about
them until al the world was white, and they drifted through the veiling wind asthey rode, like wraiths,
nearly |osing one another upon occasion, until the lowering sky ceased to sift down on them and they had
an afternoon free of misery.

Thetrail ceased to be atrail at all, yet Morgaine still professed to know the way: she had, she
avowed, ridden it only afew days ago, when trees were still young that now were old, where others stood
that now did not, and the path was fair and well-ridden. Y et she insisted she would not mistake their way.

And toward evening they did indeed come to what seemed a proper road, or the remnant of one,



and made a camp in a pleasant place that was at |east sheltered from the rising wind, a hollow among rocks
that looked out upon an open meadow -rare hi these hills. With the wind up and no dry bed for their rest, he
did what he could with pine boughs, and tried beneath the snow for grass for the horses, but it was too
deep, and iced. He fed the animalsthe last of the grain, wondering what would become of them on the
morrow, and then returned to the fire that Morgaine had made, there to sit hunched in his cloak like awinter
bird, miserable and dejected. He slept early, taking what rest he could until Morgaine nudged him with her
foot. Thereafter she slept in the warm place he had quitted, and he sat slumped against a rock and wrapped
his arms and legs about hislongsword, trying against his weariness to hold himself alert.

He nodded, unintended, jerked erect again. One of the horses snorted. He thought that he himsel f
had startled it by his sudden movement, but the uneasiness nagged at him.

Then he rose up with unsheathed sword in hand and walked out to see the horses.

A weight hit his back, snarling and spitting and sounding human. He cried out and spun, wrist
shocked as the sword bit bone; and something went loping off, hunched and shadowy in the dark. There
were othersjoiningitinitsretreat. He saw alight flash, spun about to see Morgaine.

For an instant he cringed, fearing what she held no less than he feared beasts out of Koris, and still
trembling in every limb from the attack.

She waited for him, and he came back to her, knelt down on the mat of boughs and zeal ously
cleaned his sword in snow and rubbed it dry. He loathed the blood of Koris-things upon the clean steel. His
hurts were numb; he hoped that there had not been any to break the skin. He did not think they had pierced
the mail shirt.

"These are not natural beasts," she said.

"No," he agreed. "They are far from natural. But they can die by natural weapons.”

"Isthee hurt?"

"No," hejudged, surprised, even pleased that she had asked; he nodded his head in a half-bow,
tribute to courtesy whichliyo did not oweitin. "No, | do not think so."

She settled again. "Will rest? | will wake awhile."

"No," hesaid again. "l could not sleep."

She nodded, settled, and curled herself back to sleep.

The snows had passed by morning; the sun rose clear and bright upon them, beginning even to
melt alittle of the snow, and they took their way down the other side of the mountain ridge, among pines
and rocks and increasing openness of the road.

Upon a height they suddenly had view of lower lands, of white shading into green, where lesser
i’alti(tjudes had gained less snow, and forest lay asfar asthe eye could see into lesser Koris and into the lower

ands.

Far away beyond the haze lay the ominous cone of Ivrel, but it was much too far to see. There were
only the hazy white caps of Alis Kaje, motfcer of eagles, and of Cedur Maje, which were the mountain walls
of Morija, dividing Kursh from An-dur, Thiye's realms from those of men.

They rode easily this day, found grass for the horses and stopped to rest atime, rode on farther
and in lighter spirits. They came upon afence, alow shepherd's fence of rough stones, the first indication
that they had found of human habitation.

It was thefirst sight of anything human that Vanye had seen since the | ast brush of aMyyaarrow,
and he was glad to see the evidence of plain herder folk, and breathed easier. In the last few daysandin
such company as he now rode one could forget humanity, farms and sheep and normal folk.

Then there was alittle house, a homely place with rough stone walls and a garden that had gone to
weeds, snow-covered in patches. The shutters hung.

Morgaine shook her head, incredulity in her eyes.

"What was this place?" he asked her.

"A farm," said Morgaine, afair and pleasant one." And then: "l spent the night here-hardly a
month of my life ago. They were kindly folk who lived here."

He thought to himself that they must also have been fearless to have sheltered Morgaine after
Irien; and he saw by leaning round in his saddle when they had passed to the far side of the house, that the
back portion of the roof had fallenin.

Fire? hewondered. It was not a surprising vengeance taken on peopl e that had sheltered the
witch. Morgaine had an uncommon history of disasters where she passed, most often to the innocent.

She did not see. She rode ahead without looking back, and he let his bay-he called the beast Mai,
as al hishorses would be Mai-overtake the gray. They rode knee to knee, morose and silent Morgaine was
never joyous company. This sight made her melancholy indeed.

Then, upon a sudden winding of thetrail, as the pines began to crowd close upon them and upon
the little fence, there sat two ragged children.

Male and female they seemed to be, raggle-taggle, shag-haired little waifs of enormous dark eyes
and pinched cheeks, sitting on the fence itself despite the snow. They scrambled up, eyes pools of distress,
stretching out bony hands.

"Food, food," they cried, "for charity.”

The gray, Siptah, reared up, lashing with his hooves; and Morgaine reined him aside, narrowly
missing the boy. She had hard shift to hold the animal, who shied, wide-nostrilled and round-eyed until his



haunches brought up against the wall upon the other side, and VVanye curbed his Mai with a hard hand,
cursing at the reckless children. Such waifs were not an uncommon sight in Koris. They begged, stole
shamelessly.

There but for Rijan, Vanye thought occasionally: lord's bastards sometimes came to other fates
than he had known before his exile. The poor were frequent in the hills of Andur, clan-less and destitute,
and poor girls fatherless children generally cametoill ends. If they survived childhood they grew up as
banditsin earnest.

And the girl perhaps would spawn more of her own kind, misery breeding misery.

They could not be more than twelve, the pair of them, and they seemed to be brother and sister-
perhaps twins. They had the same wolf-look in their eyes, the same pointed |eanness to their faces as they
huddled together away from the dangerous hooves.

"Food," they still pleaded, holding out each a hand.

"We have enough to spare." Vanye directed hiswords to Morgaine, arequest, for their saddlebags
were still heavy with the frozen venison of days before. He pitied such as these children, loathsome as they
were, always gave them charity when he could-for luck, remembering what he was.

And when Morgaine consented with anod he leaned across and lifted the saddlebag from Siptah's
gray back and was about to open it when the girl, venturing close to Mai, snatched his saddleroll off the rear
of the saddle, slashing one of its bindings.

He cursed volubly, wiser than to drop their food and give chase to one while the boy lingered: he
tossed the leather-wrapped packet at Morgaine, flung hisleg over the horn. The boy fled too, vaulting the
wall. Vanye went close after him.

"Have acare," Morgaine wished him.

But the fleeing urchins dropped his belongings. Content with that, he paused to gather things up,
annoyed that they returned to jeer at him like the naughty children they were, dancing about him.

He snatched as the boy darted too close to him, meaning no more than to cuff him and shake him to
sober sense; the boy twisted in his grip and gave forth a stream of curses, and the girl with a shriek rushed
at him and clawed at his hand upon the boy-a bodkin in her hand. It pierced deep, enough that he snatched
back his hand.

They shrieked and ran, leaving him with the spoils, and vanished among the trees. He was still
cursing under his breath when he returned to Morgaine, sucking at the painful wound the little minx had
dealt his hand.

"Children of imps," he muttered. "Thieves. Misgotten brigands." He had | ost face before hisliyo,
his lady-lord, and swung up into Mai's saddle with sullen grace, having tied his gear behind. Until thistime
he had felt unworthily used, taken in treachery and unworthily on her part: it wasthe first time he had to feel
that he had fallen short in his obligation, and that made him doubly debted, disgracing both himself and his
liyo.

And then he began to feel strangely, like a man having drunk too much wine, his head Mumming
and hiswhole person strangely at variance with all that was about him.

He gazed at Morgainein alarm, reluctant to plead for help, but suddenly he felt he needed it. He
could not understand what was the matter with his senses. It was like the onset of fever. He swayed in the
saddle.

Morgaine's slim arm stayed him. She put Siptah close to him, holding him. He heard her voice
speaking sharply to him and sternly ordering him to hold himself up.

He centered his weight and slumped, wit enough to do that, at least, distributing his failing body
over Mai's neck. The saddlehorn was painful; the bending cut off hiswind. He could not even summon the
strength in hisarmsto deal with that.

Morgaine was afoot She had Msinjured hand. He felt painin it, distantly, felt her warm mouth
touch it She dealt with it like snakehite, spitting out the poison, cursing at him or at her own fell spiritsina
tongue he could not understand, which frightened him.

He tried to help her. He could not think of anything for atime, and was surprised to find that she
had moved again, and was upon Siptah, leading his horse by the reins, and that they were riding again upon
the snowy road. She had on his own plain cloak: the furs were wanning him.

He clung to the saddle until his numb body finally told him that she had bound him so that he
could not fall. He let himself go then, and yielded to the horse's motion. Thirst plagued him. He could not
summon the will to ask for anything. He was dimly aware of interludes of travel, interspersed with darkness.

And the darkness was growing in the sky.

He was dying. He became sure of it. It began to trouble him that he might die and she forget her
promise and send him into the hereafter with alien rites. He was terrified at the thought: for that terror alone
he refused to die. He fought every lapse into unconsciousness. At times he almost gained will and wit
enough to speak to her, but all hiswords came out twisted, and she generally ignored him, assuming him
fevered, or not caring.

Then he knew that there were riders about them. He saw the crest upon him that led them, that of
wolf with adeer withinits jaws, and he knew the mark and tried desperately to warn her.

Still even they took hiswords for raving. Morgaine fell in with them, and they were escorted down
into the vale of Koris, toward Ra-leth.



CHAPTER IV

THERE WAS A tattered look about the hall, full of cobwebsin the comers, the mortar crumbling
here and there, making hollow gaps between the big irregular stones so that spiders had abundant hiding
places. The wooden frame did not quite meet the stone about the door. The bracket for the burning torch
hung most precariously by asingle one of its four bolts.

The bed itself sagged uncomfortably. Vanye searched about with hisleft hand to discover the
limits of it: hisright hand was sorely swollen, puffed with venom. He could not clearly remember what had
been done, save that he lay here while things came clear again, and there was a person who hovered about
him from time to time, fending others away.

Herealized finally that the person was Morgaine, Morgaine without her cloak, black-clad and slim
in men's clothing, and yet with the most incongroustgi hio-overrobe-of silver and black: she had abarbaric
bent yet unsuspected; and the blade Changeling was hung over her chair, and her other gear propping her
feet-most unwomanly.

He gazed at her trying to bring hismind to clarity and remember how they had come there, and still
could not. She saw him and smiled tautly.

"Well," she said, "thee will not lose the arm.”

He moved the sore hand and tried to flex the fingers. They were too swollen. What she had said
still frightened him, for the arm was affected up to the elbow, and that hurt to bend.

"Flis!" Morgaine called.

A girl appeared, backing into the room, for she had hands full of linens and a basin of steaming
water.

The girl made shift to bow obeisance to Morgaine, and Morgaine scowled at her and jerked her
head in the direction of Vanye.

The hot water pained him. He set his teeth and endured the compresses of hot towels, and directed
his attention instead to his attendant. Flis was dark-haired and sloe-eyed, intensely, hotly female. The low
peasant bodice gaped a bit as she bent; she smiled at him and touched his face. Her bearing, her manner,
was that of many agirl in hall that was low-clan or no clan, who hoped to get of some lord achild to lift her
to honorable estate. No seed of his could ennoble anyone, but she surely plied her arts with him because he
was safe at the moment and he was a stranger.

She soothed hisfever with her hands and gave him well-watered wine to drink, and talked to himin
little sweet words which made no particular sense. When her hands touched his brow he realized that she
made no objection of his shorn hair, which would have warned any sensible woman of his character and his
station and sent her indignantly hence.

Then he remembered that he was surely in the hall of clan Leth, where outcasts and outlaws were
welcome so long as they bore the whims of lord Kasedre and were not particular what orders they obeyed.
Here such aman as he was no novelty, perhaps of no less honor than the rest.

Then he saw Morgaine on her feet, looking at him over the shoulder of the girl Flis, and Morgaine
gave him afaintly disgusted look, judgment of the awkwardly predatory maid. She turned and paced to the
window, out of convenient view.

He closed his eyes then, content to have the pain of his arm attended, required to do nothing. He
had lost all the face aman could lose, being rescued by hisliyo, awoman, and given over to servants such
asthis.

Leth tolerated Morgaine's presence, even paid her honor, to judge by the splendor of the guest-
robe they offered her, and indulged her lord-right, treating her as equal.

Flis*s hand strayed. He moved it, indignant at such treatment in hisliyo's presence, and her a
woman. Flis giggled.

Brocade rustled. Morgaine paced back again, scowled and nodded curtly to the girl. Flis grew
quickly sober, gathered up her basin and her towels with graceless haste.

"Leavethem,” Morgaine ordered.

Flis abandoned them on the tabl e beside the door and bowed her way out.

Morgaine walked over to the bed, lifted the; compress on Vanye's injured hand, shook her head.
Then she went over to the door and slid the chair over in such fashion that no one outside could easily
open the door.

"Arewethreatened?' Vanye asked, disturbed by such precautions.

Morgaine busied herself with her own gear, extracting some of her own unguents from the kit. "I
imagine we are," she said. "But that is not why | barred the door. We are not provided with alock and |
grow weary of that minx spying on my business."

He watched uneasily as she set her medicines out on the table beside him. "l do not want-"

"Objections denied.” She opened ajar and smeared a little medication into the wound, which was
wider and more painful than before, since the compress. The medication stung and made it throb, but
numbed the wound thereafter. She mixed something into water for him to drink, and insisted and ordered
him to drink it.



Thereafter he was sleepy again, and began to perceive that M orgaine was the agent of it thistime.

She was sitting by him still when he awoke, polishing his much-battered helm, tending his armor,
he supposed, from boredom. Shetilted her head to one side and considered him.

"How fare you now?"

"Better," he said, for he seemed free of fever.

"Canyou rise?"

Hetried. It was not easy. He realized in his blindness and his concern with the effort itself, that he
was not clothed, and snatched at the sheet, nearly falling in the act: Kurshin were amodest folk. But it
mattered little to Morgaine. She estimated him with an analytical eye that wasin itself more embarrassing
than the blush she did not own.

"Y ou will not ride with any great endurance,” she said, "which is an inconvenience. | have no
liking for this place. | do not trust our host at al, and 1 may wish to quit this hall suddenly."

He sank down again, reached for his clothing and tried to dress, one-handed as he was.

"Our host," he said, "is Kasedre, lord of Leth. And you are right. Heismad."

He omitted to mention that Kasedre was reputed to have qujalin blood in hisveins, and that that
heredity was given as reason for his madness; Morgaine, though unnerving in her oddness, was at |east
sane.

"Rest," she bade him when he had dressed, for the effort had taxed him greatly. "Y ou may need
your strength. They have our horsesin stables downstairs near the front entry, down this hall outside to
the left, three turns down the stairs and left to the first door. Mark that. Listen, | will show you what | have
observed of this place, in the case we must take our leave separately."

And sitting on the bed beside him she traced among the bedclothes the pattern of the halls and the
location of doors and rooms, so that he had afair estimation of where things lay without having laid eye
upon them. She had a good faculty for such things: he was pleased to learn hisliyo was sensible and
experienced in matters of defense. He began to be more optimistic of their chancesin this place.

"Arewe prisoners,” he asked, "or are we guests?"

"I am aguest in name, at least,” she said, "but thisis not a happy place for guesting."

hehal There was aknock at the door. Someone tried it. When it did not yield, the visitor padded off down
the .

"Do you have any wish to linger here?' he asked.

"I feel," she said, "rather like a mouse passing a cat: probably thereis no harm and the beast |ooks
well-fed and lazy; but it would be amistake to scurry."

"If the cat istruly hungry," he said, "we delude ourselves."

She nodded.

Thistime there was a deliberate knock at the door.

Vanye scrambled for hislongsword, hooked it to his belt, convenient to the left hand. Morgaine
moved the chair and opened the door.

It was Flisagain. The girl smiled uncertainly and bowed. Vanye saw her in clearer light thistime,
without the haze of fever. She was not as young as he had thought. It was paint that blushed her cheek and
her dress was not country and innocence: it was blowsy. She simpered and smiled past Morgaine at Vanye.

"Y ou are wanted," she said.

"Where?" asked Morgaine.

Flisdid not want to look up into Morgaine's eyes: addressed, she had no choice. She did so and
visibly cringed: her head only reached Morgaine's shoulders, and her hal o of frizzled brown seemed dull next
to Morgaine'sblack and silver. 'To hall, lady.” She cast a second wishing look back at Vanye, back again.
"Only you, lady. They did not ask the man."

Heisilinto me," she said. "What is the occasion?"

"To meet my lord," said Flis. "Itisall right," sheinsisted. "I can take care for him."

"Never mind," said Morgaine. "He will do very well without, Flis. That will be all"

Flis blinked: she did not seem particularly intelligent. Then she backed off and bowed and went
away, beginning to run.

Morgaine turned about and looked at Vanye. "My apologies," she said dryly. "Areyou fit to go
downto hall?"

He bowed assent, thoroughly embarrassed by Morgaine, and wondering whether he should be
outraged. He did not want Flis. Protesting it was graceless too. He ignored her gibe and avowed that he was
fit. He was not steady on hisfeet. He thought that it would pass.

She nodded to him and led the way out of the room.

Everything outside was much the same as she had described to him. The hall wasin general
disrepair, like some long abandoned fortress suddenly occupied and not yet quite liveable. Therewasa
mustiness about the air, a queasy feeling of dirt, and effluvium of last night's feasting, of grease and age and
untended cracks, and earth and damp.

"Let ussimply walk for the door," Vanye suggested when they reached that lower floor and he
knew that the lefthand way led to the outside, and their horses, and awild, quick ride out of this place of
madmen. "Liyo, let us not stay here. Let us take nothing from this place, let us go, now, quickly."”

Theeisnot fit for achase," shesaid. "Or | would, gladly. Be still. Do not offend our hosts."

They walked unescorted down the long corridors, where sometimes were servants that looked like



beggars that sometimes appeared at hold gates, asking their free days of lawful charity. It was shameto a
lord to keep folk of hishall in such astate. And the hold of Leth was huge. Its stones were older than
Morgaine'srideto Irien, older by far in al its parts, and in its day it had been agrand hall, most fabled in
its"beauty. If she had seen it then, it was sadly otherwise now, with the tapestriesin greasy rags and bare
stone showing through the tattered and dirty carpets on the floors. There were corridors which they did not
take, great open halls that breathed with damp and decay, closed doors that looked to have remained
undisturbed for years. Rats scurried sullenly out of their path, seeking the large cracksin the masonry,
staring out at them with small glittering eyes.

"How much of this place have you seen?" he asked of her.

"Enough," she said, "to know that there is much amiss here. .Nhi Vanye, whatever bloodfeuds you
have with Leth, you areilin to me. Remember it."

"I have none with Leth," he said. " Sensible men avoid them altogether. Madnessislike yeast in
thiswhole loaf. It breeds and rises. Guard what you say, liyo, even if you are offended.”

And of asudden he saw the lean face of the boy |eering out at them from a cross-corridor, the
sister beside him, rat-eyed and smiling. Vanye blinked. They were not there. He could not be sure whether
he had seen them or not.

The door to the main hall gaped ahead of them. He hastened to overtake Morgaine. There were
any number of bizarre personages about, a clutch of men that looked more fit to surround some hillside
campfire as bandits-they lounged at the rear of the hall; and afew high-clanuyin that he took for Leth, who
lounged about the high tablesin the hall. These latter were also lean and hungry and out-at-the-elbows,
their trousers gaudy, but frayed at hems: to do justice to their charity and hospitality to Morgaine, they
were indeed | ess el egant than what they had lent to her.

And there was aman that could only have been Leth Kas-edre, who sat in the chair of honor at
center, youngish to look upon-he could surely have been no more than thirty, and yet his babyish face was
sallow, beneath afringe of dark hair that wanted trimming; no warrior's braid for this one, and much else
that went to make up aman seemed likely wanting too. His hair hung in twining ringlets. His eyes were
hunted, darting from this to that; his mouth was like that of asick man, loose, moist at the edges. He
exuded heat and chill at once, like fever.

And his clothing was splendor itself, cloth-of-gold, his narrow chest adorned with brooches and
clasps and chains of gold. A jeweled Honor blade was at his belt, and ajeweled longsword, which added
decoration useless and pathetic. The air about him was thick with the reek of perfumes that masked decay.
Asthey came near him there was no doubt It was a sickroom smell

Kasedre arose, extended a thin hand to offer place to Morgaine, who tucked up her feet and settled
on the low bench courtiers had vacated for her, a place of honor; she wore Changeling high at her back and
released the hook mat secured the shoulderstrap at her waist, letting strap and Made slide to her hip for
comfort, sitting. She bowed gracefully; Kasedre returned the courtesy.

Vanye must perforce kneel at the Leth's feet and touch brow to floor, respect which the Leth hardly
deigned to acknowledge, intent as he was on Morgaine. Vanye crept aside to his place behind her. It was
bitter: he was awarrior-had been, at least; he had been proud, though bastard, and certainly Nhi Rijan's
bastard ranked higher than this most notorious of hedge-lords. But he had seenilinin at Ra-morij forced to
such humiliation, refused Claiming, forgotten, ignored, no one reckoning what the man might have been
before he becameilin and nameless. It was not worth protest now: the Leth was supremely dangerous.

"I amintrigued to have the likes of you among us," said Leth Kasedre. "Are you truly that
Morgaine of Irien?"

"I never claimed to be," said Morgaine.

The Leth blinked, leaned back alittle, licked the corners of his mouth in perplexity. "But you are,
truly,” he said. "There was never the like of you in thisworld."

Morgaine's lips suddenly acquired asmile asferal as Kasedre's could be. "I am Morgaine," she
said. "You areright.”

Kasedre let his breath go in along sigh. He performed another obeisance that had to be answered,
rare honor for aguest in hall. "How are you among us? Do you come back- to ride to other wars?"

He sounded eager, even delighted at the prospect.

"I am seeing what thereisto be seen,” said Morgaine. "l am interested in Leth. Y ou seem an
interesting beginning to my travels. And," amodest lowering of eyes, "you have been most charitable in the
matter of my ilin-if it were not for the twins."

Kasedre licked hislips and looked suddenly nervous. 'Twins? Ah, wicked, wicked, those children.
They will be disciplined."

"Indeed they should be," said Morgaine.

"Will you share dinner with us this evening?"

Morgaine's precise and delighted smile did not vary. "Most gladly, most honored, Leth Kasedre.
My ilinand | will attend."

"Ah, butill asheis-"

"My ilin will attend," she said. Her tone was delicateice, till smiling. Kasedre flinched from that
and smiled also, chanced in the same moment to look toward Vanye, who glared back, sullen and well sure of
the murder resident in Kasedre's heart: hate not directed at Morgaine-he was in awe of her-but of the sight
of aman who was not histo order.



Of asudden, wildly, he feared Morgaine's own capabilities. She slipped so easily into mad
Kasedre'svein, well able to play the games he played and tread the maze of hisinsanities.

Vanye reckoned again hisworth to hisliyo, and wondered whether she would yield him up to
Kasedre if need be to escape this mad hall, abit of human coin strewn along her way and forgotten.

But so far she defended her rights with authoritative persistence, whether for his sake or in her
own simple arrogance.

"Have you been dead?" asked Kasedre.

"Hardly," she said. "l took a shortcut. | was only here amonth ago. Edjnel was ruling then."

Kasedre's mad eyes glittered and blinked when she casually named alord his ancestor, dead a
hundred years. He looked angry, asif he suspected some humor at his expense.

"A shortcut," she said, unruffled, "across the years you folk have lived, from yesterday to now,
straightwise. The world went wide, around the bending of the path. I went through. | am here now, all the
same. You look agreat deal like EdjnelL"

Kasedre's face underwent arapid series of expressions, ending in delight as he was compared to
his famous ancestor. He puffed and swelled so far as his narrow chest permitted, then seemed again to
return to the perplexities of the things she posed.

"HowT he asked. "How did you do it?"

"By thefires of Aenor above Pywn. It isnot hard to use the firesto this purpose-but one must be
very brave. It isafearful journey."

It was too much for Kasedre. He drew a series of deep breaths like a man about to faint, and leaned
back, resting his hands upon that great sword, staring about at his gape-mouthed uyin, half of whom looked
puzzled and the other part too muddied to do anything.

"Y ou wfll tell us more of this," said Kasedre.

"Gladly, at dinner," she said.

"Ah, sit, stay, have wine with us," begged Kasedre.

Morgaine gave forth that chill smile again, dazzling and false. "By your leave, lord Kasedre, we are
still weary from our travels and we win need atimeto rest or | fear we shall not last alate banquet We will go
to our room and rest atime, and then come down at whatever hour you send for us.”

Kasedre pouted. In such as he the moment was dangerous, but Morgaine continued to smile,
bright and deadly, and full of promises. Kasedre bowed. Morgaine rose and bowed.

Vanyeinclined himself again at Kasedre's feet, bad a moment to see the look that Kasedre cast at
Morgaine's back. It was, he was glad to see, still awestruck.

Vanye was shaking with exhaustion when they reached the security of their upstairs room. He
himself moved the chair before the door again, and sat down on the bed. Morgaine's cold hand touched his
brow, seeking fever.

"Areyou well?' she asked.

"Well enough. Lady, you are mad to sample anything of his at table tonight."

"It isnot a pleasant prospect, | grant you that." She took off the dragon sword and set it against
thewall.

"Y ou are playing with him," said Vanye, "and heis mad."

"Heis accustomed to having hisway," said Morgaine. "The novelty of this experience may
intrigue him utterly."

And she sat down in the other plain chair and folded her arms. "Rest," she said. "I think we may
both need it."

He eased back on the bed, Ieaning his shoulder against the wall, and brooded over matters. "l am
glad,"” he said out of those thoughts, "that you did not ride on and leave me here senseless with fever as|
was. | am grateful, liyo."

She looked at him, gray eyes catwise and comfortable. "Then thee admits," she said, "that there are
some places worse to beilin than in my service?"

Thethought chilled him. "I do admit it," he said. "This place being chief among them."

She propped her feet upon her belongings: he lay down and shut his eyes and tried to rest. The
hand throbbed. It was still slightly-swollen. He would have gladly gone outside and packed snow about it,
reckoning that of more value than Flis's poultices and compresses or Morgaine'squjalin treatments.

"The imp's knife was plague-ridden," he said.

Then, remembering: "Did you see them?"

"Who?"

"The boy-the girl-"

"Here?"

"In the downstairs corridor after you passed.”

"l am not at all surprised.”

"Why do you endure this?' he asked. "Why did you not resist them bringing us here? Y ou could
have dealt with-my injury yourself-and probably with them too."

"Y ou perhaps have an exaggerated idea of my capacities. | am not able to lift asick man about, and
argument did not seem profitable at the moment. When it does, | shall consider doing something. But you
are charged with my safety, Nhl Vanye, and with protecting me. | do expect you to fulfill that obligation."



He lifted his swollen hand. "That-is not within my capacity at the moment, if it comesto fighting
our way out of here."

"Ah. So you have answered your own first question." That was Morgaine at her most irritating.
She settled again to waiting, then began instead to pace. She was very like awild thing caged. She needed
something for her hands, and there was nothing left. She went to the barred window and looked out and
returned again.

She did that by turnsfor avery long time, sitting awhile, pacing awhile, driving him to frenzy, in
which if he had not been in pain, he might also have risen and paced the room in sheer frustration. Had the
woman ever been still, he wondered, or did she ever cease from what drove her? It was not simple
restlessness at their confinement. It was the same thing that burned in her during their time on theroad, as if
they were well enough while moving, but any untoward delay fretted her beyond bearing.

It was asif death and the Witchfires were an appointment she were zeal ous to keep, and she
resented every petty human interference in her mission.

The sunlight in the room decreased. Things became dim. When the furnitureitself grew unclear,
there came arap on the door. Morgaine answered it. It was Flis.

"Master says come," said Flis.

"We are coming," said Morgaine. The girl delayed in the doorway, twisting her hands.

Then she fled.

"That oneisno less addled than therest," Morgaine. "But she is more pitiable." She gathered up
her sword, her other gear too, and concealed certain of her equipment within her robes. "Lest,” she said,
"'someone examine things while we are gone."

"Thereis still the chance of running for the door," he said. "Liyo, takeit. | am stronger. Thereisno
reason | cannot somehow ride.”

"Patience," she urged him. "Besides, this man Kasedreisinteresting."

"Heisalso," hesaid, "ruthless and a murderer."

"There are Witchfiresin Leth,” she said. "Living next to the Witchfires as the Witchfires seem to
have become since | left-is not healthful. | should not care to stay here very long."

"Do you mean that the evil of the thing-of the fires- has made them what they are?"

"There are emanations,” she said, "which are not healthful. | do not myself know all that can be the
result of them. | only know that | do not like the waste | saw about me when | rode out at Aenor-Pywn, and |
like even lesswhat | seein Leth. The men are more twisted than the trees.”

"Y ou cannot warn these folk," he protested. " They would as soon cut our throats as not if we
crossthem. And if you mean something else with them, some-"

"Have acare," shesaid. "Thereis someonein the hall."

Steps had paused. They moved on again, increasing in speed. Vanye swore softly. "This placeis
full of listeners.”

"We are surely the most interesting listening in the place," she said. "Come, and let us go down to
the hall. Or do you feel able?If truly not, | shall plead indisposition myself-it isawoman's privilege-and
delay the business.”

In truth he faced the possibility of along evening with the mad L eth with dread, not alone of the
L eth, but because of the fever that still burned in his veins. He would rather try to ride now, now, while he
had the strength. If trouble arosein the hall, he was not sure that he could help Morgaine or even himself.

In truth, he reckoned that among her weapons she had the meansto help herself: it was her | eft-
handed ilin that might not make it out

"I could stay here," he said.

"With his servantsto attend you?' she asked. "Y ou could not gracefully bar the door against them
yourself, but no one thinks odd the things | do. Say that you are not fit and | will stay here and bar the door
myself."

"No," hesaid. "I am fit enougk. And you are probably right about the servants." He thought of
Flis, who, if she entertained everyone in this|oathsome hall with the same graces she plied with him, would
probably be fevered herself, or carry some more ugly sickness. And he recalled the twins, who had slipped
into the dark like a pair of the palace rat« for some reason they and their little knivesinspired him with more
terror than Myya archers had ever done. He could not strike at them asthey deserved; that they were
children still stayed his hand; and yet they had no scruples, and their daggers were razor-sharp-like rats, he
thought again, like rats, whose sharp teeth made them fearsome despite their size.

He dreaded even for Morgaine with the like of them skittering about the halls and conniving
together in the shadows.

Sheleft. Hewalked at his proper distance half a pace behind Morgaine, equally for the sake of
formality and for safety's sake. He had discovered one saw things that way, things that happened just after
Morgaine had glanced away. He was only ilin. No one paid attention to a servant. And Kasedre's servants
feared her. It wasin their eyes. That was, in this hall, great tribute.

And even the bandits as they entered the hall watched her with caution in their hot eyes, atouch
of ice, acold wind over them. It was curious:. there was more respect in the afterwave of her passing than the
nonchalance they sbowed to her face.

A greater killer than any of them, he thought unworthily; they respected her for that.

But the Leth. the uyin that gathered at the high tables, watched her through polite smiles, and there



was lust there too, no less than in the bandits' eyes, but cold and tempered with fear. Morgaine was
supremely beautiful: Vanye kept that thought at a distance within himself-he was tempted to few liberties
with the qujal, and that one last of all. But when he saw her inthat hall, her pale head like ablaze of sunin
that darkness, her slim form elegant intgihio and bearing the dragon blade with the grace of one who could
truly useit, an odd vision cameto him: he saw like afever-dream a nest of corruption with one gliding
serpent among the scuttling lesser creatures-more evil than they, more deadly, and infinitely beautiful,
reared up among them and hypnotizing with basilisk eyes, death dreaming death and smiling.

He shuddered at the vision and saw her bow to Kasedre, and performed his own obeisance without
looking into the mad, pale face: he retreated to his place, and when they were served, he examined carefully
and sniffed at the wine they were offered.

Morgaine drank; he wondered could her arts make her proof against drugs and poisons, or save
him, who was not. For his part he drank sparingly, and waited long between drafts, toying with it merely,
waiting for the least dizziness to follow: none did. If they were being poisoned, it was to be more subtle.

The dishes were various: they both ate the simple ones, and slowly. There was an endless flow of
wine, of which they both drank sparingly; and at last, at long last, Morgaine and Kasedre still smiling at
each other, the last dish was carried out and servants pressed yet more wine on them.

"Lady Morgaine,” begged Kasedre then, "you gave us a puzzle and promised us answers tonight"

"Of Witchfires?"

Kasedre bustled about the table to sit near her, and waved an energetic hand at the harried, patch-
robed scribe who had hovered constantly at his elbow this evening. "Write, write," he said to the scribe, for
in every hall of note there was an archivist who kept records properly and made an account of hall business.

"How interesting your Book would be to me," murmured Morgaine, "with al the time | have missed
of the affairs of men. Do give methis grace, my lord Kasedre-to borrow your Book for amoment.”

Oh mercy, Vanye thought, are we doomed to stay here a time more? He had hoped that they could
retreat, and he looked at the thickness of the book and at al the bored lordlings sitting about them flushed
with wine, looking like beasts thirsting for the kill, and reckoned uneasily how long their patience would last.

"We would be honored," replied Kasedre. It was probably the first timein years that anyone had
bothered with the musty tome of Leth, replete asit must be with murderings and incest. The rumors were
dark enougk, though little news came out of Leth.

"Here," said Morgaine, and took into her lap the moldering book of the scribe, while the poor old
scholar-amost wretched old man and reeking of drink-sat at her brocaded knee and looked up at her, wrinkle
browed and squinting. His eyes and nose ran. He blotted at both with his sleeve. She cracked the book,
disturbing pages moldered together, handling the old pages reverently, separating them with her nail,
folding them down properly as she sought the years she wanted.

Somewhere at the back of the hall some of the less erudite members of the banquet were engaged in
riotous conversation. It sounded asif agambling game werein progress. Sheignored it entirely, although
Kasedre seemed irritated by it; the lord Leth himself squatted down to hear her, hanging upon her long
silence in awe. Her forefinger traced words. Vanye's view over her shoulder showed yellowed parchment
and ink that had turned red-brown and faint. It was awonder that one who lisped the language as
uncertainly as she did could manage that ancient scrawl, but her lips moved as she thought the words.

"My dear old friend Edjnel," she said softly. "Hereis his death-what, murdered?' Kasedre craned
his neck to see the word. "And his daughter-ah, little Linna-drowned upon the lakeshore. Thisis sad news.
But Tohme did rule, surely-"

"My father," interjected Kasedre, "was Tohme's son.” His eyes kept darting to her face anxiously,
asif hefound fear of her condemnation.

"When | remember Tohme," she said, "he was playing at his mother's knee: the lady Aromwel, a
most gracious, most lovely person. She was Chya. | rode to this hall upon anight . . ." She eased the fragile
pages backward. "Y es, here, you see:

"...came She even to Halle, bearing sad Tidings from the Road. Lorde Aralde . . .-brother to
Edjnel and to my friend Lrie, who went with meto Irien, and died there-Lorde Aralde had met with
Mischance upon his faring in her Companie that attempted the Saving of Leth against the Darke, -which
advanceth out of . . . Well, well, thiswas another sad business, that of lord Arald. He was a good man.
Unlucky. An arrow out of the forest had him; and the wolves were on my trail by then. . . . herein she feared
the Border werelost, that there would none rallye to the Saving of the Middle Realms, save only Chya
and Leth, and they strippt of Men and sorely hurt. So gave she Farewell to Leth and left the Halle, much
mourned . . . Well, that is neither here nor there. It touches me to think that | am missed at least in Leth." Her
fingers sought further pages. "Ah, hereis news. My old friend Zri-he was counselor to Tiffwy, you know.
Or doyou not? Well. . . . Chya Zri has come to Leth, he being friend to the Kings of Koris." A feral grin was
on her face, asif that mightily amused her. "Friend-she laughed softly-"aye, friend to Tiffwy'swife, and
thereon hung atale.”

Kasedre twisted with both hands at his sleeve, his poor fevered eyes shifting nervously from her to
the book and back again. "Zri was highly honored here," he said. "But he died."

"Zri wasafox," said Morgaine. "Ah, clever, that man. It was surely like him not to have been at
Irien after all, although he rode out with us. Zri had an ear to the ground constantly: he could smell disaster,
Tiffwy always said. And Edjnel never trusted Mm. But unfortunately Tiffwy did. And | wonder indeed that
Edjnel took him in when he appeared at the gates of Leth. . . . he has honored us by his Presence, tutor . . .



to the younge Prince Leth Tohme. . .to guidein all divers manner of Statecraft and Publick Affaires,
being Guardian also of the Lady Chya Aromwel and her daughter Linna, at the lamented Decease of Leth
Edjnd. .."

"Zri taught my grandfather,” said Kasedre when Morgaine remained sunk in thought He prattled
on, nervous, eager to please. "And my father for atime too. He was old, but he had many children-"

One of die uyin tittered behind his hand. It was injudicious. Leth Kasedre turned and glared, and
that uyo bowed himself to his face and begged pardon quickly, claiming some action in the back of the hall
asthe source of his amusement

"What sort was Tohme?" asked Morgaine.

"l do not know," said Kasedre. "He drowned. Like aunt Linna."

"Who was your father?"

"Leth Hes." Kasedre puffed abit with pride, insisted to turn the pages of the book himself, to show
her. "Hewasagreat lord."

Tutored by Zri."

"And he had agreat deal of gold." Kasedre refused to be distracted. But then hisfacefell. "But |
never saw him. He died. He drowned too."

"Most unfortunate. | should stay clear of water, my lord Leth. Where did it happen? The lake?"

They think-" Kasedre lowered his voice- "that my father was a suicide. He was always morose. He
brooded about the lake. Especially after Zri was gone. Zri-"

"-drowned?"

"No. He rode out and never came back. It was abad night He was an old man anyway." Hisface
assumed apout. "I have answered every one of your questions, and you promised my answer and you have
not answered it Where were you, all these years? What became of you, if you did not die?"

"If aman," she said, continuing to read while she answered him, "“rode into the Whchfires of
Aenor-Pywn, then he would know. It is possible for anyone. However, it has certain- costs."

The Witchfires of Leth," he said, licking moisture from the corners of his mouth. "Would they
suffice?'

"Most probably," she said. "However, it is chancy. The fires have certain potential for harm. |
know the safety of Aenor-Pywn. It could do no bodily harm. But | should not chance Leth'sfiresunless|
had seen them. They are by the lake, which seemsto take so much toll of Leth. | should rather other aid
than that, lord Leth. Seek Aenor-Pywn." She still gave him only a part of her attention, continuing to push
the great moldering pages back one after another. Then her eyes darted to the aged scholar. " Thee looks
amost old enough to remember me."

The poor old man, trembling, tried the major obeisance at being directly noticed by Morgaine, and
could not makeit gracefully. "Lady, | was not yet born."

Shelooked at him curiously, and then laughed softly. "Ah, then | have no friendsleft in Leth at all.
There are none so old." She thumbed more pages, more and morerapidly. ". . . This sad day was funeral for
Leth Tohme, aged seventeen yeares, and his Consort . . . lady Leth Jeme . . . Indeed, indeed-at one
burying."

"My grandmother hanged herself for grief," said Kasedre.

"Ah, then your father must have become the L eth when he was very young. And Zri must have
had much power."

"Zri. Zri. Zri. Tutors are boring."

"Had you one?"

"Liell. ChyaLiell. Heismy counselor now."

"I have not met Liell," she said.

Kasedre bit at hislips. "He would not come tonight. He said he was indisposed. "1"-he lowered his
voice-"have never known Liell indisposed before."

"...Liell of theChya. . . has given splendid entertainments ... on the occasion of the birthday of
the Leth, Kasedre, most honorable of lords. . . two maidens of the. . . Indeed."” Morgaine blinked, scanned
the page. "Most unique. And | have seen a great many entertainments."

"Liell isvery clever," said Kasedre. "He devises ways to amuse us. He would not come tonight.
That iswhy things are so quiet. He will think of something for tomorrow."

Morgaine continued to scan the pages. "Thisisinteresting," she assured Kasedre. "I must
apologize. | am surely wearying you and interfering with your scribe's recording of my visit, but this does
intrigue me. | shall try to repay your hospitality and your patience."

Kasedre bowed very low, thoughtlessly necessitating obeisance by all at the immediate table. "We
have kept in every detail the records of your dealingswith usin thisvisit. It isagreat honor to our hall."

"L eth has always been very kind to me."

Kasedre reached out his hand, altogether against propriety -it was the action of a child fascinated
by glitter-and histrembling fingers touched the arm of Morgaine, and the hilt of Changeling.

She ceased to move, every muscle frozen for an instant; then gently she moved her arm and
removed hisfingers from the dragon blade's hilt.

Vanye's muscles were rock-hard, hisleft hand already feeling after the release of his nameless
sword. They could perhaps reach the midpoint of the hall before fifty swords cut them down.

And he must guard her back.



Kasedre drew back his hand. "Draw the blade," he urged her. "Draw ft. | want to seeit.”

"No," shesaid. "Not in afriendly hall."

"It wasforged herein Leth," said Kasedre, his dark eyes glittering. "They say that the magic of the
Witchfires themselves went into itsforging. A Leth smith aided in the making of its hilt. | want to seeit.”

"I never part withit," said Morgaine softly. "I treasure it greatly. It was made by Chan, who was
the dearest of my own companions, and by Leth Omry, asyou say. Chan carried it atime, but he gaveit to
me before he died in Irien. It never leaves me, but | think kindly of friendsin Leth when | remember its
making."

"Let usseeit," hesaid.

"It brings disaster wherever it isdrawn," she said, "and | do not draw it."

"We ask this."

"I would not-" the painted smile resumed, adamant- "chance any misfortune to the house of Leth.
Do believe me."

A pout was on Leth Kasedre's features, aflush upon his sweating cheeks. His breathing grew
quick and there was a sudden hush in the hall.

"We ask this," he repeated.

"No," said Morgaine. "This | will not."

He snatched at it, and when she avoided his grasp, he spitefully snatched the book instead,
whirled to hisfeet and cast it into the hearth, scattering embers.

The old scholar scuttled crabwise and sobbing after the book, spilling ink that dyed his robes. He
rescued it and sat there brushing the little charring fire from its edges. His old lips moved as if he were
speaking to it.

And Kasedre shrieked, railing upon his guests until the froth gathered at the corners of his mouth
and he turned a most alarming purple. Ingratitude seemed the main burden of his accusations. He wept He
cursed.

"Quijalin witch,” be began to cry then. "Witch! Witch! Witch!"

Vanye was on hisfeet, not yet drawing, but sure he must.

Morgaine took afinal sip of wine and gathered herself up also. Kasedre was still shouting. He
raised his hand to her, trembled asif he did not quite have the courage to strike. Morgaine did not flinch;
and Vanye began to ease his blade from the sheath.

Tumult had risen in the hall again: it died a sudden death, beginning at the door. There had
appeared there atall, thin jian of great dignity, perhaps forty, fifty yearsin age. The silence spread. Kasedre
began instead to whimper, to utter his complaints under his breath and petulantly.

And incredibly this apparition, this new authority, walked forward to kneel and do Kasedre proper
reverence.

"Liell," said Kasedre in atrembling voice.

"Clear the hall,” said Liell. His voice was sane and stffl and terrible.

There was no noise at all, even from the bandits at tie rear; the uyin began to slink away. Kasedre
managed to put up an act of defiance for amoment Liell stared at him. Then Kasedre turned and fled,
running, into the shadows behind the curtains.

Liell bowed aformal and slight courtesy to them both.

"The well-renowned Morgaine of the Chya," he said softly. Here was sanity. Vanye breathed a soft
sigh of relief and let his sword slip back. "Y ou are not the most welcome visitor ever to come to this hall,”
Liell was saying, "but | will warn you all the same, Morgaine: whatever brought you back will send you
hence again if you bait Kasedre. Heis a child, but he commands others."

"I believe we share clan,” she said, cold rebuff to his discourtesy. "I am adopted, kri Chya; but of
oneclan, youand 1."

He bowed again, seemed then to offer true respect. "Y our pardon. Y ou are a surprise to me. When
the rumor came to me, | did not believeit. | thought perhaps it was some charlatan with agame to play. But
you are quite thereal thing, | seethat. And who isthis, thisfellow?'

"Itisall family,” Vanye said, atouch of insolence, that Liell had not been courteous with Morgaine.
"I am Chyaon my mother'sside.

Liell bowed to him. For amoment those strangely frank eyes rested directly upon him, draining him
of anger. "Y our name, sir?'

"Vanye," he said, shaken by that sudden attention.

"Vanye," said Liell softly. "Vanye. Aye, that isa Chyaname. But | have little to do with clan Chya
here. | have other work.... Lady Morgaine, let me see you to your rooms. Y ou have stirred up quite a nest of
troubles. | heard the shouting. | descended-to your rescue, if you will pardon me."

Morgaine nodded him thanks and began to walk with him. Vanye, ignored now, fell in afew paces
behind them and kept watch on the doors and corridors.

"I truly did not believeit at first," said Liell. "I thought Kasedre's humors were at work again, or that
someone was taking advantage of him. His fantasies are elaborate. May | ask why-?"

Morgaine used that dazzling and false smile on Liell. "No," she said, "I discuss my business with
no one | chance to leave behind me. | will be on my way soon. | wish no help. Thereforewhat | dois of no
moment here."



"Areyou bound for the territory of Chya?"

"l am clan-welcomethere," she said, "but | doubt it would be the same warmth of welcome | knew if
| were to go there now. Tell me of yourself, ChyaLiell. How does L eth fare these days?"

Liell waved an elegant hand at their surroundings. He was a graceful man, handsome and silver-
haired; his dress was modest, night-blue. His shoulderslifted in asigh. "Y ou see how things are, lady, | am
well sure. | manage to keep Leth whole, against the tide of events. Aslong as Kasedre keepsto his
entertainments, Leth thrives. But its thin blood will not breed another generation. The sons and grandsons
of ChyaZri-who, | know, found no favor in your eyes-still are the bulwark of Lethinitsold age. They serve
me well. That in hall-that isthe get of Leth, such asremains.”

Morgaine refrained from comment. They began to mount the stairs. A pinched little face peered at
them from the turning, withdrew quickly.

"Thetwins,” said Vanye.

"Ah," said Liell. "Hshi and Tlin. Nasty characters, those."

"Clever with their hands," said Vanye sourly.

"They are Leth. Hshi isthe harpist in kail. Tlin sings. They also steal. Do not let them in your
rooms. | suspect it was Tlin who is responsible for your being here. The report was very like her
misbehaviors."

"Hardly necessary that she trouble herself," said Morgaine. "My path necessarily led to Ra-leth. |
had the mood to come thisway. The girl could prove a noisome pest."

"Please," said Liell. "Leave the twinsto me. They will not trouble you. . . . What set Kasedre off
tonight?"

"He became overexcited," said Morgaine. "'l take it that he does not often meet outsiders."

"Not of quality, and not under these circumstances."

They wound up the remaining stairs and came into the hall where their apartmentswere. The
servaﬂts were busy at their tasks, lighting the lamps. They made great bows as Liell and Morgaine swept
past them.

"Did you eat well?" Liell asked.

"We had sufficient,” she said.

"Sleep soundly, lady. Nothing will trouble you." He made aformal bow as Morgaine went inside
her own door, but as Vanye would have followed her, Liell prevented him with an outthrust arm.

Vanye stopped, hand upon hilt, but Liell's purpose seemed speech, not violence. He leaned closer
set ahand upon Vanye's shoulder, afamiliarity a man might use with a servant, talking to him quickly in
whispers.

"Sheisin great danger,” said Liell. "Only | fear what she may do. She must |eave here, and tonight.
Earnestly | tell you this." Heleaned closed until Vanye's back was against the wall, and the hand gripped his
shoulder with great intensity. "Do not trust this and do not trust the twins above all else, and beware of any
of Kasedre's people.”

"Which you are not?"

"I have no interest in seeing this hall ruined-which could happen if Morgaine takes offense. Please.
I know what sheis seeking. Come with me and | will show you."

Vanye considered it, gazed into the dark, sober eyes of the man. There was peculiar sadnessin
them, a magnetism that compelled trust. The strong fingers pressed into the flesh of his shoulder, at once
ultimate and compelling.

"No," hesaid. It was hard to force thewords. "I am Sin. | take her orders, | do not arrange her
businessfor her."

And he tore himself from Liell's fingers and sought the door, trembling so that he missed the latch,
opened it and thrust it closed, securely, behind him. Morgaine looked at him questioningly, even offering
concern. He said nothing to her. He felt sick inside, still fearing that he should have trusted Liell, and yet
glad that he had not.

"We must -get out of thisplace," he urged her. "Now."

"There arethingsyet to learn,” she said. "I only found the beginnings of answers. | would have
therest. | can have, if weremain."

There was no disputing Morgaine. He curled up near their own little hearth, a small and smoky
fireplace that heated the room from a common duct, warming himself on the stones. He left her the bed, did
she choose to use it

She did not. She paced. Eventually the restlessness assumed a kind of rhythm, and ceased to be
maddening. Just when he had grown used to that, she settled. He saw her by the window, staring out into
the dark, through a crack in the shutters, an opening that let afurther draft into their chill room.

"Folk never seemto sleep in Leth-hall," she commented to him finally, when he had changed his
posture to keep hisjoints from going stiff. "There are torches about in the snow."

He muttered an answer and sighed, glanced away uncomfortably as she turned from the window
then and began to turn down the bed. She slipped off the overrobe and laid it across the foot, laid aside her
other gear, hung upon the end-post, and cloth tunic and the fine, light mail, itself the worth of many kings of
the present age, boots and the warmth of her leather undertunic, stretched' in the luxury of freedom from the
weight of armor, slim and womanly, in riding breeches and athin lawn shirt. He averted his eyes a second



time toward nothing in particular, heard her ease within the bed, make herself comfortable.

"Thee does not have to be overnice," she murmured when he looked back. "Thee is welcome to
thy half."

"Itiswarm here," he answered, miserable on the hard stone and wishing that he had not seen her
as he had seen her. She meant the letter of her offer, no more; he knew it firmly, and did not blame her. He
sat by thefire, Sin and trying to remind himself so, his armslocked together until his muscles ached.
Servant to this. Walking behind her. To lie unarmored next to her was harmless only so long as she meant to
keep it so.

Quijal. He clenched that thought within his mind and cooled his blood with that remembrance.
Qujal, and deadly. A man of honest human birth had no businessto think otherwise.

He remembered Liells urging. The sanity in the man's eyes attracted him, promised, assured him that
there did exist reason somewhere. He regretted more and more that he had not listened to him. There was no
longer the excuse of hiswell-being that kept them in Raleth. His fever was less. He examined his hand that
her medications had treated, found it scabbed over and only alittle red about the wound, the swelling
abated. He was weak hi the joints but he could ride. There was no further excuse for her staying, but that
she wanted something of Kasedre and his mad crew, something important enough to risk both their lives.

It wasintolerable. He felt sympathy for Liell, asane man condemned to livein this nightmare. He
understood that such a man might yearn for something other, would be concerned to watch another man of
sense fall into the web.

"Lady." He came and knelt by the bed, disturbing her sleep. "Lady, let us be out of here.”

"Go to sleep," she bade him. "Thereis nothing to be done tonight. The placeis astir like abroken
hive."

He returned to his misery by thefire, and after atime began to nod.

There was a scratching at the door. Minute asit was, it became sinister in all that silence. It would
not cease. He started to wake Morgaine, but he had disturbed her once; he did not venture her patience
again. He sought his sword, both frightened and self-embarrassed at hisfear: it waslikely only the rats.

Then he saw, slowly, the latch lift. The door began to open. It stopped against the chair. He rose to
hisfeet, and Morgaine waked and reached for her own weapon.

"Lady,"” came awhisper, "itisLiell Let mein. Quickly."

Morgaine nodded. Vanye eased the chair aside, and Liell entered as softly as possible, eased the
door shut again. He was dressed in acloak asif for traveling.

"I have provisions for you and a clear way to the stables," he said. "Come. Y ou must come. Y ou
may not have another chance."

Vanye looked at Morgaine, shaped the beginning of a pleawith hislips. She frowned and suddenly

nodded. "What effect on you, ChyalLiell, for thistreason?'

"Loss of my head if | am caught. And loss of ahall tolivein if Kasedre's clan attacks you, as| fear
they will, with or without hiswishing it. Come, lady, come. | will guide you from here. They are all quiet,
even the guards. | put melorne in Kasedre's wine at bedside. He will not wake, and the others are not
suspecting. Come."

There was no one stirring in the hall outside. They trod the stairs carefully, down and down the
several turnsthat led them to main level. A sentry sat in achair by the door, head sunk upon his breast.
Something about the pose jarred the senses: the right hand hung at the man's side in away that looked
uncomfortable for anyone sober.

Drugged too, Vanye thought. They walked carefully past the man nonethel ess, up to the very door.

Then Vanye saw the wet dark stain that dyed the whole front of the man's robe, less conspicuous
on the dark fabric. Suspicion leaped up. It chilled him, that aman was killed so casually.

"Y our work?' hewhispered at Liell, in Morgaine's hearing. He did not know whom he warned: he
only feared, and thought it well that whoever was innocent mark it now and be advised.

"Hurry," said Liell, easing open the great door. They were out in the front courtyard, where one
great evergreen shaded them into darkness. "Thisway lies the stables. Everything isready.”

They kept to the shadows and ran. More dead men lay at the stable door. It suddenly occurred to
Vanye that Liell had an easy defense against any charge of murder: that they themselves would be called
thekillers.

And if they refused to come, Liell would have been in difficulty. He had risked greatly, unless
murder were only trivial in this hall, among madmen.

He stifled in such dread thoughts. He yearned to break free of Leth'swalls. The quick thrust of a
familiar velvet nose in the dark, the pungency of hay and |eather and horse purged his lungs of the cloying
decay of Leth-hall. He had his own bay marein hand, swung up to Tier back; and Morgaine thrust the
dragon blade into its accustomed place on her saddle and mounted Siptah.

Then he saw Liell lead another horse out of the shadows, likewise saddled.

"I will seeyou safely to the end of Leth'sterritories,” he said. "No one here questions my authority
to come and go. | am here and | am not, and at the moment, | think it best | am not."

But a shadow scurried from their path as they rode at a quiet walk through the yard, a shadow
double-bodied and small. A patter of feet hurried to the stones of the walk.

Liell swore. It wasthetwins.



"Ride now," hesaid, "Thereisno hiding it longer."

They put their heels to the horses and reached the gate. Here too were dead men, three of them.
Liell sharply ordered VVanye to seeto the gate, and Vanye sprang down and heaved the bar up and the gate
open, throwing himself out of the way as the black horse of Liell and gray Siptah hurtled past him, bearing
the two into the night.

He hurled himself to the back of the bay mare-poor pony, not the equal of those two beasts-and
urged her after them with the sudden terror that death itself was stirring and waking behind them.



CHAPTERYV

THE LAKE OF Domen wasiill-famed in more than the Book of Leth. The old road ran along its shore
and by the bare-limbed trees that writhed against the night sky. It did not snow here: snow wasrarein
Korish lands, low as they were, although the forests nearest the mountains went wintry and dead. The lake
reflected the stars, sluggish and mirrorlike -still, because, men said, parts of it were very deep.

They rode at awalk now. The horses' overheated breath blew puffs of steam in the dark, and the
hooves made alonely sound on the occasional stretch of stones over which the trail ran.

And about them was the forest. It had afamiliar look. Of a sudden Vanyerealized it for the
semblance of the vale of Aenor-Pywn.

The presence of Stones of Power: that accounted for the twisting, the unusual barrennessin a
place so rife with trees as Koriswood. It was the Gate of Koris-leth that they were nearing. The air had a
peculiar oppression, likethe air before a storm.

And soon as they passed along the winding shore of the lake they saw agreat pillar thrusting up
out of the black waters. In the dim moonlight there seemed some engraving on it. Soon other stumps of
pillars were visible as they rode farther, marking old and qujalin ruins sunk beneath the waters of the lake.

And two pillars greater than the others crowned abald hill on the opposite shore.

Morgaine reined in, gazing at the strange and somber view of sunken city and pillars silhouetted
against the stars. Even at night the air shimmered about the pillars and the brightest stars that the shimmer
could not dim gleamed through that Gate as through afilm of troubled water.

"We are safe from pursuit,” said Liell. "Kasedre's clan fears this lakeshore.”

"They seem prone to drowning," Morgaine observed. She dismounted, rubbed Siptah's cheek and
dried her hand on the edge of his blanket.

Vanye slid down as they did, and caught his breath, reached for Siptah's reins and those of LielTs
black horse. The two beasts would not abide each other. Exhausted, out of patience, he walked Siptah and
his own bay mare to cool them and spread his own cloak over LielPsill-tempered black in the meantime. The
air was chill. They had ridden such a pace that the two greater horses were spent and his own little Mai had
nearly burst her heart keeping up with them. Long after the two blooded horses were cooled and fit he was
still tending to Mai, rubbing her to keep her from chill, until at last he dared let her drink theicy water and
have alittle grain from their stores. He was well content afterward to curl up on his cloak which he had
recovered from the black, and try to sleep, shivering himself in what he feared was arecurrence of fever. He
heard Liell's soft voice and that of Morgaine, discussing the business of L eth, discussing old murders or old
accidents that had happened on this lakeshore.

Then Morgaine disturbed hisrest, for she never parted from Changeling, and wanted it from her
gear. She slipped the dragon blade's Korish-work strap over her head and hung it from her shoulder to her
hip, and walked the shore atime with Liell's black figure beside hers.

Then, inthe great stillness, Vanye heard the coming of distant riders. Of that impulse he sprang up,
flung saddle upon Siptah first: she was hisfirst duty; and by thistime Morgaine and Liell seemed to have
heard, for they were coming back. Vanye pulled Siptah's girth to its proper tension and secured it, then
furiously began to saddle poor Mai. The mare would die. If they were harried much farther, the little beast
would go down under him. He hurt for her: the Nhi blood in him loved horses too well to use them so,
though Nhi could be cruel in other ways.

Liell flung saddle to the black himself. "I still much doubt," he said, "that they will cometo this
shore."

"I trust distance more than luck," said Morgaine. "Do asyou will, ChyaLiell."

And she swung up to Siptah's back, having settled Changeling in its accustomed place at the
saddle, and laid heelsto the gray.

Vanye attempted to mount and follow after. Liell's hand caught his arm, pulled him off balance, so
that he staggered and looked at the man in outrage.

"Do not follow her," hissed Li€ll. "Listen to me. She will have the soul from you before sheis done,
Chya, Listento me."

"lamilin,” he protested. "I have no choice."

"What isan oath?" Liell whispered urgently, all the while Siptah's hooves grew faint upon the
shingle. " She seeks the power to ruin the middle lands. Y ou do not know how great an evil you are aiding.
Shelies, ChyaVanye. She haslied before, to theruin of Koris, of Baien, of the best of the clans and the
death of Morij-Yla. Will you help her? Will you turn on your own? The oath says betray family, betray
hearth, but not the liyo; but doesit say betray your own kind? Come with me, come with me, ChyaVanye."

For an aging man, Liell had surprising power in his hand: it numbed the blood from Vanye's hand
by its grip upon his elbow. The eyes were hard and glittering, close to him in the dark. The sound of pursuit
was nearer.

"No," Vanye cried, ripping loose, and started to mount. Pain exploded across the base of hisskull.
Theworld turned in his vision and he had momentary view of Mai's belly passing over him as the mare
bolted. She jumped him, managing to avoid him with her hooves; he scrambled up against the earthen bank,



half-blind, seeking to draw his sword.

Liell was upon him then, wresting his hand from the hilt, close to overpowering him, dazed as he
was; but the thought of being taken by L eth animated him to frenzy. He twisted, not even trying to defend
himself, only to tear free, to reach Morgaine's side and keep his oath for his soul's sake. Mai was out of
reach; the black was at hand. He sprang for that saddle and laid heels to him before he was even sure of the
reins, gathering them up and settling low in the saddle from his precarious balance. Black legs flashed long
in the dark, muscles reached and gathered, bounding obstacles, splashing over inlets of the lake, surging up
rises of the shore.

The black at last had run all he chose to run, beyond the shore and far upon the trail: Vanye laid
heel to him again, mercilessin hisfear. The animal gathered himself and plunged forward again.

Morgaine's pale form was ahead. At last she looked around, seeming to hear him; she whipped up
Siptah, and he cried out to her in despair, urging the black to further effort.

And she held back, pulling up, weapon in hand until he had come closer.

"Vanye," she exclaimed softly as he drew alongside. "Is thee thief too? What came of Liell?"

He reached behind his head, felt atenderness at the back of his head despite the leather coif.
Dizziness assailed him, whether of the blow or of the fever, he did not know.

"Liell isno friend of yours," he said.

"Did you kill him?'

"No," he breathed, and was content to hang over the saddlebow a moment until his sight cleared.
Then he urged the black into a gentle pace, Siptah keeping with him: no horses that had run all the distance
from Ra-leth could overtake them now.

"Isthee much hurt?" she asked.

"No."

"What did he? Did he lift weapon against you?"

"Tried to hold me-tried to persuade meto break oath."

And the other thing he would not tell her, the urging and then the vile feeling he had had of the
look in Liell's eyes, afeverish anxiousness that had wanted something of him, atouch that had twice sunk
cruelly into hisarm, an avarice matching the hunger in his eyes.

It was not athing he could tell anyone: he did not know what to name it, or why he had provoked
it, or what it aimed at, only that he would die before he fell into the hands of Leth, and most especially those
of Lidll.

His back had been turned: the man could easily have cut him across the backs of the knees,
quickest way to disable aman el sewhere armored, slain him out of hand; instead he had fetched him a crack
across the skull, had risked greatly taking him hand to hand when he could have killed him safely: he had
wanted him alive.

He could not remember it without shuddering. He wanted nothing of the man. It filled him with
loathing to possess the gear and the horse that he had stolen: the black beast with itsill temper was a
creature more splendid and less honest than hislittle Mai, and leaving hislittle mare in those hands grieved
him,

Deep forest closed about them, straight and proper trees now, and they walked the horses until
there was no sky overhead, only the interlacing branches. The horses were spent and they themselves were
blind with weariness. "Thisis no place to stop,” he protested when Morgainereined in. "Lady, let us sleep
in the saddle tonight, walk the horses while they may. Thisis Koriswood, and it may have been different in
your day, but thisisthe thick of it. Please."

She sighed in misery, but for once she looked at him and listened, and consented with a nod of her
head. He dismounted and took the reins of both horses, both too weary to contest each other, and led them.

Sherested atime, then leaned down and bade him stop, offered to take the reins and walk and lead
the horses; he looked at her, tired as he was, and had not wit to argue with her. He only turned his back and
kept walking, to which she consented by silence.

And eventually she slept, Kurshin-wise, in the saddle.

He walked so far as he could, long hours, until he was stumbling with exhaustion. He stopped then
and put his hand on Siptah's neck.

"Lady," he said softly, not to break the hush of the listening wood. "Lady, now you must wake
because | must sleep. Things are quiet.”

"Well enough," she agreed, and slid down. "I know the road, although thisland was tamer then."

"I must tell you,” he continued hoarsely, "I think ChyaLiell will follow when he can gather the
forces. | think helied to usin much, liyo."

"What was it happened back there, Vanye?"

He sought to tell her. He gathered the words, still could not. "Heis a strange man,” he said, "and
he was anxious that | desert you. He attempted twice to persuade me-thislast timein plain words."

She frowned at him. "Indeed. What form did this proposal take?’

"That I should forget my oath and go with him.”

"Towhat?"

"I do not know." The remembering made his voice shake; he thought that she might detect the
tremor, and quickly gathered up the black’s reins and flung himself into the saddle. "The first time-1 almost



went. The second-somehow | preferred your company.”

Her odd pale face stared up at him in the starlight. "Many of the house of Leth have drowned in
that lake. Or have at |least vanished there. | did not know that you were in difficulty. | would not gladly have
left you. | did judge that there was some connivance between you and Liell: so when you did not follow-I
dared not delay there between two who might be enemies.”

"l wasreared Nhi," he said. "We do not oath-break. We do not oath-break, liyo."

"I beg pardon," she said, whichliyo was never obliged to say toilin, no matter how aggrieved. "I
failed to understand.”

And of that moment the horses shied, exhausted as they were, heads back and nostrils flaring,
whites of the eyes showing in the dim light. Something reptilian slithered on four legs, whipping
serpentwise into the thicher brush. It had been large and pale, leprousin color. They could still hear it
skittering away.

Vanye swore, his stomach still threatening him, his hands managing without his mind, to calm the
panicked horse.

"Idiocy," Morgaine exclaimed softly. "Thiye does not know what he is doing. Are there many such
abroad?"

"The woods are full of beasts of his making," Vanye said. "Some are shy and harm no one. Others
areterrible things, beyond belief. They say the Koris-wolves were made, that they were never so fierce and
never man-killers before-" He had almost said, before Irien, but did not, in respect of her. "That iswhy we
must not sleep here, lady. They are made things, and hard to kill."

"They are not made," she said, "but brought through. But you are right that thisis no good place
to rest. These beasts- some will die, like infants thrust prematurely into too chill or too warm a place: some
will be harmless; but some will thrive and breed. Ivrel must be sweeping awidefield. Ah, Vanye, Thiyeisan
ignorant man. Heis loosing things-he knows not what. Either that or he enjoys the wasteland heis
creating.”

"Where do they come from, such things as that?"

"From places where such things are natural. From other tonights, and other Gates, and places
where that was fair and proper. And there will be no native beasts to survive this onslaught if it is not
checked. It is not man that such an attack wars on-it is nature. The whole of Andur-Kursh will find such
things straying into its meadows. Come. Come."

But he had lost hisinclination to sleep, and kept the reinsin his own hand. He closed his eyes as
Morgaine set them on their way again, still saw the pale lizard form, large as aman, running across the open
space. That was one of the witless nonsensitites in Koriswood, more ugly than dangerous.

Report told of worse. Sometimes, legend said, carcasses were found near Irien, thingsimpossible,
abortions of Thiye's art, some almost formless and baneful to the touch, and others of forms so fantastical
that none would imagine what aspect the living beast had had.

Hisonly comfort in this place was that Morgaine herself was horrified; she had that mach at least
of human sensesin her. Then he remembered her coming to him, out of the place she called between,
Washed up, sfie said, on this shore.

He began to have dim suspicion what she was, although he could not say it in words: that
Morgaine and the pale horror had reached Andur-Kursh in the same way, only she had come by no
accident, had come with purpose.

Aimed at Gates, at Thiye's power.

Aimed at dislocating all that lay on this shore, asthese unnatural things had come. Standing where
the Hjemur-lord stood, she would be no less perilous. She shared nothing with Andur-Kursh, not even
birth, if hisfears were true, and owed them nothing. This he served.

And Liell had said shelied. One of thetwain lied: that was certain. He wondered in an agony of
mind how it should be if he learned of a certainty that it was Morgaine.

Something else fluttered in the dark-honest owl, or something sinister; it passed close overhead.
He tautened his grip upon his nerves and patted the nervous black's neck.

It was long until the morning, until in aclear place upon thetrail they dared stop and let sleep take
them by turns. Morgaine's was the first sleep, and he paced to keep himself awake, or chose an
uncomfortable place to sit, when he must sit, and at last fell to meddling with the black horse's gear, that the
horse still bore, for in such place they dared not unsaddle, only loosened the girths. It shamed him, to have
stolen a second time; and he felt the keeping of more than he needed of the theft was not honorabl e, but all
the same it was not sense to cast things away. He searched the saddlebags and kit to learn what he had
possessed and, it was in the back of histhoughts, to learn something of the man Liell.

He found an object whick answered the question, such that set his stomach over.

It was amedal, gold, set in the hilt of asaddle knife, the sort many a man bore beneath the skirt of
his saddle; and on it was a symbol of the blockish, ugly look he had seen graven on the Stones. It was
qujalin. Whenever any strange and long-ago things were found, folk called them qujalin and avoided them,
or burned them, or cast them into deeps and tried to lose them. Most such were likely only forgotten
oddities, Kurshin and harmless. Somehow 'he did not think this was such as that

He showed it to M orgaine when she wakened to take her turn at watch.

"Itisanirrhn,” she said to him. "A luck-piece. It has no other significance." But she turned it over
and over in her hands, examining it.



"Itisnoluck," said Vanye, "to a human man."

"There isqujalin blood mixed in Leth," she said, "and Liell isitstutor. Tutors have ruled there nigh
ahundred years. Each of the heirs of Leth has produced a son and drowned within the year. If Kasedreis
capable of siring ason, hewill most probably join his ancestors, and Liell will still be tutor to the son,” she
added irrelevantly, looking at the blade, "who sired Hshi and Tlin."

"And on what," Vanye muttered sourly. "Keep the blade, liyo. | do not want to carry it, and
perhaps it may bring luck to you."

"I am not qujal," she said.

That assertion, he reflected, might have filled him with either doubt or relief some days ago, at their
meeting; now it fined uncomfortably well with the thing he had begun to suspect of her.

"Whatever you are," he said, "spare me the knowing of it"

g She nodded, accepting his attitude without apparent offense. She slipped the knife within her belt
and rose.

A green-feathered arrow hit the ground between her feet

She reached to her back, hand to weapon, quick as the arrow itself. And as quick, Vanye seized her
and pushed her, heedless of hurting: Chyawarning, that arrow. If she fired, they would both be green-
feathered in an instant.

"Do not," he appealed to her, and turned, both arms wide, toward their unseen observers. "Hai,
Chyal Chyal will you put kin-slaying on your souls? We are clan-welcome with you, cousins."

Brush rustled. He watched thefair, tall men of his own mother's kindred slip out of the shadows,
where surely afew more kept arrows trained upon their hearts; and he set himself deliberately between them
and Morgaine's own arrogance, which was like aMyya's for persistence, and likely to be the death of her.

They did not even ask names of them, but stood there waiting for them to speak and identify
themselves. Looking at the living person of one who had been minutely described in ballads a century ago,
wondering perhapsif they were not mad-he could estimate what passed in their minds. They only stared at
Morgaine, and she at them, furiously, in her hand aweapon that could deal death faster than their arrows.

They would kill her of course, if she could die; but she would have done considerable damage: and
her ilin who was her shield would be quite dead. He had heard of a certain Myyawho strayed the border
and was found with three Chya arrows lodged in his heart, all touching. Clan Chyalived in ahard land. They
were impressed by few threats. It was typical of them that they had not yielded and begged shelter from the
encroaching beasts, as had other folk; or died, as had two others. They used Hjemur's vile beasts for game,
and harried the border of Hjemur and kept Thiye contained out of sheer Chya effrontery.

Vanye placed hands on thighs and made a respectful bow, which Morgaine did not: she did not
move, and it was possible that the Chya did not know that they were in danger.

"I am Nhi Vanye, i Chya," he said, "Bin to thislady, who is clan-welcome with Chya."

The leader, asmallish man with the simple braid of a second-wye, cousin-kin to the main clan,
grounded his longbow and set both hands upon it, eyes upon him. "Nhi Vanye, cousin to Chya Roh. You
arei Chya, that istrue, but | thought it was understood that you are not clan-welcome here."

"Sheis," he said, which was the proper answer: anilin was not held to his own law when he served
hisliyo: he could trespass, as safe or as threatened as she was. " Sheis Morgaine kri Chya, who has a clan-
welcome that was never withdrawn."

They were frightened. They had the look of men watching a dream and trying not to become
enmeshed in it. But they looked from her to the gray horse Siptah and back again, and swords stayed
sheathed and bows lowered.

"We win take you to Ra-koris," said the little man. "I am Taomen, tan-uyo."

Then Morgaine gave him abow of courtesy, and Vanye kept his silence hereafter, as befitted a
servant whose liyo had finally deigned to take mattersinto her own hands.

The Chyawere not happy at the meeting, it was clear. Clan-welcome had not been formally
withdrawn because surely it had seemed a pointless vengeance on the dead. And the young lord of Chya,
ChyaRoh, his own cousin, whom he had never seen, still pursued bloodfeud with NM for the sake of his
mother's dishonor at the hands of Rijan. Rob would as soon put an arrow through him aswould Myya
Gervaine, he was sure, and probably with greater accuracy.

Therewas avast clearing in the Koriswood, that the noon sun blessed with a pleasant glow; the
whole of it wasfull of sprawling huts of brush and logs Chya, the only clan without a hall of stone. Once
there had been the old Ra-koris, asplendid hall, home of the High Kings; its ruin lay some distance from
this, and it was alleged to be haunted by angry ghosts of its proud defenders, that had held last and hardest
against the advance of Hjemur. The grandsons and great-grandsons of the warriors of Morgaine's age kept
only thiswooden hall, their possessions few and their treasures gone, only their bows and their skill and the
gain of their hunting between them and starvation. Y et none of them looked sickly, and the women and
children watching them as they rode in were straight and tall, though plain: there was beauty in this people,
much different from the blighted ook of clan Leth.

Boys raced ahead of them, yet all was strangely silent, as though they maintained hunter's
discipline even in their home. At the great arch of the main hut the greatest number of people had gathered,
and here they dismounted, escorted still by Taomen and his men. They retained their weapons, and all was
courtesy, men yielding back for them in haste.



Ra-koris was a smoky, earth-floored hall of rough logs, yet it had a certain splendor: it had two
levels and many halls opening off the main room. Tasseled and wrought hides were the hangings, antlers
and strange horns adorned its posts. It was it by torches even at noontime, and by a hearth larger than
many halls of stone could boast, its only masonry, that great hearth and its venting.

"Here you will be lodged until Roh can be called," said Taomen.

M orgaine chose to settle at the main hearth, and by the timorous charity of the hall women, they
were served aplain meal of waybread and venison and Chya mead, which they found good indeed after the
suspect fare of Leth.

But folk avoided them, and watched them from the shadows of the wooden hall, whispering
together.

Morgaine ignored them all and rested. Vanye nursed his sore hand and finally, troubled by the
heat in the hall, at last gave up his pride and removed helm and coif, probing the soreness of the base of his
skull, where Liell had struck him. A youth of the Chyalaughed: ayouth who did not yet even wear the
braid; and Vanye looked at kir angrily, then bowed his head and ignored the matter. He was not in such a
position that he could complain of their treatment of him. Morgaine must be his chief concern, and she
theirs.

And late in the day, when the bit of sky visible through the little windows of the high arch had
gone from sun to shadow, there was a stir at the door and hunters came, men in brown leather, armed with
bows and swords.

And among them was one that VVanye knew would be close kin of his, even before the youth came
forward and met them as lord of the hall: for he had seen high-clan Chya before; when he was a child, and
thiswasthe image of al of them- of himself aswell. The young lord looked more like a brother than his own
brothers did.

"I am ChyaRoh," he said, stepping to the center of the rhowa, the earthen platform at the head of
the hall. Hislean, tanned features were set with anger at their presence, boding no good for them.
"Morgaine kri Chyaisdead," he said, "ahundred years ago. What proof do you bear that you are she?"

Morgaine unfolded upward from her cross-legged posture with rare grace, smooth and silken, and
without abow of courtesy offered an object into Vanye's hand. He arose with less grace, paused to ook at
the object before he passed it into Rob's hand: it was the antlered insignia of the old High Kings of Koris,
and when he saw that he knew it for agreat treasure, and one that might have formed part of the lost crown
treasury.

"It was Tiffwy's," she said. "His pledge of hospitality- should | need it, he said, to command of his
men what | would."

Roh's face was pale. He looked at the amulet, and clenched it in hisfist, and his manner was
suddenly subdued. "Chya gave you what you asked a hundred years ago," he said, "and not a man of the
four thousand returned. Y ou have much blood on your hands, Morgaine kri Chya; and yet | must honor my
ancestor's word-this once. What do you seek here?"

"Brief shelter. Silence. And whatever knowledge you have of Thiye and Hjemur."

"All three you may have," he said.

"Did Chya'srecord survive?"

"The Ra-koris you know is ruin now. Wolves and other beasts have it to themselves. If Chya's
Book survives, that iswhereit lies. We have no means nor leisure for books here, lady."

She bowed in courtesy. "I have awarning to give ycu: Leth isroused. We left them in somelittle
stir. Guard your borders."

Roh'slipswerethin. "Y ou are gifted with the raising of storms, lady. We will set men to watch your
trail. It may be Leth will comethisfar, but only if they are desperate. We have taught L eth manners before."

"They are mightily irritated. Vanye's horseis Leth-bred, and we quit their hospitality suddenly, Ina
dispute with lord Kasedre and his counselor CbyaLiell."

"Liell," said Roh softly. "That black wolf. | commend the quality of your enemies, lady. How much
welcome do you askr

"Thenight only."

"Areyou bound north?"

"Yes," shesaid.

Roh bit hislip. "That old quarrel? They say Thiyelives. It has never been in our imagination that
you could survive too. But we are through giving you men, lady. That is done. We have none left to spare
you."

"I ask none."

"Y ou take this?" It was Roh's one acknowledgment that Vanye lived; his proud young eyes shifted
aside and back again. "Y ou could do better, lady."

But then he went and bade his women make place for Mor-gaine in the upper levels of the hall, and
separate place for Vanye by the hearth. This Morgaine allowed, for Chyawas a proper hall, and they were
indeed under its peace as they had not been in Leth. And after that Morgaine and Roh talked together some
little time, asking and answering, until she finally took her leave and passed upstairs.

Then Vanye gratefully put off hisarmor, down to his shirt and his leather breeches, and prepared
the blankets they had given him by the warm hearthside.

Taomen came, spoke to him softly and bade him come to Roh; it was a thing he could not refuse.



Roh sat cross-legged on the rhowa, with other men about him.

Of asudden Vanye's feeling of ease |eft him. There was merry noise elsewherein the hall, busy
chatter of women and of children; it continued, masking softer words, and there were men ringed about so
that no one outside the circle could see what was done there.

He did not kneel, not until they made it clear he must; then all the uyin of the Chya sank down on
their haunches about him and about Roh, swords laid before them, as when clan judgment was passed.

He thought of crying aloud to Morgaine, warning her of treachery; but he did not truly fear for her,
and his own pride kept him silent These were hiskin: to trouble anilin for afamily matter violated honor,
violated the very concepts of honor under the i/in-codes, but Roh's offense was a powerful one. He did not
know this cousin of his: his hope of Roh's honor was scant, but it kept him from utter panic.

"Now," said Roh, "and truthfully, Nhi Vanye, account for her and for your business with her."

"Nothing she told you was a lie and nothing less than the truth. SheisMorgaine, and | am anilin
to her."

Roh looked him over, long and harshly. "So Rijan threw you out. Y ou robbed him of one of his
Myyawife's precious nestlings and he banished you. But you are due no kinship from us. My aunt did not
choose your begetting. | only blame her because she did not leave Morija and come back to us. She was no
captive by then, great with child as she was."

"To what should she come back-to your welcome?' Temper overcame sense, for Roh's words
stung. "I honor her, Chya. And Chya's honor would not have taken her back as she had been, not after
Rijan had had her, whether or not she were willing. She gave melife and died doing it, and | know the misery
she had of Rijan better than you folk, that had not the stomach for coming into Morijato get her back, after
Rijan rodeinto Chyalandsto take her from you. Where is your honor, men of Chya?"

The stillness was absolute. Suddenly the hall was deserted but for them. The fire craekled. A l1og
fell, showering embers.

"What became of her?' asked Roh at last, tilting the balance toward life and reason. "Wasiit death
in childbirth, asthey said?’
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Roh let go his breath slowly. "Better had Rijan drowned you. Perhaps he regretted that he did not.
But you are here. So live. Nhi Vanye, Rijan's bastard. Now what shall we do with you?"

"Do as she asked and let us pass from this hall tomorrow."

"Do you serve her willingly?"

"Yes," hesaid, "it wasfair Claiming. | wasin need. Now | amin her debt and | must pay it"

"Whereis she going?"

"Sheismy lady," he said, "and it is not right for me to say anything of her business. L ook to your
own. You will have Leth at your bordersfor her sake."

"Where is she going, Nhi Vanye?"

"Ask her, | say."

Roh snapped his fingers. Men 'reached for the blades laid before them. They unsheathed them so
that the points formed aring about him. Somewhere in hall adish fell. A woman ran cat-footed into the
corridor beyond, drew the curtain and was gone.

"Ask Morgaine," Vanye said again; and when his breathing space grew less and an edge rested
familiarly on his shoulder, he maintained his composure and did not flinch, though his heart was beating fit
]Eo bL;‘FSt "If you continue, Chya Roh, | shall decide thereisno honor at al in Chya. And | shall be ashamed

or that"

Roh considered him in silence. Vanye went sick inside: his nerves were strung, waiting, the least
pressure from them likely to send from hislips a shout to raise the hall and Morgaine from sleep. He was not
brave. He had long ago discovered in himself that he had no courage for enduring pain or threat His
brothers had discovered that in him before he had. It was the same feeling that churned in him now, the
same that he had known when they, out of old San Romen's protective withess, had bullied him to his knees
and brought tearsto his eyes. That one fatal time he had seized arms against Handrys's tormenting of him,
onetime only: his hands had killed, not his mind, which was blank and terrified, and had his hands not been
filled with aweapon they would have found kirn as always, as he was now.

But Roh snapped his fingers a second time and they let him alone. "Get to your place," said Roh,
"itin."

He rose then, and bowed, and walked-it was incredibl e that he could walk steadily-to the place he
had |eft at the hearth. There he lay down again, and wrapped himself in his cloak and clenched his teeth and
let the fire warm the tremors from his muscles.

He wanted to kill. For every affront ever paid him, for al the terror ever set into him, he wanted to
kill; and he squeezed the tears from his eyes and began to reckon that perhaps his father had been right, that
his hand had been more honest than he knew. He feared a great many things: he feared death; he feared
Morgaine and he feared Liell and the madness of Kasedre; but there never was fear such astherewasin
being alone among kinsmen, among whom he was always bastard and outcast.

Once, when he was a child, Handrys and Erji had lured him into the storage basements of Ra-morij,
and there overpowered him and hung him from a beam in the deep cellars, alone in the dark and with the rats.
They had only come after him after the blood had left his hands and he could not find the strength to scream
any longer. Then they had come with lights, and cut him down, hovering over him white-faced and terrified



for fear that they had killed him. Afterward they had threatened worse if he showed the cruel marksthe
ropes had made.

He had not complained to anyone. He had learned the conditions of hiswelcome in Nhi even then,
had |learned to clutch his scraps of honor to himself in silence, had practiced, had bit hislip and kept his
own counsel, until he had fairly won the honor of the warrior's braid, and until the demands of uyin honor
must keep Handrys and Erij from their more petty tormentings of him.

But the looks were there, the subtle, hating looks and secret contempt that became evident when
he committed any error that cost him honor.

Even the Chyatried him, hi the same way-scented fear and went for it, like wolves to adeer.

Y et something there wasin him that yearned to like the lord of Chya, this man so like himself, that
showed kindred blood in. hisface and hi -his bearing. Roh was legitimate: Roh's father had virtually
abandoned the lady Del to her fate, captive and bearing Rijan's bastard, that must in nowise return to
confound the purity of Chya-to contest with his son Roh.

And Chya both feared him, and scented fear, and would have gone for histhroat if not for their
debt to Morgaine.

Late, late into the long night; his not-quite-rest was disturbed by a booted foot crunching a cinder
not far from his head, and he came up on his arm as Roh dropped to his haunches looking down at him. In
panic he reached for the sword beside him; Roh clamped his hand down on the hilt, preventing him.

"Y ou came from Leth," said Roh softly. "Where did you meet her?"

"At Aenor-Pywn." He sat up, tucked hisfeet under him, tossed the loose hair from hiseyes. "And |
still say, ask Morgaine her business, not her servant.”

Roh nodded slowly. "I can guess some things. That she still purposes what she always did,
whatever it was. She will be the death of you, Nhi Vanyei Chya. But you know that already. Take her hence
as quickly asyou can in the morning. We have Leth breathing at our borders this night Reports of it have
comein. Men have died. Liell will stop her if he can. And thereisalimit to what service we will pay thistime
in Chyalives."

Vanye stared into the brown eyes of his cousin and found there a grudging acceptance of him: for
thefirst time the man was talking to him, asif he till had the dignity of anuyo of the high clan. It was as if
he had not acquitted himself so poorly after all, asif Roh acknowledged some kinship between them. He
drew adeep breath and let it go again.

"What do you know of Liell?" he asked of Roh. "Is he Chya?"

"There was aChyalLiell," said Roh. "And our Liell was agood man, before he became counselor in
Leth." Roh looked down at the stones and up again, hisface drawn in loathing. | do not know. There are
rumorsit isthe same man. There arerumorshein Leth isqujal. That he-like Thiye of Hjemur -isold. What |
can tell youisthat heisthe power in Leth, but if you have come from Leth, you know that. At timesheisa
quiet enemy, and when the worst beasts have comeinto Kor-iswood, the worst sendings of Thiye, Liell's
folk have been no less zeal ous than we to rid Koris of the plague: we observe hunter's peace on occasion,
for our mutual good. But our harboring Morgaine will not better relations between Leth and Chya."

"I believe your rumors,” said Vanye at last. Coldness rested in his belly, when he thought back to
the lakeshore.

"I did not," said Roh, "until this night, that she cameinto hall.”

"Wewill gointhemorning," said Vanye.

Roh stared into his face yet amoment more. "Thereis Chyain you," he said. "Cousin, | pity you,
your fate. How long have you to go of your service with her?"

"My year," he said, "has only begun."

And there passed between them the silent communication that that year would be hislast, accepted
with asorrowful shake of Roh's bead.

"If so happen," said Roh, "if so happen you find yourself free-return to Chya."

And before Vanye could answer anything, Roh had walked off, retiring to adistant corridor of the
rambling hall that |ed to other huts, warrenlike.

He was shaken then fey the thing that he had never dreamed to receive: Chyawould take himin.

Inaway it was only cruelty. He would die before his year was out. Morgaine was death-prone, and
hewould follow; and in it he had no choice. A moment ago he had had no particular hope.

Only now there was. He looked about at the hall, surely one of the strangest of all holdsin Andur-
Kursh. Here was refuge, and welcome, and alife.

A woman. Children. Honor.

These were not his, and would not be. He turned and clasped his arms about his knees, staring
desolately into the fire. Even should she die, which was probably the thought in Roh's mind, he had his
further bond, to ruin Hjemur.

/I so happen you find yourself free.

In all the history of man, Hjemur had never fallen.



CHAPTER VI

THE WHOLE OF Chya seemed to have turned out in the morning to see them leave, assilent at
their going as they had been at their arrival; and yet there seemed noill feeling about them now that Rob
attended them to their horses, and himself held the stirrup for Morgai ne to mount

Roh bowed most courteously when Morgaine was in the saddle, and spoke loudly enoughin
wishing her well that the whole of Chya could hear. "We will watch your backtrail at least,” he said, "so that
| do not think you will have anyone following you through Chyaterritories very quickly. Be mindful of our
safety too, lady."

Morgaine bowed from the saddle. "We are grateful, Chya Roh, to you and all your people. Neither
of us has slept secure until we slept under your roof. Peace on your house, Chya Roh."

And with that she turned and rode away, Vanye after her, amid a great murmuring of the people.
And as at their coming, so at their going, the children of Chyawere their escort, running along beside the
horses, heedless of the proprieties of their elders. There was wild excitement in their eyesto seethe old
days cometo life, that they had heard in songs and ballads. They did not at all seem to fear or hate her, and
with the de-lightedness of childhood took this great wonder as primarily for their benefit.

It was, Vanye thought, that she was so fair, that it was hard for them to think ill of her. She shonein
sunlight, likesun oniice.

"Morgaine!" they called at her, softly, as Chya always spoke,"Morgaine!"

And at last even her heart was touched, and she waved at them, and smiled, briefly.

Then shelaid heelsto Siptah, and they |eft the pleasant hall behind, with all the warmth of Chyain
the sunlight. The forest closed in again, chilling their hearts with its shadow, and for avery long time they
both were silent

He did not even speak to her the wish of his heart, that they turn and go back to Chya, where there
was at |east the hope of welcome. There was none for her. Perhaps it was that, he thought, that made her
face so downcast throughout the morning.

Asthe day went on, he knew of certainty that it was not the darkness of the woods that bore upon
her heart. Once they heard a strange wild cry through the tranches, and she looked up, such an expresson
on her face as one might have who had been distracted from some deep and private grief, bewildered, asif
she had forgotten where she was.

That night they camped in the thick of the wood. Morgaine gathered the wood for the fire herself,
making it small, for these were woods where it was not well to draw visitors. And she laughed sometimes
and spoke with him, abanality he was not accustomed to in her: the laughter had no true ring, and at tunes
she would look at him in such away that he knew he lay near the center of her thoughts.

It filled him with unease. He could not laugh in turn; and he stared at her finally, and then suddenly
bowed himself to the earth, like one asking grace.

She did not speak, only stared back at him when he had risen up, and had the look of one



unmasked, looking truth back, if he could know how to read it.

Questions trembled on hislips. He could not sort out one that he dared ask, that he did not think
would meet some cold rebuff or what was more likely, silence.

"Go to sleep,” she bade him then.

He bowed his head and retreated to his place, and did so, until hiswatch.

Her mood had passed by the morning. She smiled, lightly enough, talked with him over breakfast
about old friends- hers: of the King. Tiffwy, how his son had been, the lady who was hiswife. It was that
kind of thing one might hear from old people, talk of folk long dead, not shared with the young; the worse
thing was that she seemed to know it, and her gray eyes grew wistful, and searched his, seeking
understanding, some small appreciation of the only things she knew how to say with him.

Tiffwy," he said, "must have been agreat man. | would like to have known him."

"Immortality," she said, "would be unbearable except anong immortals." And she smiled, but he
saw throughiit.

She was silent thereafter, and seemed downcast, even while they rode. She thought much. He still
did not know how to enter those moods. She was locked within herself.

It was asif he had snapped whatever thin cord bound them by that word: / would like to have
known him. She had detected the pity. She would not haveit of him.

By evening they could see the hills, asthe forest gave way to scattered meadows. In the west rose
the great mass of AlisKaje, its peaks white with snow: AlisKaje, the barrier behind which lay Morija. Vanye
looked at it as astranger to this side of the mountain wall, and found all the view unfamiliar to him, save
great Mount Proeth, but it was aview of home.

And thereafter the land opened more to the north and they stood still upon a hillside looking out
upon the great northern range.

Ivrel.

The mountain was not so-tall as Proeth, but it wasfair to the eye and perfect, atapering cone equal
to left and to right. Beyond it rose other mountains, the Kath Vrej and Kath Svejur, fading away into
distance, the ramparts of frosty Hjemur. But Ivrel was unique among al mountains. The little snow there was
atop it capped merely the summit: most of its slopeswere dark, or green with forests.

And at its base, unseen in the distance that made Ivrel itself seemed to drift at the edge of the sky,
lay Irien.

Morgaine touched heelsto Siptah, startled the horse into motion, and they rode on, downslope
and up again, and she spoke never aword. She gave no sign of stopping even while stars brightened hi the
sky and the moon came up.

Ivrel loomed nearer. Its white cone shone in the moonlight like avision.

"Lady." Vanye leaned from his saddle at last, caught the reins of the gray. "Liyo, forbear. Irienisno
placetoride at night. Let us stop.”

Sheyielded then. It surprised him. She chose a place and dismounted, and took her gear from
Siptah. Then she sank down and wrapped herself in her cloak, caring for nothing else. Vanye hurried about
trying to make a comfortable camp for her. These things he was anxious to do: her dejection weighed upon
his own soul, and he could not be comfortable with her.

It was of no avail. She warmed herself at the fire, and stared into the embers, without appetite for
the meal he cooked for her, but she picked at it dutifully, and finished it

He looked up at the mountain that hung over them, and felt its menace himself. This was cursed
groung. There was no sane man of Andur-Kursh would camp where they had camped, so near to Irien and
tolvrel.

"Vanye," she said suddenly, "do you fear this place?"

"I do not likeit," he answered. "-Yes, | fear it."

"I laid on you at Claiming to ruin Hjemur if | cannot Have you any knowledge where Hjemur's hold
lies?"

Helifted ahand, vaguely toward the notch at Ivrel's base. " There, through that pass.”

"Thereisaroad there, that would lead you there. Thereis no other, at least there was not"

"Doyou plan,” he asked, "that | shall have to do thisthing?"

"No," shesaid. "But that may well be."

Thereafter she gathered up her cloak and settled herself for the first watch, and Vanye sought his
own rest

It seemed only a moment until she leaned over him, touching his shoulder, quietly bidding him take
his turn: he had been tired, and had slept soundly. The stars had turned about in their nightly course.

"There have been small prowlers,” she said, "some of unpleasant aspect, but no real harm. | have
let thefire die, of purpose.”

Heindicated his understanding, and saw with relief that she sought her furs again like one who was
glad to sleep. He put himself by the dying fire, knees drawn up and arms propped on his sheathed sword,
dreaming into the embers and listening to the peaceful sounds of the horses, whose sense made them better
sentinels than men.

And eventually, lulled by the steady snap of the cooling embers, the whisper of wind through the
trees at their side, and the slow moving of the horses, he began to struggle against his own urge to sleep.



She screamed.

He came up with sword in hand, saw Morgaine struggling up to her side, and hisfirst thought was
that she had been bitten by something. He bent by her, seized her up and held her by the arms and held her,
shetrembling. But she thrust him back, and walked away from him, arms folded as against a chill wind; so
she stood for atime.

"Liyo?" he questioned her.

"Go back to sleep," she said. "It wasadream, an old one."

"Liyo-"

"Thee hasaplace, ilin. Gotoit."

He knew better than to be wounded by the tone: it came from some deep hurt of her own; but it
stung, all the same. He returned to the fireside and wrapped himself again in his cloak. It wasalong time
before she had gained control of herself again, and turned and sought the place she had left. He lowered his
eyesto thefire, so that he need not look at her; but she would have it otherwise: she paused by him, looking
down.

"Vanye," shesaid, "I am sorry."

"I am sorry too, liyo."

"Go to sleep. | will stay awake awhile."

"I am full awake, liyo. Thereisno need."

"I said athing to you | did not mean.!"

He made a half-bow, still not looking at her. "I am ilin, and it istrue | have a place, with the ashes of
your fire, liyo, but usually | enjoy more honor than that, and | am content.”

"Vanye." She sank down to sit by the fire too, shivering in the wind, without her cloak. "I need
you. Thisroad would be intolerable without you."

He was sorry for her then. There were tearsin her voice; of asudden he did not want to see the
result of them. He bowed, aslow as convenience would let him, and stayed so until he thought she would
have caught her breath. Then he ventured to look her in the eyes.

"What can | do for you?"' he asked.

"I have named that,” she said. It was again the Morgaine he knew, well armored, gray eyes steady.

"You will not trust me."

"Vanye, do not meddle with me. | would kill you too if it were necessary to set me at Ivrel."

"I know it," he said. "Liyo, | would that you had listened to me. | know you would kill yourself to
reach Ivrel, and probably you will kill us both. I do not like this place. But there is no reasoning with you. |
have known that from the beginning. | swear that if you would listen to me, if you would let me, | would take
you safely out of Andur-Kursh, to-"

"Y ou have already said it. Thereis no reasoning with me."

"Why?" he asked of her. "Lady, thisis madness, thiswar of yours. It was lost once. | do not want
todie."

"Neither did they," she said, and her lipswere athin, hard line. "I heard the things they said of me
in Baien, beforel

passed from that timeto this. And | think that isthe way | will be remembered. But | will go there, all
the same, and that is my business. Y our oath does not say that you have to agree with what | do.”

"No," he acknowledged. But he did not think she heard him: she gazed off into the dark, toward
Ivrel, toward Irien. A question weighed upon him. He did not want to hurt her, asking it; but he could not go
nearer Irien without it growing heavier in him.

"What became of them?" he asked. "Why were there so few found after Irien?"

"It wasthewind," she said.

"Liyo?" Her answer chilled him, like sudden madness. But she pressed her lips together and then
looked at him.

"It wasthewind," she said again. "There was a gate-field there-warping down from Ivrel-and the
mist there was that morning whipped into it like smoke up achimney, awind... awind the like of which you
do not imagine. That was what passed at Irien. Ten thousand men-sent through. Into nothing. We knew, my
friendsand I, we five: we knew, and | do not know whether it was more terrible for us knowing what was
about to happen to us than for those that did not understand at all. There was only starry dark there. Only
voidinthemists. . .. But | lived of course. | wasthe only one far back enough: it was my task to circle Irien,
Lrie and the men of Leth and I-and when we were on the height, it began. | could not hold my men; they
thought that they could aid those below, with their king, and they rode down; they would not listen to me,
you see, because | am awoman. They thought that | was afraid, and because they were men and must not
be, they went. | could not make them understand, and | could not follow them." Her voice faltered; she
steadied it. "l wastoo wiseto go, you see. | am civilized; | knew better. And while | was being wise-it was
too late. The wind came over us. For amoment one could not breathe. There was no air. And then it passed,
and | coaxed poor Siptah to hisfeet, and | do not clearly remember what | did after, except that | rode toward
Ivrel. There was a Hjemurn forcein my way. | fell back and back then, and there was only the south | eft
open. Koris heldto time. Then | lost that shelter; and | retreated to L eth and sheltered there atime before |
retreated again toward Aenor-Pywn. | meant to raise an army there; but they would not hear me. When they
cameto kill me, | cast myself into the Gate: | bad not other refuge left. | did not know it would be so long a
walit."



"Lady," he said, "this-this thing that was done at Irien, killing men without ablow being struck . . .
when we go there, could not Thiye send this wind down on ustoo?’

"If he knew the moment of our coming, yes. The wind- the wind was the very air rushing into that
open Gate, afield cast to the Standing Stone in Irien. It opened some gulf between the stars. To maintain it
extended more than amoment as it was would have been disaster to Hjemur. Even he could not be that
reckless."

"Then, at Irien-he knew."

"Yes, heknew." Morgaine's face grew hard again. "There was one man who began to go with us,
who never stood with us at Irien-he that wanted Tiffwy's power, that betrayed Tiffwy with Tiffwy's wife-that
later stood tutor of Edjnel’'s son, after killing Edjnel.”

"ChyaZzri."

"Aye, Zri, and to the end of my days | will believeit, though if it was so he was sadly paid by
Hjemur. He aimed at a kingdom, and the one he had of it was not the one he planned.”

"Liell." Vanye uttered the name almost without thinking it, and felt the sudden impact of her eyes
upon his.

"What makes you think of him?"

"Roh said that there was question about the man. That Liell is... that heisold, liyo, that heisold as
Thiyeisold."

Morgaine's ook grew intensely troubled. "Zri and Liell. Singularly without originality, to have
drowned all the heirs of Leth-if drowned they were."

He remembered the Gate shimmering above the lake, and knew what she meant. Doubts assailed
him. He ventured a question he fully hated to ask. "Could you-live by this means, if you wished?"

"Yes," sheanswered him.

"Have you?"

"No," shesaid. And, asif sheread the thing in hismind: "It is by means of the Gatesthat it is done,
and it isno light thing to take another body. | am not sure myself quite how it is done, although | think that |
know. It isugly: the body must come from someone, you see. And Liell, if that istrue, isgrowing old."

He shivered, remembering the touch of Liell'sfingers upon his arm, the hunger-he read it for hunger
even then-within his eyes. Come with me and | will show you, he had said. She will have the soul from you
before sheis done. Come "with me, Chya Vanye. Shelies. She haslied before.

Come with me.

He breathed an oath, a prayer, something, and stumbled to hisfeet, to stand apart a moment, sick
with horror, sensitive for the first time to his youth, histrained strength, as something that had been the
object of covetousness.

Hefelt unclean.

"Vanye," she said, concern hi her voice.

y They say, "he managed then, turning to look at her, "that Thiyeis aging too-that he has the ook of
an old man."

"If," shesaid levelly, "I am dead or lost and you go against Hjemur a one-do not consider being
taken prisoner there. | would not by any means, Vanye."

"Oh Heaven," he murmured. Bile rose in his throat. Of a sudden he began to comprehend the
stakesin these wars of qujal and men, and the prize there was for losing. He stared at her-he knew, like the
priest innocent, and met alack of all proper horror.

"Would you do this?" he asked.

"I think that one day," she said, "to do what | must do, | would have to consider it."

He swore. For avery little he would have | eft her in that moment She began at last to show concern
of it, the smallest impulse of humanity, and it was that which held him.

"Sit down," she said. He did so.

"Vanye," she said then. "I have no leisure to be virtuous. | try, | try, with what of me thereisleft.
But thereisvery little. What would you do, if you were dying, and you had only to reach out and kill-not for
an extended old age, with pain, and sickness, but for another youth? For the qujal there is nothing after, no
immortality, only to die. They have lost their gods, or lost whatever belief they ever had. That isall thereis
for them-to live, to enjoy pleasure-to enjoy power."

"Did you lieto me? Are you of their blood?’

"I have not. | am not qujal. But | know them. Zri ... if you areright, Vanye, it explains much. Not for
ambition, but of desperation: to live. To save the Gates, on which he depends. | had not looked for that hi
him. What did he say to you, when he spoke with you?'

"Only that | should leave you and come with him."

"Well that you had better sense. Otherwise-"

And then her eyes grew guarded, and she took the black weapon from her belt: he thought in the
first heartbeat that she had perceived some intruder; and then to his shock he saw the thing directed at him.
He froze, mind blank, save of the thought that she had suddenly gone mad.

"Otherwise," she continued, "I should have had such a companion on my rideto Ivrel that would
assure | did not live, such acompanion as would wait until the nearness of the Gate lent him the meansto
deal with me-alive. | left you upon abay mare, ChyaVanye, and you chose Li€ll's horse thereafter. That was
who | thought it waswhen first | saw you riding after me, and | was not anxious for Liell's company alone. |



was surprised to realize that it was you, instead."

"Lady," he exclaimed, holding forth his hands to show them empty of threat. "I have sworn to you
... lady, | have not deceived you. Surely-it could not happen, it could not happen and | not know it. | would
know, would | not?"

She arose, still watching him, constantly watching him, and drew back to the place where rested her
cloak and her sword.

"Saddle my horse," she bade him.

He went carefully, and did as she ordered him, knowing her at his back with that weapon. When he
v;as Sgggle, he gave back for her, and she watched him carefully, even to the moment that she swung up into
the e

Then she reined about and toward the black horse. All at once he read her thoughts, to kill the
beast and |eave him afoot, since she would not kill him, ilin.

He hurled himself between, looked up with outraged horror; it was not honor to do such athing, to
abusetheilin-oath, to kill aman's horse and leave him stranded. And for one moment there was such alook
of wildness on her face that he feared she would use the weapon on him and the beast.

Suddenly she jerked Siptah's head about to the north and spurred off, leaving him behind.

He stared after her a moment, dazed, knowing her mad.

And himself likewise.

He cursed and heaved up his gear, flung saddle on the black, secured the girth, hauled himself into
the saddle and went-the beast knowing full well he belonged with the gray by now. The horse needed no
touch of the heel to extend himself, but ran, downhill and around a turning, across a stream and up again,
overtaking the loping gray.

He half expected a bolt that would take him from the saddle or tumble his horse dead instead;
Morgaine turned in the saddle and saw him come. But she allowed it, begantoreinin.

"Theeisanidiot," she said when he had come alongside.

And she looked then asif she could give way to tears, but she did not. She thrust the black
weapon into the back of her belt, under the cloak, and looked at him and shook her head. "And theeis
Kurshin. Nothing else could be so honorably stupid. Zri would surely have run, unless Zri is braver than he
once was. We are not brave, we that play this game with Gates; there istoo much we can losg, to have the
luxury to be virtuous, and to be brave. | envy you, Kurshin, | do envy anyone who can afford such
gestures."

He pressed hislipstightly. He felt simple, and shamed, realizing now she had tried to frighten him;
none of it made sense with him-her moods, her distrust of him. His voice turned brittle. "I am easy to
deceive, Ityo, much more than you could be; any of your simplest tricks can amaze me, and no few of them
frighten me."

Ske had no answer for him.

At times she looked at him in away he did not like. The air between them had gone poisonous. Go
away, thelook said. Go away, | will not stop you.

He would not have left her hurt and needing him; there was oath-breaking and there was oath-
breaking, and to break ilin-bond when she was able to care for herself was a heavy matter, but there was
that in her manner which convinced him that she was far from reasoning.

Thelight grew in the sky, into acold, dreary morning, with cloudsrolling in from the north.

And early in that morning the land fell away below them and the hills opened up into the slope of
Irien.

It was abroad valley, pleasant to the eye. Asthey stopped upon the verge of that great bowl,
Vanye was not sure that this was the place. But then he saw that its other side was Ivrel, and that there was
abarrennessin its center, far below. They weretoo far to see so fine adetail as a single Standing Stone, but
he reckoned that for the center of that place.

Morgaine slid down from Siptah's back and troubled to unhook Changeling from its place, by
which he knew she meant some long delay. He dismounted too; but when she turned and walked some
distance away along the slope he did not estimate that she meant him to follow. He sat down upon alarge
rock and waited, gazing into the distances of the valley. In his mind he imagined the thousands that had
ridden into it, upon one of those gray spring mornings that cloaked the valleys with mist, where men and
horses moved like ghostsin the fog-of darkness swallowing up everything, the winds, as she had said,
drawing the mist like smoke up achimney.

But upon this morning there were the low-hanging clouds and a winter sun, and grass and trees
below. A hundred years had repaired whatever scars there had been left, until one could not have reckoned
what had happened there.

Morgaine did not return. He waited long past the time that he had begun to grow anxious about
her; and at last he gathered up his resolve and rose and walked the way that she had gone, about the curve
of he hill. He was relieved when he found her, only standing and gazing into the valley. For amoment he
amost dared not go to her; and then he thought that he should, for she was not herself, and there were
beasts and men in these hillsthat made Men no place to be alone.

"Liyo," he called to her as he came. And she turned and came to him, and walked back with him to
the place where they had left the horses. There she hung the sword where it belonged, and took up the reins



of Siptah, and paused again, looking over the valley, "Vanye," she said, "Vanye, | amtired.”

"Lady?' he asked of her, thinking at first she meant that they would stop here atime, and he did
not like the thought of that. Then she looked at him, and he knew then it was a different tiredness she spoke
of.

"I am afraid," she admitted to him, "and | am alone, Vanye. And | have no more honor and no more
livesto spend. Here"-she stretched out her hand, pointing down the slope- "here | left them, and rode
round this rim, and from over there-" she pointed far off across the valley, where there was arock and many
trees upon the rim. "From that point | watched the army lost. We were a hundred strong, my comrades and
I; and over the years we have grown fewer and fewer, and now there is only myself. | begin to understand
the qujal. | begin to pity them. When it is so hecessary to survive, then one cannot be brave anymore.”

He began then to understand the terror in her, the same intense terror therewasin Liell, he
thought, who al so wished something of him. He wished no more truth of her: it was the kind that wrought
nightmares, that held no peace, that asked him to forgive things that were unthinkable.

Spare usthis, he wanted to say to her. / have honored you. Do not make thisimpossible. He held
histongue.

"I might have killed you," she said, "in panic. | frighten easily, you see, | am not reasonable. | have
ceased to takerisks at all. It is unconscionable-that | should take risks with the burden | carry. | tell myself
the only immorality | have committed isin trusting you after aiming at your life. Do you see, | have no luxury
left, for virtues."

"I do not understand,” he said.

"I hope that you do not."

"What do you want of me?"

"Hold to your oath." She swung up to Siptah's back, waited for him to mount, then headed them
not across the vale of Irien, but around the rim of the valley, that trail which she had followed the day of the
battle.

She was in amood that hovered on the brink of madness, not reasoning clearly. He became certain
of it. Shefeared him asif he were death itself making itself friendly and comfortable with her, feared any
reason that told her otherwise.

And forebore to kill, forbore to violate honor.

There was that small, precious difference between what he served and what pursued them. He
clung to that, though Morgaine's foreboding seeped into his thoughts, that it was that which would one
day kill her.

Theride around the rim was long, and they must stop several timesto rest. The sun went down the
other part of the sky and the clouds began to gather thickly over Ivrel’s cone, portending storm, anorthern
storm of the sort that sometimes whirled snow down on such valleys as this, north of Chya, but more often
meant tree-cracking ice, and misery of men and beasts.

The storm hovered, sifting small amounts of sleet. The day grew dimmer. They paused for one last
rest before moving onto the side of Ivrel.

And chaos burst -upon them-their only warning a breath from Siptah, a shying of both their horses.
Another moment and they would have been afoot. Half-lighting, Vanye sprang back to the saddle, whipped
out hislongsword and laid about him in the twilight at the forms that hurled at them from the woods and
from the rocks, men of Hjemur, fur-clad men afoot at first, and then men on ponies. Five laced the dark,
Morgaine's little weapon taking toll of men and horses without mercy.

They spurred through, reached the down-turning of the trail. The slope was alive with them. They
clambered up on foot, dark figuresin the twilight, and not all of them looked human.

Knives flashed as the horde closed with them, threatening the vulnerable legs and bellies of the
horses, and they fought and spurred the horses, turning them for whatever |east resistance they could find
for escape. Morgaine cried out, kicked a man in the face and rode him down. Vanye drove his heelsinto the
black's flanks and sent the horse flying in Siptah's wake.

There was no hope in fighting. Hisliyo was doing the most sensible thing, laying quirt to the
laboring gray, putting the big horse to the limit, even if it drove them off their chosen way; and Vanye did
the same, his heart in histhroat no less for the way they rode than for the pursuit behind them-skidding
down arocky slope, threading the blind shadows along unknown trail and through a narrow defilein the
rocksto reach theflat to Irien's west.

There, weary astheir horses were, they had the advantage over the Hjemurn ponies that followed
them, for the horses' long legs devoured the ground, and at last pursuit seemed failing.

Then out of the west, riders appeared ahead of them, coming from the narrow crease of hills, an arc
of ridersthat swept to enclose them, thrusting them back.

Morgaine turned yet again, charging them at their outer edge, trying to slip that arc beforeit cut
them off from the north, refusing to be thrust back into the ambush at Irien. Siptah could hardly run now. He
faltered. They were not going to makeit. And here she reined in, weapon in hand, and Vanye drew the
winded black in beside her, sword drawn, to guard her | eft.

Theriders ringed them about on all sides now, and began to close inward.

"The horses are done," Vanye said. "Lady, | think we shall die here."

"I have no intention of doing so,” she said. "Stay clear of me, ilin. Do not crossin front of me or



even ride even with me."

And then he knew the spotted pony of one that was at the head of the others, ordering hisridersto
come inward; and near him there was the blaze-faced bay that he expected to see.

They were Morij riders, that ran the border by Alis Kaje, and sometimes harried even into thisland
when Hjemur's forces or Chya's grew restive.

He snatched at Morgaine's arm, received at once an angry look, quick suspicion. Terror.

"They are Morij," he pleaded with her. "My clan. Nhi. Liyo, take none of their lives. My father-heis
their lord, and heis not aforgiving man, but heis honorable. Ilin'slaw says my crimes cannot taint you: and
whatever you have done, Morija has no bloodfeud with you. Please, lady. Do not take these men'slives."

She considered; but it was sense that he argued with her, and she must know it. The horses were
likely to die under them if they must go on running. There would likely be more Hjemurn forces to the north
even if they should break clear now. Here wasrefuge, if no welcome. She lowered her weapon.

"On your soul," she hissed at him. "On your soul, if you lieto mein this."

"That isthe condition of my oath," he said, shaken, "and you have known that aslong as| have
been with you. I would not betray you. On my soul, liyo."

The weapon went back into its place. " Speak to them," she said then. "And if you have not adozen
arrowsin you-I will be willing to go with them on your word."

He put up his sword and lifted his hands wide, prodding the exhausted black alittle forward, until
he was within hailing distance of the advancing riders, whose circle had never ceased to narrow.

“l'amilin,” hecried to them, for it was no honor to kill ilin without reckoning of hislord. "1 am Nhi
Vanye. Nhi Paren, Paren, Lellen's-son-you know my voice."

"Whose service, ilin Nhi Vanye?' came back Paren's voice, gruff and familiar and blessedly
welcome,

"Nhi Paren-these hills are full of Hjemur-folk tonight, and L eth too, most likely. In Heaven's mercy,
take us into your protection and we will make our appeal at Ra-morij."

"Then you serve some enemy of ours," observed Nhi Paren, "or you would give us an honest
name."

"That isso," said Vanye, "but none that threatens you now. We ask shelter, Nhi Paren, and that is
the Nhi'sright to grant or refuse, not yours, so you must send to Ra-morij."

Therewas asilence. Then: "Take them both," came across the distance. The riders closed together.
For amoment as they were closely surrounded, Vanye had the overwhelming fear that M orgaine might
suddenly panic and bring death on both of them, the more so as Paren demanded the surrender of their
weapons.

And then Paren had hisfirst clear sight of Morgaine in the darkness, and exclaimed the beginning
of aninvocation to Heaven. The men about him made signs against evil.

"I do not think that it will be comfortable for you to handle my weapons, being that your religion
forbids," said Morgaine then. "Lend me acloak and | will wrap them, so that you may know that | will not
use them, but | will continue to carry them. | think that we were well out of this area. Vanye spoke the truth
about Hjemur."

"Wewill go back to AlisKaje," Paren said. And he looked at her asif he thought long about the
matter of the weapons. Then he bade Vanye give her his cloak, arid watched carefully while she wrapped all
her gear within the cloak and laid it across her saddlebow. "Form-up,” he bade his men then, and though
they were surrounded by riders, he put no restraint on them.

They rode knee to knee, he and Morgaine, with men all about them; and before they had ridden far,
M orgai ne made to pass the cloak-wrapped arms to him. He feared to take it, knowing how the Nhi would see
it; and it was instant: weapons crowded them. A man of clan San, more reckless than the others, took them
from him, and Vanye looked at Morgaine in distress, knowing how she would bear that.

But she was bowed over, looking hardly able to stay in the saddle. Her hand was pressed to her
leg. Threads of blood |eaked through her pale fingers.

"Bargain usarefuge," she said to him, "however you can, Ufa. Thereis neither hearth-right nor
bloodfeud | have with clan Nhi. And have them stop when it is safe. | have need to tend this."

He looked on her pale, tense face, and knew that she was frightened. He measured her strength
against thejolting ride they would have up theroad into Alis Kaje, and | eft her, forced his way through
other ridersto reach Nhi Paren.

"No," said Paren, wken he had pleaded with him. It was firm. It was unshakable. He could not blame
the man, in the lands where they were. "We will stop at AlisKgje."

He rode back to her. Somehow she did keep the saddle, white-lipped and miserable. The sleet-
edged wind made her flinch at times; the horse's motion in the long climb and descent wrung now and then a
sound from her: but she held, waiting even as they found their place to halt, until he had dismounted and
reached up to help her down.

He made a place for her, and begged her medicines of the one who had her belongings. Then he
looked round at the grim band of men, and at Paren, who had the decency to bid them back a distance.

He treated the wound, which was deep, as best he could manage with her medicines: his soul
abhorred even to touch them, but he reasoned that her substance, whatever it was, would respond best to
her own methods. She tried to tell him things: he could make little sense of them. He made a bandage of linen
from thekit, and at least had slowed the bleeding, making her as comfortable as he could.



When he arose, Nhi Paren came to him, looked down at her and walked back among his men,
bidding them prepare to ride.

"Nhi Paren." Vanye cursed and went after him, stood among them 4n the dark with men on all sides
already mounting. "Nhi Paren, can you not delay at least until the morning? Is there such need to hurry
now, with the mountains between us?"

"Y ou are trouble yourselves, Nhi Vanye," said Paren. "Y ou and thiswoman. Thereis Hjemur under
arms. No. There will be no stopping. We are going through to Ra-morij."

"Send amessenger. There is no need to kill her in your haste."

"We are going through, said Paren.

Vanye swore blackly, choked with anger. There was no cruelty in Nhi Paren, only Nhi obdurate
stubbornness. He changed his own saddleroll to the front of his saddle, lashing it to pad it. Anger still
seethed in him.

He turned to lead the horse back to Morgaine. "Bid a man help me up with her then," he said to
Paren through his teeth. "And be sure that | will recite the whole of it to Nhi Rijan. Thereisjusticein him, at
least; his honor will make him sorry for this senseless stubbornness of yours, Nhi Paren.”

"Y our father isdead," said Paren.

He stopped, aware of the horse pushing at his back, the reinsin his hand. His hands moved
without his mind, stopping the animal. All these things he knew, before he had to take account of Paren,
before he had to believe the man.

"Who isthe Nhi?" he asked.

"It isyour brother," said Paren. "Erij. We have standing orders, should you ever set foot within
Morija, to take you at once to Ra-morij. And that iswhat we must do. It isnot," Paren said hi a softer tone, "
to my taste, Nhi Vanye, but that iswhat we will do."

He understood then, numb as he was. He bowed slightly, acknowledged reality; which gesture Nhi
Paren received like a gentleman, and looked embarrassed and distressed, and bade men help him take
Morgaine up so that he could carry her.

Morij-keep, Ra-morij, was alleged to be impregnable. It sat high upon a hillside, tiered into it, with
all of amountain at its back and its walls and gates made double beforeiit. It had never fallenin war. It had
been sometimes the possession of Ylaand lately of Nhi, but that had been by marriages and by family
intrigue and lastly by theill-luck of Irien, but never by siege against the fortressitself. Rich herds of horses
and of cattle grazed the lands before it; in the valley itsvillages nestled in relative security, for there were no
wolves nor riders, nor Koris-beasts troubling the land as they did in the outside. The keep frowned over the
fair land like some great stern grandfather over afavored daughter, his head bearing a crown of crenelated
walls and jagged towers.

Heloved it still. Tears could still swell in histhroat at the sight of this place that had been so much
of misery to him. For an instant he thought of his boyhood, of spring, and of fat, whitemaned Mai, the first
Mai-and both his brothers racing with him on one of those days when there was such warmth in the air that
not even they could find hate for each other, when blooms were on the orchards and the whol e of the great
valley lay studded with pink and white clouds of trees.

Before him now there was the light of a dying winter sun upon the walls, and the clatter of armed
riders about him, and Morgaine'sweight in his arms. She slept now, and his arms were numb and his back a
column of fire. She knew little of the ride, exceedingly weak, though the bleeding had ceased and the wound
already showed signs of healing. He thought that she might have fought against the weakness, but she did
not know that things were amiss, and the men of Nhi were kindly with her. They did whatever it was
possible to do for her, short of touching her or her medicines; and their fear of her seemed to have much
abated.

She was very fair, and young-seeming, and capabl e of innocence when her gray eyes were closed.
Even with women of quality men of low-clan made coarse jokes, well-meant; with women of the countryside
even high-clan men were far more direct. There was none of that where Morgai ne was involved -because
she had lord-right, perhaps, and because there attended her anilin who must defend her, and that,
weaponless as he was, there was no honor in that; but most probably it was because she was reputed to be
qujal, and men did not make light with anything qujal.

Only sometimes Nhi Paren would ask how she fared, and some of the others would ask the same,
and wonder that she slept so.

And of one, Nhi Ryn, son of Paren, there were looks of awe. He was very young; his head was full
of poets and of legends, and he had a skill with the harp that was beyond what most high-clan men learned.
That which resided in his eyes was purely astonishment at first, and then worship, which boded ill for the
welfare of hissoul.

Nhi Paren had seemed to see it developing, and had sharply ordered the youth to the rear guard, far
back along theline.

Now there was an end of such care of them: the horses' hooves rang upon paving as they
approached the gates. Nhi Rej had built the channeling and the paving fifty years ago, restoring the work of
YlaEn-no luxury, for otherwise the whole of the hill would begin to wash down with the spring rains.

The Red Gate admitted them, and red it was, bravely fluttering with the Nhi standards with their
black writing. There was no sound but the snap of the flagsin the wind and the clatter of hooves on stone



gstEey mtere}? the courtyard. One servant ran out and bowed to Nhi Paren. Orders and information passed
ack and forth.

Vanye sat the saddle, patient until some decision was reached, and at |ast the youth Ryn and
another man came to help him lift Morgaine down from the saddle. He had expected arrest, violence-
something. There was only quiet discussion asif they had been any ordinary travelers. It was decided to
put Morgaine in the sunny west tower, and they carried her there, the three of them, and the guards
following. There they gave her into the hands of frightened serving women, who clearly did not relish their
service.

"Let me stay with her," Vanye pleaded. " They do not know how to care, care for her as needs be. ...
At least leave her own medicines.”

"The medicineswe will leave," said Paren. "But we have other orders with you."

And they took him down the stairs and to alower hall, into a hall that was home: for there upon the
left was Erij's room, and there the stairs that had led up to the middle tower room that had been his. But they
took him instead to that which had belonged to Handrys: the door bolt resisted with the

obstinacy of alock long undisturbed.

Vanye glanced frightened protest at Paren. Thiswas insane, this prison they meant for him. Paren
looked intensely uncomfortable, asif he did not relish hisordersin the least, but he ordered him inside.
Must and mildew and age came out at them. It was cold, and the floor was covered with dust, for dust sifted
constantly through Ra-morij, through barred windows and through cracks and crevices.

One servant brought in rush lights. Others brought wood, and a bucket of coalsto start thefire. He
scanned the room by the dim light, rinding it as he had remembered. Nothing must have been disturbed
since the morning of Handrys's death. He saw his doting father's hand in that morbid tenderness.

There were the clothes across the back of the chair, the muddy boots | eft by the fireside for
cleaning, theimpression still in the dusty bedclothes where Handrys had last lain.

He swore and rebelled at that, but firm hands kept him from the door, and men with weapons were
outside. There was no resisting the insanity.

Men brought in water for washing, and a plate of food, and wine. All these things they sat on the
long table by the door. There was an extra armload of wood, and this they unloaded beside the fireplace,
that now blazed up quite comfortably.

"Who ordered this?' Vanye asked finally. "Erij?"

"Yes," said Paren, and histone said clearly that he did not approve of the business. There was a
touch of pity in his eyes, for all that none was owed an outlaw. "We must not leave you your armor, either,
nor any weapon."

That was clearly the way things would be. Vanye unlaced and slipped off both leather tunic and
mail and undertunic, surrendering them to one of the men, as they had taken his helm earlier, and endured in
silence their searching him for concealed weapons. He had besides his boots and | eather breeches only a
thin shirt, and that was no protection against the chill that still clung to the room. When they left him alone
he was glad to crouch down upon the hearth and warm himself; and eventually he found appetite enough to
take the food and wine they had offered, and to wash, heating the water in the little kettle that was by the
hearth.

And at last the weariness that was upon him overcame the rest of his scruples. He thought that he
was probably meant to spend the night guilty and miserable, crouching at the hearth rather than sleepin
that ghastly bed.

But he was Nhi enough to be contrary, and determined that he would not let himself be prey to the
ghost that hovered about this room, angry at its murder. He drew back the covers and settled himself in,
stripped only of boots, though it was the custom of men that slept in hall to sleep naked. He did not trust
the hospitality of Morijathat far. It was aweary time since he had had relief of the weight of the mail even at
night, and that alone was enough to make him comfortable. He slept as soon as he had warmed the cold
bedclothes with his body, as soon as the tension had passed from his muscles, and if he dreamed, he did
not remember it.



CHAPTER VI

THERE WAS THE scrape of a step on stone, something hovering over him. Vanye in sudden panic
turned onto his back, flinging his arm and the covers aside, seeking to rise.

Then amanin black and silver stepped back from him and Vanye stopped, one bare foot on the
floor. The fire had amost died. Daylight poured wanly through the narrow slit of awindow, accompanied by
acold draft.

It was Erij-older, harder of face, the black hair twisted into the different braid that was for hall-lord.
The eyes were the same-insolent and mocking.

Vanye thrust himself to hisfeet, seeing at once that they were alone in the room and that the door
was shut. There would be men outside. He had no illusions of safety. He put up a brave face against Erij and
ignored him for the moment, going about the necessary business of getting his boots on. Then he went over
to the leavings of last night's wine and had a sip of the wretched stuff, returning to the fireside to drink it, for
the chill crept quickly into hisbones. All this Erij let him do without troubling him.

And then while he knelt feeding the fire to life he heard Erij's tread behind him, and felt the gentle
touch of Erij'slong fingers gather back his hah-, which hung loose about his shoulders. It was long enough
to gather in the hand, not yet long enough to resume the braid that marked awarrior. Erij tugged at it gently,
asaman might achild's.

He lifted his head perforce. He did not try to turn, but braced himself for the cruel wrench he was
surewould come. It did not

"I would have thought," said Erij, "that the honors bestowed on you at your leaving would have
counseled you against coming back."

Erij let go his hair. Vanye seized the chance to turn and rise. Erij wastaller than he: he could not
help looking up at his elder brother, close as he stood to him. His back wasto the hearth. The heat was
unpleasant. Erij did not back apaceto let him away fromit.

And then he saw that Erij had no right hand: the member that he kept thrust within the breast of his
tunic was a stump. He stared, horrified, and Erij held it up the better for him to see.

"Your doing," said Erij. "Like much else.”

He did not offer his sorrow for it; he could not say at the moment that he felt it, or anything else
save shock. Erij had been the vain one, the skilled one, his hands clever with the sword, with the harp, with
the bow.

The pain of the firein hislegs wasintense. He pushed free of Erij. The wine cup spilled on the floor
and rolled atrail of red droplets darkly across the thirsty dust.

"Y ou comein strange company,” said Erij. "Is she real ?'

"Yes," said Vanye.

Erij considered that. He was Myya and coldly practical; Myya doubted much and believed little:
they were not notoriously religious. It was doubtful which side in him would win, god-fearing Nhi or cynical
Myya. "l have had alook at some of the things she carried," he said. "And that would seem to support it.
But she bleedslike any mortal."

"There are enemies on her trail and mine," he said hoarsely, "that will be no boon to Morija. Let us
be on our way as soon as she can ride, and we will be no trouble to you and neither will they. Hjemur will be
far too busy with the both of usto trouble with Morija. If you try to hold her here, it may well be otherwise.”

"And if she dies here?’

He stared at Erij, gauging him, and began to reckon with the two years and what they had wrought:
the boy was dead, and the man would kill, cold-bloodedly. Erij had been a creature of tempers, of vanities, of
sometime kindness- different than Handrys. Erij's features now seemed those of a man who never smiled. A
new scar marred one cheek. There had come to be lines about the eyes.

"Let her pass,” said Vanye. "They will want her and all that ever was hers; you cannot deal with
Hjemur. Thereis no dealing with them at all, and you know it"

"Isthat where sheis going?" he asked.

"Theless Morija hasto do with her the better. She has bloodfeud with them, and she is more
danger to them than to you. | am telling you the truth.”

Erij thought upon that a moment, leaned upon the fireplace and thrust the maimed limb within his
tunic once more. His dark eyes rested upon Vanye, hard and calculating. "Thelast | heard of you was
through Myya Gervaine, the matter of akilling and a horse-theft in Erd."

"It took the better part of two yearsto pass the land of your cousins of Myya," Vance
acknowledged. "I lived off them; and took the horse in trade for mine."

Erij'slipstightened in grim mirth at the insolence. "Before you acquired a service, | takeit?"

"Beforethat, yes."

"And how wasit that you acquired that service?"

Vanye shrugged. He was cold. He returned to the fire, folding his arms against the chill.
"Carelessness," he said. "I sheltered where | ought not-too intent on the woman to remember that she had
lord-right. It wasfair Claiming."



"Do you sleep with her?"

He looked up at his brother in shock. "Ilin with liyo, and the like of her? No, | do not. Did not."

"Sheisbeautiful. Sheisasoqujal. | do not like having her under roof. She claims no hearth-right
here, and | do not intend she should obtain it."

"She does not wish it," said Vanye. "Only send us on our way."

"What is the term of your service to her? What does she claim of you?'

"I do not think | am at liberty to say that. But it has nothing to do with Morija. We only turned here
after we were harried in this direction by Hjemur."

"And if released, she will go-where?"

"Out of your lands, by the quickest means." He looked his brother in the face, dropping all
arrogance: Erij was due hisrevenge, had had it hi the hospitality he gave them. "I swear it, Erij; and | hold
nothing against you for this welcome of yours. If you let usgo | will take every carethat it brings no trouble
on the land-on my life, Erij."

"What do you ask of me, what help?"

"Only return to us the gear you took from us. Give us provisions, if you would. We are scant of
everything. And we will go as soon as she can ride."

i Erij stared into the fire, sidelong; his eyes flicked back again, frowning. "There is a charge on that
charity."

"What charge?"

"You." And when Vanye only stared at him, blank and hardly comprehending: "1 will release her,”
said Erij, "today, with provisions, with horses, with all your gear; and she may go where shewill. But you |
will not release. That isthe charge on my hospitality."

Bargain us a refuge, she had ordered him before she sank into delirium, however you can. He knew
that it dishonored her, to abandon him, but he knew the compulsion there was in Morgaine: she lived for
that, and for nothing else, her face set toward Hjemur. She would gladly spend hislifeif it would set her safe
at Hjemur's border: she had said that in her own words.

"When | have fulfilled my service with her," he offered, trying that, "1 will come back to Morija."

"No," said Erij.

"Then," he said at last, "for such abargain you owe me fair payment: swear that she will go from
here with all that is ours, horses and weapons and provisions adequate to see her to any of our borders she
chooses: and let her ride free away from the very gate-no double-dealing.”

"And for your part?' asked Erij. "If 1 grant this, | will have no curse from you or from her?"

"None," said Vanye; and Erij named his oath and swore: it was one that even a half-Myya ought to
respect.

And Erij left. Vanye was overcome with cold thereafter and knelt on the hearth, feeding thewood in
slowly, until the blaze grew intense. The room was still. He looked into the shadows beyond the light and
saw only Handrys's things. He had never much credited the beliefs that the unhappy dead hovered close
about the living, though he served one who should have been dead a century ago; but there remained a
chill about the room, abiding discomfort that might be guilt, or fear, or some power of Handrys's soul that
lingered here.

Eventually there was a clatter hi the courtyard. He went to the slit of awindow and looked out, and
saw the black and Siptah saddled, saw men about them.

And, aided by two men, Morgaine was brought down and set upon her horse. She scarcely had
the strength to stay the saddle, and caught the reins with an awkward gesture that showed she had almost
dropped them.

Anger churned in him, that she was being turned out in such condition. Erij meant for her to die.

He forced his shoulder through the narrow opening, shouted down at her. "Liyol" he cried, his
voice carried away on the biting wind. But she looked up, her eyes scanning the high walls. "Liyo!"

She lifted her hand. She saw him. She turned to those about her, and the attitude of her body was
ﬁne of anger, and theirsthat of embarrassment. They turned from her, all save those that must hold the

orses.

Then he grew afraid for her, that she would take arms and be killed, not knowing the case of things.
vl "The matter of abargain,” he shouted down at her. "Y ou are free on his oath, but do not trust him,

iyol"

It seemed then she understood. She suddenly turned Siptah's head and laid heelsto him, putting
him to a pace headed for the gate, such that he feared she would fall at the turning. The black that had been
Liell'sfollowed, jerked along by the rein made fast to Siptah's saddle. There was a pack on the black's
saddle-his own gear.

And one other followed, before the gate swung shut again.

Rvn the singer, harp slung to his back, spurred his pony after her. Tears sprang to Vanye's eyes,
though he could not say why; he thought afterward that it was anger, seeing her take another innocent as
she had taken him to ruin.

He sank down by the fireside again, bowed his head upon his arms and tried not to think of what
lay in storefor him.



"Father died," said Erij, "six months ago." He stretched hislegs out before thefirein his own clean
and carpeted apartments, which had been their father's, and looked down where Vanye sat cross-legged
upon the hearthstones, unwilling guest for the evening. The air reeked of wine. Erij manipulated cup, then
pitcher, upon the table at hisleft hand, by gesture offered more to Vanye. He refused.

"And you killed him," Erij added then, asif they had been discussing some distant acquaintance,
"in the sense that you killed Handrys: Father grew morbid over Handrys. Kept the room asyou see it.
Everything the same. Harness down in the stable-the same. Turned his horse out. Good animal, gone wild
now. Or maybe gone to the wolves, who knows? But Father made a great mound down there by the west
woods, and there he buried Handrys. Mother could not reason with him. Shefell ill, what with his moods-
and shedied in afall down the stairs. Or he pushed her. He was terrible when he was in one of his moods.
After she died hetook to sitting long hours out in the open, out on the edge of the mound. Mother was
buried out there too. And that was the way he died. It rained. We rode out to bring himin perforce. And he
took ill and died.”

Vanye did not look at him, only listened, finding his brother's voice unpleasantly like that of Leth
Kasedre. The manner was there, the casual cruelty. It had been terrible enough when they were children:
now that a man who ruled Nhi sat playing these same games of pointless cruelty, it had ayet more
unwholesome flavor.

Erij nudged him with hisfoot. "He never did forgive you, you know."

"I did not expect that he would," Vanye said without turning around.

"He never forgave me either," said Erij after amoment, "for being the one of ustwo legitimate sons
that lived. And for being less than perfect afterward. Father loved perfection -in women, in horses-in his
sons. Y ou disappointed him first. And scarred me. He hated leaving Nhi to acripple.”

Vanye could bear it no longer. He turned upon his knees and made the bow he had never paid his
brother, that of respect due his head-of-clan, pressing his brow to the stones. Then he straightened, looked
up in desperate appeal. "Let me ride out of here, brother. | have duty to her. she was not well, and | have an
oath to her that | haveto keep. If | survive that, then | will come back, and we will settle matters."

Erij only looked at him. He thought that perhaps this was what Erij was seeking after all, that he lose
his pride. Erij smiled gently.

"Go to your room," he said.

Vanye swore, angry and miserable, and rose up and did as he was bidden, back to the
wretchedness of Handrys's room, back to dust and ghosts and filth, forced to sleep in Handrys's bed, and
wear Handrys's clothes, and pace the floor in loneliness.

It rained that night. Water splashed in through the crack in the unpainted and rotting shutters, and
thunder crasked alarmingly asit always did off the side of the mountains. He squinted against the lightning
flashes and stared out into the relief of hills against the clouds, wondering how Morgaine fared, whether she
lived or had succumbed to her wound, and whether she had managed to find shelter. In time, the rain turned
to sleet, and the thunder continued to roll.

By morning alittle crust of snow lay on everything, and Ra-morij's ancient stones were clean. But
traffic back and forth in the courtyard soon began, and tracked the ground into brown. Snow never stayed
longin Morija, except in AlisKaje, or the cap of Proeth.

It would, he thought, make things easier for any that followed atrail, and that thought made him
doubly uneasy.

All that day, as the day before, no one came, not even to supply him with food. And in the evening
came the summons that he expected, and he must again sit with Erij at table, he at one side and Erij at the
other.

This evening there was a Cyhalongbow in the middle of the table amid the dishes and the wine.

"Am | supposed to ask the meaning of it?" Vanye said finally.

ol "Chyatried our border in the night. Y our prediction was true: Morgaine does have unusual
ollowers."

"I am sure," said Vanye, "that she did not summon them."

"Wekilled five of them,” said Erij, self-pleased.

"I met aman in Ra-leth," said Vanye, thin-lipped, the while he poured himself wine, "whose image
you have grown to be, legitimate brother, heir of Rijan. Who kept rooms as you keep them, and guests as
you keep them, and honor asyou keep it."

Erij seemed amused by that, but the cover was thin. "Bastard brother, your humor is sharp this
evening. Y ou are growing over-confident in my hospitality."

"Brother-killing will be no better for you than it wasto me," Vanye said, keeping his voice quiet and
calm, far more so than hefelt inside. "Even if you are able to keep your half well filled with Myya, like those
fine servants of yours the other side of the door-it is Nhi that you rule. Y ou ought to remember that. Cut my
throat and there are Nhi who will not forget it."

"Do you think so?" Erij returned, leaning back. "Y ou have no direct kin in Nhi, bastard brother:
only me. And | do not think Chyawill be ableto do anything-if they cared, which | much doubt they do.
And she was quick enough to leave you. | would that | knew what there was in the witch that could turn the
likes of you into the faithful servant, Vanye the self-serving, Vanye the coward. And no bed-sharing, either.



Th%t i ssh agreat sorcery, that you would give that loyal a service to anyone. Y ou were always much better at
ambushes."

Some that Erij said of him he owned for the truth: younger brother against the older, bastard
against the heir-sons, he had not always stayed by the terms of honor. And they had laid ambushes of their
own, the more so after his nurse died and he came to take up residence in the fortress of Ra-morij.

That was, he recalled, the time when they had ceased to be brothers: when he cameto livein the
fortress, and they perceived him not as poor relation, but asrival. He had not understood clearly how it was
at the time. He had been nine.

o Erij wastwelve, Handrys thirteen: it was at that age that boys could be most mindfully, mindlessly
cruel.

"We were children," Vanye said. "Things were different.”

"When you killed Handrys," said Erij, "you were plain enough."

"I did not want to kill him," Vanye protested. "Father said he never struck to kill, but I did not know
that. Erij, he drove at me: you saw, you saw it. And | never would have struck for you."

Erij stared at him, cold and void. "Except that my hand chanced to be shielding him after he had got
his death-wound. He was down, bastard brother."

"I was too pressed to think. | waswrong. | am guilty. | do penancefor it."

"Actually,"” said Erij, "Handrys meant to mar you somewhat: he never liked you, not at all. He did
not find it to hisliking that you were given a place among the warriors. he said that he would see you own
that you had no right there. Myself, it was neither here nor there with me; but that was how it was: Handrys
was my brother. If he had decided to cut your throat, he was heir to the Nhi and | would have considered
that too. Pity we aimed at so little. Y ou were better with that blade than we thought you were, else Handrys
wouéd not have baited you in the casual way he did. | have to give you due credit, bastard brother: you were
good."

Vanye reached for the cup, swallowed the last, the wine souring in his mouth. "Father had afine
choice of heirs, did he not? Three would-be murderers.”

"Father wasthe best of all," said Erij. "He killed our mother: | am sure of it. He pushed Handrys to
his death, favoring you as much as he did once. No wonder he saw ghosts."

"Then purify thisball of them. Let me ride out of here. Our father was no better to you than he was
to me. Let me go from here."

"Y ou keep asking; | refuse. Why do you not try to escape?'

"I thought that you expected me to keep my given word, he said. "Besides, | would never reach the
ground floor of Rarmorij."

"Y ou might be sorry later that you missed the chance."

"Y ou want to frighten me. | know the game, Erij. Y ou were always expert at that | always believed
the things you told me, and | always trusted you more than | did Handrys. | always wanted to think that
mere was some sense of honor in you-whatever it was that he was lacking.”

"Y ou hated the both of us."

"I was sorry about you; | was even sorry about Handrys."

Erij smiled and rose from the table, walked near the fire, where it was warm. Vanye joined him there.
Erij still had hiscupiiii hand, and took his accustomed chair, while Vanye settled on the warm stones. There
was silence between them for along time, almost peace. Two more cups of wine passed from Erij's cup, and
his tanned face grew flushed and his breathing heavy.

"Y ou drink too much," said Vanye at last. "This evening and last-you drink too much."

Erij lifted the stump of hisarm. "'This-pains me of cold evenings. For along time | drank to ease my
sleep at night Probably | shall have to stop it, or come to what Father did. It was the wine that helped ruin
him, I well know that When he drank, which was constantly after Handrys died, he grew unreasonable.
Vk\]/hen he would get drunk he would go out and sit by histomb and see ghosts. | should hateto dielike
that."

It was the rationality in Erij that made him seem most mad; at times V anye ailmost thought him
amenabl e to reason, to forgiveness. A man could not speak so with an enemy. At such times they were more
brothers than they had ever been. At such times he almost understood Erij, through the moods and the
haleﬁ, and the lines that began to be graven into his face, making him look several years older than was the
truth.

"Y our lady," said Erij then, "has not quitted Morija as you said she would."

Vaynelooked up sharply. "Whereis she?"

"Y ou might know," said Erij, "since | think you know full well what sheis about"

"That is her business."

"Shall | recall her and ask her or shall | ask you again?"

Vanye stared at him, beginning suddenly to see purpose within the madness, the sickly, fragile
humors. H_|<_a Iireg it no less. "Her businessiswith Hjemur, and sheisno friend of Thiye. Let that suffice.”

"Truly?

"It ist¥uth, Erij."
et "All the same," said Erij, "she had not quitted Morija. And all my promises were conditional on
that."

"So were mine," said Vanye, "conditional ."



Erij looked down at him. There was no mirth there at all. Of asudden it was Nhi Rijan in that [ook,
young and hard and full of malice. "Y ou are dismissed."

"Do nothing against her," Vanye warned him.

"You are dismissed," said Erij.

Vanye gathered himself up and took his leave with a scant bow, maintaining the slender thread of
courtesy between them. There were the fguards outside to take him-there always were: Myya; Erij trusted no
Nhi to do this duty, walking him to and from his quarters.

But they had doubled since he had comeinto the room. There had been two. Now four waited.

Suddenly hetried to retreat back within the room, heard the whisper of steel and saw Erij drawing
hislongsword from its sheath. In that instant of hesitation they hauled him back and tried to hold him.

He had nothing to lose. He knew it, and flung himselt at his brother, intent on cracking his skull at
least: there should no Myyawhelp lord it in Ra-morij, that benefit for the unfortunate Nhi if nothing else.

But they overhauled him, stumbling over each other and overturning furniturein their haste to seize
Ei m; and Erij'sfist, guarded by the pommel, came hard against the side of his head, dropping him to his

nees.

He knew these nether portions of the fortress, those carved deep into the hill for the holding of
suppliesin the event of siege, a veritable warren of tunnels and rooms of dripping ceilings, frozen in winter.
It was this which made the whol e east wing unsafe, so that no one lived there: collapse had been reckoned
imminent as long as anyone could remember, though the tunnel s were shored up and the storerooms braced
with pillars and some filled with dirt. As children they had been forbidden these places: as children they had
used the upper storerooms on the safe west for their amusementsin the bitter days of winter and the heat of
summe.

And onetime after he cameto live in Ra-morij, his brothers had dared him to come with them down
to the nethermost depths: they had taken a single lamp and ventured into this place of damp and cold and
moldering beams and crumbling masonry.

Here they had left him, where his screams could in nowise be heard above.

And it was into this place that the Myya sealed him, without light and without water, with only his
thin shirt against the numbing cold. He fought against them, dazed as he yet was, panicked by the fear that
they would bind him here as Handrys had: fled their grasp and meant to fight them.

cood They closed the door on him, plunged him into utter dark; the bolt outside crashed across and
eckoed.

Hetried his strength against it until he was exhausted, his shoulder bruised and his hands torn.
Then he sank down against it, the only sure point in this absolute dark, the only place that was not cold
earth and stone. He caught his breath and heard for atime only the slow and distant drip of water.

Then the rats began to stir again, timid at first, stopping when he would make a sound. Gradually
they grew bolder. He heard their small feet, both along the walls and overhead, in the maze of unseen beams.

He loathed them, since that nightmare in the basement of Ra-morij; he hated even seeing themin
light, despising them there: the very sight of them brought back the memory, reminding him of dark places
where they thrived in numbers, arealm within the walls, under foundations, where they were the terror and
he small and helpless.

He no longer dared lie there. They generally avoided a man who was awake: he knew this sensibly,
in spite of hisfear; but he had heard too much of what they might do to a man asleep. He paced to keep
himself awake, and once, when he did lie down to rest, and felt something light skitter over hisleg, he came
up with a shuddering cry that echoed madly through the dark, and gathered himself to his feet.

The sound made a pause in all the scurryings-only amoment. Then they proceeded fearlessly
about their business.

Sometime, eventually, he would have to sleep. There had to be atime that he would fall down
exhausted. Already his knees were shaking. He paced until he had to take his rest by |eaning against the
walls, until he had long moments of knowing nothing, and woke again in the midst of afall to the ground, to
scramble up again, dusting his hands and shuddering, holding himself on his shaking legs with difficulty.

Then, at ~ last, came a clatter in the hall, alight under the door, and it opened, blazing torchlight
into hisface, dark figures of men. He went to them as to dear friends, flung himself into their aaimsasinto a
place of refuge.

They brought him back upstairs, back to the fine hall that was Erij's apartment. It was night outside
the window, so that he knew it had been a night and a day since he had slept; and now his knees were
shaking and his hands almost incapable of handling the utensils as he seated himself at the accustomed
table opposite his brother.

He reached for the winefirst, that began to take the chill from hisbelly, but he 'could not eat. He
picked at afew bites, and ate some of the bread, and a bit of cheese.

The knife clattered from his hand and he had had enough. He shoved his chair back without Erij's
leave, withdrew to the warm hearth and lay down there while Erij finished his dinner. His senses dimmed,
exhaustion taking him, and he wakened to Erij's boot in hisribs, gently applied.

He gathered himself up, willing to stave off areturn to that place by conversation, by applying
himself most earnestly to Erij's humors, but the Myya guards were there. They set hands on him to take him
back to that place of darkness and rats, and he fought them and cried aloud, sobbing, clawing free of them:



he found the table, snatched aknife and laid aman's arm open with it before they wrested it away from him
and pulled him down in a clatter of spilling dishes. A booted foot slammed into his head; when he went
down his only thought was that they would take him back unconscious, and that the rats would have him.
For that reason he fought them; and then a second blow to the stomach drove the wind from him and he
ceased to know anything.

He till lay upon the floor. He knew light and heat and felt carpet with hisfingers. Then hefelt a
cold edge prison one wrist against the floor, and opened his eyes upon Erij, who sat against the arm of the
chair; upon the bright length of alongsword that rested over him.

"Y ou have more staying power than you used to have, bastard brother," said Erij. "A few years
ago you would have seen reason two days ago. Isit so much you owe her that you will not even say why
she has come?"

"I will tell you," he said, "though | myself do not understand it. She says that she came to destroy
the Witchfires. | do not know why. Perhapsit is some matter of her honor. But they never were* anything
but harm to Andur-Kursh; so sheisno harmto Morija."

"And you do not know what gain that would be to her."

"No. She only says-somehow-she meansto kill Thiye, and that isnot . . ." Hemoved hisarm. The
blade sliced skin and he decided against it. "Erij, sheis not the enemy."

Erij's mouth twisted into a sour smile. " There have been more than Thiye that aspired to what Thiye
holds. And none of those have meant us good."

"Not to possess what he holds. To destroy it."

The blade lifted. Vanye struggled to his knees, aching in head and belly, where he had been kicked.
He met Erij's cynicism with absolute earnestness.

"Little brother," said Erij, "I think you actually believe the witch. And you have gone softin the
witsif that isso. Look at me. Look at me. | swear to you-and you know that | keep my word-that if you
forsakethat allegiancein truth, | will not collect the price you owe me." The longsword flicked at hiswrist.
Vanye snatched it back, horrified. The blade instead leveled at his eyes, holding him like the eyes of a
serpent.

"Bastard brother," said Erij, "it has taken me these two yearsto |earn some skill with my left hand.
All for acareless, useless gesture. Romen's efforts notwithstanding, | lost the fingers. They went before the
hand. Need | tell you how | have sworn | would do if ever | had you in reach, bastard brother? Handrys may
have deserved what he had of you; but | only tried to shield him at that moment-only to keep you from
striking him again, | not even in armor. There was no honor for you in what you did, little brother. And |
have not forgiven you."

"Thatisalie," said Vanye. "Y ouwould as gladly have killed me, and | was less skilled than either
of you: | alwayswas."

Erij laughed. "Thereisthe Vanye | know. Handrys would have cursed me to my face and gone for
my throat if | threatened him. But you know | will do ft, and you are afraid. Y ou think too much, Chya
bastard. Y ou always had too keen an imagination. It made you coward, because you never learned to put
that wit of yoursto good advantage. But | will own you were outmatched then. The years have put weight
onyou, and half ahand to your stature. | am not sure | should like to take you on now, left-handed as| am."

"Erij." He cast everything upon an appeal to reason, put utmost heart into histone. "Erij, will you
have this hall reputed like that of Leth? Let me pass from here. | am outlawed. | admit | deserveit, and | was
mad to come here asking charity of Father. | would never have dared comeif | had known | would have to
ask any grace of you. That was my mistake. But Nhi will lose honor for you. Y ou know that Nhi will have no
part of it, or else you would not have to use Myya guards with me."

"For what are you asking me?’

"To treat me as Nhi, as your brother."

Erij smiled faintly, drew from his belt the shortsword, the Honor blade, and cast it ringing onto the
stones of the hearth. Then he walked out.

Vanye stared after him, shuddered as the door slammed and the heavy bolt went across. Fear
settled into him like an old friend, close and familiar. He did not even look at the sword for amoment. He had
not asked for this, but for his release; and yet it honorably answered, more than honorably answered, all that
he had asked of Erij.

At last he turned upon his knees and sought the hilt of the blade, picked it up and could not find it
comfortablein hishand, even less could find the courage to do with it what was required of him to do.

It was, perhaps, safe refuge from Erij, and Erij'slast mercy was this offering: there were painsfar
worse than the honorable one of this blade.

But it required an act of will, of courage, toward which Erij challenged him-knowing, thoroughly
knowing, that his Chya brother would not be ableto do it.

And Vanye knew well enough that Erij, in his place, could. So might Handrys, or their father. There
was the bloodiness in them; they would do it if only to spite their enemy and rob him of revenge.

He set it against the floor, at the length of hisarms, shut his eyes and stayed there. All that it took
from this point was one forward impulse. His arms, his whole body, shook with the strain.

And after atime he ceased to be afraid, for he knew that he was not going to do it. He let fall the
blade and crept over to the fireside and lay down, shivering in every muscle, his stomach heaving, hisjaws



clamped against the further shame of sickness.

The daylight found him exhausted and placid in his exhaustion, though he did not truly sleep, save
onetimein the thickest darkness of the night. He heard steps returning now in the hall and had only one
fleeting impul se toward doing belatedly what should have been donein dignity.

He did not even meditate killing Erij with the blade. It would be in the one case futile, for he would
diefor it, shamefully; and in the other, the act would be void of any honor or vindication for himself.

There were several of them that came in. Erij sent the other men away to wait outside, crossed the
carpets and gathered up the abandoned blade, returned it to its sheath at his belt.

"I did not think you would," he said. "But you cannot complain of methat / disgraced you." And
he set his one hand upon Vanye's shoulder and dropped to his knee, took him by the arm and pulled at him,
to have him up.

Vanye wept: hedid not wish to, but like other battles with Erij, this one was futile and he recognized
it. Then to his further shame he found Erij's arm about him, offering him shelter, and it was good simply to
fall against that and be nothing. His brother's arms were about him after so long without sight of home or
kin, and his about Erij, and after atime he realized that Erij also wept. His brother cuffed him to self-control
and to sense with arough blow and held him at arm's length: there was the moisture of tears on Erij's hard
face.

"I am breaking oath," said Erij, "because | swore that | would kill you."

"I wish that you had," Vanye answered him, and Erij embraced himin his hard grip and treated him
like the little brother he had always felt himself to be with Erij, roughed his hair, which was boy's length, and
set him back again.

"Y ou could never have doneit," Erij said. "Because you love life too much to die. That isagift,
brother. It makes you a bad enemy.”

Like Morgaine, he thought. Had that come from her? But he had had hi the beginning of his
wandering the broken halves of his own Honor blade, that his father had shattered; his weakness was not
Morgaine's doing, but that he truly did not deserve the honor of anuyo of the Nhi. There were prices of
such things, that sometimes had to be paid at the end of possessing them; and he would never be fit to pay
such aprice.

And he wept again, knowing that. Erij cuffed his ear gently, made him look at him. "Y ou robbed
me," Erij said hoarsely, "of brother, mother, father, and a piece of myself. Do you not owe me some
recompense? Do you not at least owe me something for it?"

"What do you want from me?"

"We made you an enemy. Handrys hated you and set out to berid of you, and Father always
found you inconvenient. Myself, | had abrother to be loyal to then. | owed things to him. How do you feel
toward me? Hate?"

"No."

"Will you come home? Y our Uyo has left you of her own choice. Y ou are deserted. Y our serviceis
at anend if | pardon you so that you do not have to beilin and go out to risk another Claiming. | can do
that: | can pardon you. | need you, Vanye. Thereis only myself left of the family, and I-1 have trouble even
cutting meat at table. Someday | should need a brother with two good hands, a brother that | could trust,
Vanye."

It moved too quickly for him, this quicksilver mood of Erij: he was left amazed, and vaguely
troubled, but there had been void so long where there should be family; and the solid pressure of his
brother's hand upon his arm and the offer of home and honor where he had none smothered other senses for
the moment

Almost.

He shook his head suddenly. "So long as she lives," he said, "and even beyond that, | have bond
to her. That iswhy she could leave me. | am bound to kill Thiye, to destroy the Witchfires: this she has set
onme."

" She has set something else on you," his brother pronounced after amoment, his expression
greatly troubled. "Heaven defend amadman. Do you hear your own words, Vanye? Do you realize what she
isasking of you? Y ou could not lift your hand against yourself last night; and do you think that what she
has set on you is any easier? She has ordered you to kill yourself, that isall."

"It wasfair Claiming," he said, "and she was within her right."

"She left you."

"Y ou sent her from me. She was hurt and had no choice."

Erij gripped hisarm painfully. "I would give you place with me. Instead of being outlaw, instead of
being dead in thisimpossible thing, you would be in Ra-morij, honored, second to me. Vanye, listen to me.
Look at me. Thisis human flesh. Thisis human. Sheis Witchflre herself, that woman- cold company,
dangerous company for anything born of human blood. She has killed ten thousand men-all in the name of
the same lie, and now you have believed the lietoo. | will not see one of my house go to that end. Look at
me. See me. Can you even be comfortable to look her in the eyes?"

You do not know how great an evil you are aiding. Shelies, she had lied before, to the ruin of
Koris. Itin-oath says betray family, betray hearth, but not the liyo; but does it say betray your own kind?

Come with me, Chya Vanye.



Liell'swords.

"Vanye." His brother's hand slipped from him. "Go. | shall have them set you in your own room,
your own proper room, in. the tower. Sleep. Tomorrow evening you will know sense when you hear it.
Tomorrow evening we will talk again, and you will know that | am right.”

He slept. He had not thought it possible for aman who had been deprived of conscience and
reason at once, but his body had its own demands to satisfy and after such atime simply closed off other-
senses. He slept deeply, in his own bed that he had known from childhood, and awoke aching and bruised
from the treatment he had had of the Myya.

And awoke to the more painful misery of realizing that he had not dreamed the night in the
basement or that in Erij's hall; that he had indeed done the things he remembered, that he had broken and
wept like a child, and that the best there was | eft for him was to assume aface of pride and try to wear it
before other men.

Even that seemed useless. He knew that it was a He. So would everyone elsein Morij-keep, most
especially Erij, with whom it mattered most. He lay abed until servants brought in water for washing, and this
time there was arazor for shaving; he made use of it, gratefully, and put off the clothing he had slept in, and
washed his minor hurts before he dressed again in the clean clothing the servants provided Mm. In amorbid
turn of mind he considered doing to himself again what Nhi Rijan had done, cutting off what growth of hair
had come in the two years of hisexile; and suddenly he gathered it back in his hand and did so, under the
shocked eyes of the servants, who did not move to stop him. Thisawarrior decided, and whether it would
please their lord, it was amatter among warriors and the uyin. In four uneven handfuls he severed the locks,
and cast the razor on the table, for the servants to bear away.

In that attitude he went to his nightly meeting with h& brother.

Erij did not appreciate the bitter humor of it.

"What nonsense isthis?" Erij snapped at him. "Vanye, yon disgrace the house.”

"I have already done that," Vanye said quietly. Erij stared at him then, displeased, but he had the
senseto let him alone upon the matter. Vanye set himself at table and ate without looking up from his plate
or saying many words, and Erij ate also, but pushed away his own plate half-eaten.

"Brother," said Erij, "you are trying to shame me."

Vanye|eft tie table and went over to stand by the hearth, the only truly warm placein all the room.
After amoment Erij followed him and set his hand on his shoulder, making him look at him.

"Am | freeto go?' Vanye asked, and Erij swore.

"No, you are not free to go. Y ou are family and you have an obligation here."

"Towhat? To you, after this?' Vanye looked up at him and found it impossible to be angry: there
was truly misery on Erij's face at the moment, and he had never known prolonged repentence in his brother.
He did not know how to judgeit. He walked back to the table and cast himself down there. Erij followed him
back and sat down again.

"If | gave you weapons and ahorse," Erij asked him, "what would you? Follow her?"

o "I am bound by an oath," be said, "still." And then, to seeif he could wring it from Erij: "Whereis
she?"

"Camped near Baien-&."

"Will you give me the weapons and the horse?"

"No, | will not. Brother, you are Nhi. | pardon your other offenses. | hold nothing against you."

"I thank you for that," said Vanye quietly. "So do | yours against me."

Erij bit hislip; amost the old temper flared in him, but he restrained it. He bowed his head and
nodded. "They have been considerable," he acknowledged, "of which thislatest has been one of the lesser.
But | swear to you, you will be my brother, heir next my own children. And it would be agreater Morijathan
either | or our father ruled, if you cameto your senses."

Vanye reached for the wine cup. Something of the words jarred within him. He set it down again.
"What isit you want of me?"

"Y ou know the witch. Y ou are intimate with her. Y ou know what she seeks and | would wager that
you know how it isto be had: that isimplicit in the commission she gave you. | will warrant you have seen
her use whatever powers she holds in those weapons of hers; you have passed together through
Koriswood. | would even suspect that you know how they are used. | am not aman that believesin magic,
Vanye, and neither, | suspect, areyou, for al your Chya heritage. Things happen through the hands of men,
not by wishes upon wands and out of thin air. Is that not so?"

"What has thisto do with me and you?"

"Show me how these things are done. Keep your oath to kill Thiyeif you will: but with my help.
Remember that you are of human blood; and remember what loyalties you owe to your own kind.-Listen to
me! Listen. Not since Irien has there been apower in Andur-Kursh save that of Hjemur, and this was of her
making, out of her lies and her leading. Our father's kingdom once ranked high in the Middle Realms. The
old High Kings are gone now and so is that power we once held, thanksto her. And it iswithin our handsto
win it back again, yours and mine. Look at me, little brother! | swear to you-I swear to you that you will be
second only to me."



"I am till thin"he protested, "and | am safe from all your promises. Morgaine's power isin what
shewields, and unlessyou are aliar, shestill holdsit Do not challenge her, Erij, or she will be the death of
you: shewill kill. And | do not want to see that happen."

"Listen to me. Whatever she means to do with the Witch-fires, whatever she meansto do with
Thiye's power once she had possessed it-shais no friend of ours. We exchange one Thiye for another, she
holding what he held, and she more unhuman than ever he was. Look at what Thiye has done with it, and he
isat least in some part man. But she ... the use of such powersislike the breath of air to her, the element in
which she moves; and sheis ambitious, for revenge, for power, for what else we do not know. What were
you to her against the ambition that moves her? Think on that, brother."

"Y ou said that she is camped near Baienei,” Vanye answered. "That does not sound to me like what
shewould do if she had utterly deserted me. She iswaiting. She expects meto comeif | can."

Erij laughed, and the grin slowly died in Vanye's cold, unhappy stare. "Y ou are naive," said Erij
then. "What she iswaiting for is not you, not so small athing asthat to her."

"What, then, would that be?"

"Will you show me the manner of the power she uses?" Erij asked him. "1 do not ask you to break
oath If she seeksthe death of Thiye and the fall of Hjemur, | have no quarrel with that; but if she seeks
power for herself, then has she not used you shamefully, Vanye? Is that the oath you swore to her, that you
would help set her in power over your own people? If that were so, it was a shameful oath.”

"She meansto break the power of Thiye," he said, "there was nothing said of creating any other
power."

"Oh, come," said Erij. "And having ruined him . . . what? To live in poverty, to retreat to obscurity?
Or to risk being overtaken by the bloodfeuds of so many enemies? Having taken power-she will hold it. You
aére r;g(tjhi ng to her; | offered her to have you back, at the exchange of her word to go south again. She
refused.”

Vanye shrugged, for he had known of her that he had no importance when he ceased to serve her
purposes: she had never deluded him in that.

"She simply threw you aside," said Erij. "And what might a heart like that do once in power in
Hjemur, when she needs nothing? She will grow the more cold, and the more dangerous. | had rather an
enemy with tempers and honest hates. | had rather a human enemy. Thiye is old and half-mad; he muddles
about with his beasts and his self-indulgence, and seldom stirs. He has never made war on us, neither he
nor his ancestors. But can you see the like of Morgaine being content with things asthey are for long?"

"And what would you create of it, Erij?' he asked harshly. "The like of what | have seenin Ra-
morij?'

"Look about you at Morija," said Erij. "Look at its people, It does not fare too badly. Did you see
anything amiss, anything in the land or the villages that would be better changed? We have our law, the
blessing of church, the peace of our fields and our enemiesin Chyafear us. That is my work. | am not
ashamed of what | have done here."

"Itistruethat Morijaisfaring well now," Vanye said. "But you, yourself, you cannot handle the
things that Morgaine does; and she will not yield them. Seek her for an aly if you will. That isthe best thing
you can do for yourself and Morija."

"Likethe ten thousand at Irien that she and her allies helped?”

"She did not kill them. That muchisalie."

"But that iswhat came of her help, all the same. And | would not lay Morijaand Nhi open to the
same kind of thing. | would not trust her. But thisthis-| would trust, that she values powerfully.” Excitedly
he rose from his place and from the cabinet near the table he drew out a cloth-wrapped bundle. When he
took it in his hand the cloth fell away at the top and VVanye saw to his dismay the dragon-hilt of
Changeling. "Thisiswhat holds her encamped at Baien-ei, her desire for this. And | would wager, brother,
that you know something of it."

"I know that she bids me keep my handsfromit,” said Vanye. "Which you had better heed, Erij.
She saysthereisdanger init and that it isacursed blade, and | believeit."

"I know that she values this above your life," said Erij, "and more than all el se she possessed. That
was plain." He jerked it back as Vanye tentatively extended his hand toward It. "No, brother. But | will hear
your explanation what value it bearsto her. And if you are my brother, you will tell me thiswillingly."

"I will tell you honestly that | do not know," he said, "and that if you are wise you will let me return
thisthing to her before it does harm. Of all things she possesses, thisis one she herself fears.”

A second time he reached for it, beginning to be frightened for what Erij purposed with the blade:
for it was athing of power; he knew it by the way Morgaine treated it, who never let it leave her. Of a
sudden Erij raised his voice in ashout. The door crashed back: the four Myyawere with them.

And Erij shook the sheath from the blade one-handed, and held it naked in his hand. The blade
went from translucent ice to a shimmer of opalescent fire, and all the air sang in their ears, ahorrid shimmer
of air at itstip that of a sudden Vanye knew.

"No!" he cried, flung himself aside. The air roared into a darkness and awind that sucked at them,
and the Myya were gone, whipped away into some vast expanse that had opened between them and the
door.



Erij flung the blade away, sent it slithering sideways across the floor, ripping ruin after it, and of a
sudden Vanye caught the sheath and scrambled for the abandoned blade, caught it up in his hand as other
men poured through the door. The same starry dark caught them up, and his arm went numb.

He knew then the sensation that had prompted Erij to drop the blade, gut-deep loathing for such
power, and suddenly he heard his brother's voice shout and felt ahand claw at hisarm.

Heran, wiser than to turn and destroy . . . free down the hall and free upon the stairs downward
once the uyin there saw the unworldly shimmer of the witchblade in his hand.

He knew hisway. There was the outer door. He heaved back the bolt and ran for the stable court,
feverishly cursed the weeping stableboy into saddling a good horse for him; and all the while from Ra-morij
there was a silence. He kept himself clear from the arrow-slits of the windows, knowing that for his greatest
peril, and bade the boy creep down in the shadows and open the gate for him.

Then he sprang to horse, keeping reins and sheath in one hand, holding the shimmering blade hi
the other, and rode. Arrows hissed about him. One plunged within the well of darkness at Changeling'stip
and was lost Another scraped his horse's rump and stung the beast to a near stumble. But he was through.
Frightened warders unbarred the gates under the menace of that blade and he was free of the outer gate,
clattering down the height of the paved road and onto the soft earth of the slopes.

There was no rush to follow him. He imagined Erij cursing his men to order, trying to find some who
would dare it- and that Erij himself would follow he did not doubt. He knew his brother too well to think that
he would cease what he had decided to do.

And Erij would well know what road he would ride. If he were not Morij-bred, he would have no
chance to evade them, to ride the shorter trails and the quick ones, but he had as fine a knowledge of the
web of unmarked roadsin the country asdid Erij.

If was amatter of reaching Baien-ei and Morgaine, if it were possible, before the Myyaand their
arrows.



CHAPTER VIII

THE PURSUIT WAS behind him again. When he looked back against some patch of unmelted
snow in the starlight, he could see adark knot atop a hill or along the road; but the laboring bay kept the
same distance between them.

They had not delayed long. There were most of all the arrowsto fear. If they had him once within
arrow range, he could not surviveit; and he did not doubt that they were Myya, and keen on killing him-it
was the only way to safely wrest away the thing he carried.

It was the stopping that was the most dangerous. At times he had to stop and rest the horse; and
he chose such times as he did not see them behind him and reckoned that they were doing the same, well
knowing that at some time he might make an error, or fail to run again in time. They had come aday across
the plain of Morija, and the signal fireswere still lit: he could see their glow on hilltops, warning the whole
land that there was an enemy abroad, a stranger that meant no good to Morija. That net of signalswasthe
countryside's defense. All good men would turn out to patrol the roads, to challenge any comer near the
vital passes, and he had no wish to kill-or whatever it was the witchblade did to them that fell within its
power; besides, some of the countrymen, of clans San and Torin, were no mean archers themselves, and he
feared any meeting with them.

At their first stopping he had contrived to sheathe the horrid blade, fearing to expose his own flesh
to the danger of that fire, which was that about the Gates themselves. He laid the sheath on the ground and
eased the point within, fearful that even that could not contain it. But the light ceased the moment the point
had gone within, and then it was possible to lift and bear it like any normal sword.

It was the look of the four men of Myyathat he could not get from his mind, that awful lostness as
they whirled away into that vast and tiny darkness, men who could not understand how they were dying.

If it were possible he would gladly have hurled Changeling from him, have rid himself of that dread
weight and let it lie for some other unfortunate master. But it was his hi charge, and it was for Morgaine, who
had sense enough to keep it sheathed. He himself dreaded the thought of drawing it again, almost more than
he dreaded the arrows behind him. There was sinister power about it that was far more lingering than the
ugliness of Morgaine's ol der-lesser- weapons. His arm still hurt from wielding it.

In the hours' passing hetried at last just to keep the bay moving, stopping dead only when he
must; he knew that the animal was going to fade long before he could make Baien-ei and Morgaine's camp.
There were villages: the Myya could have remounts; they would run him to the bay's death. His insides hurt
from the constant jolting, already bruised from the beating he had had of them. He began to have the taste
of blood in his mouth and he did not know if thiswas from his bruised jaw or from somewhereinside.

And when he looked back of a sudden the Myyawere no longer with him.

There was no hope left but to go off the main road, to try to confuse pursuit and hope that he could
fight through ambush at the end, at Baienei. The next time that he saw the chance of another lane, one
aready well marred with tracks since the melting of the snow, he took that road and coaxed the poor horse
to what pace he could maintain.

He knew the road. A little village lay a distance past the second winding, the hamlet of San-morij, a
clan that possessed a score of smaller villages hereabouts-common and unpretentious as the earth they
held, kindly folk, but fierce to enemies. There was afarmhouse that he well remembered, that of the old chief
armorer of Ra-morij, San Romen; he owed a great debt to that old tutor of his, who aone of men in Ra-morij
had shown some sympathy for alord's bastard, who had soothed his hurts and treated the hidden wounds
with drafts of rough affection.

It was a debt that deserved better payment than he was about to give; but desperation smothered
any impulses to honor. He knew where the stable was, around at the back of the little house, a place where
he and Erij had watered their mounts once upon a better time. He | eft the bay tied to a branch by the side of
the road, and took Changeling upon his shoulder, and slipped down the ditch by the roadside until he was
within sight of the stable.

Then heran across the yard, skidded into the shadows and flung open the door, already hearing
the livestock astir: the men of Romen's house would be waking, seeking arms at any moment, and running
out to see what was among them. He chose the likeliest pony he could in the dark, already haltered in its
stall: he 'put alength of ropein the halter ring, the only thing there was to hand, flung open the stall door
and backed the pony out.

Running footsteps pelted up to the door. He expected his opening, swung up to the pony's bare
back with the halter rope for arein, and as the door was flung open, he rammed his keelsinto the pony's
flanks and the frightened animal bolted out into the yard-an honest horse and unused to such treatment. It
ran for the road, scrambled up the side of the ditch, and he wrapped his legs about itsfat ribs and clung,
unshakable. He wrenched its head over in the direction he wanted it to go, and when he reached the
crossroads over by San-hei, he turned there, heading for Baien-ei by aslightly longer road, but alonelier
one.



There was arider on the road ahead, sed-uyo, Vanye thought, uyo of the lesser clans, but uyo, and
armored: herode like awarrior. There was no hope that the little beast he rode could match a proper horse.
There was no avoiding the meeting. Vanye rode along at leisure, legs dangling, like any herder-boy
returning at evening. Only upon the heights the warning-fires still gleamed, and the roads were watched;
and hefor .his part could not ook to be a herdsman, for boots and breeches were of weathered |eather such
aswas proper to an uyo, not acountryman, he carried agreat sword, and his shirt of white lawn marked him
for aman untimely rushed from some great hall, high-clan: dcd-uyo, Nhi.

This man, he thought unhappily, he might have to kill. He reached to the belt, unhooked the
sheath, and gripped the sheath of Changeling in one hand and the hilt in the other, and the sai-uyo on his
fine dappled charger came closer.

And perhaps he already recognized what quarry he had started, for he moved hisleg and lifted his
blade from its place on his saddle, and rode also with his sheathed, blade hi hand.

It was one of Torin Athan's sons: he did not know the man, but the look of the sons of Athan was
amost that of aclan apart: long-faced, almost mournful men, with adour attitude at variance with most of
the flamboyant men of Torin. Athan was also aprolific family: there were a score of sons, nearly all
legitimate.

"Uyo," Vanye hailed him, "I have no wish to draw on you: | am Nhi Vanye, outlawed, but | have no
quarrel withyou."

The man-he was surely one of the breed of Atkan-relaxed somewhat. He let Vanyeride nearer,
though he himself had stopped. He looked at him curiously, wondering, no doubt, what sort of madman he
faced, so dressed, and upon such a homely pony. Even fleeing, a man might do better than this.

"Nhi Vanye," he said, "we had thought you were down in Erd."

"I am bound now for Baien. | borrowed this horse last night, and it is spent.”

"If you look to borrow another, uyo, look to your head. Y ou are not armored, and | have no wish to
commit murder. Y ou are Rijan's son, and killing you even outlawed as you are would not be a lucky thing for
thelikes of a sai-uyo."

Vanye bowed slightly in acknowledgment of that reasoning, then lifted up the sword he carried.
"And this, uyo, isablade| do not want to draw. It is anamed-blade, and cursed, and | carry it for someone
else, inwhose service | am ilin and immuneto other law. Ask in Ra-morij and they will tell you what thing
you narrowly escaped.”

And he drew Changeling part of the way from its sheath, so that the blade remained transparent,
save only the symbolson it. The man's eyes grew wide and his face pale, and his hands stayed still upon
his own blade.

"Towhom areyouilin,” he asked, "that you bear athing like that? It isqujalin work."

"Ask in Ra-morij," he said again. "But under iffn-law | have passage, since my Uyoisin Morija,
and you may not lawfully execute Rijan's decree on me. | beg you, get down. Strip your horse of gear and |
will exchange with you: | am a desperate man, but no thief, and | will not ride your beast to the death if |
have any choice about it. This pony is of San. If yours knows the way home, | will set him loose again as
soon as| can find a chance.”

The man considered the prospects of battle and then wisely capitulated, slid down and busily
stripped off saddle and belongings.

"Thishorseisof Torin," he said, "and if loosed anywhere in this district can find hisway; but | beg
you, | am fond of him."

Vanye bowed, then gripped the dappl€'s mane in his hands and vaulted up, turned the animal and
headed off at agallop, for there was a bow among the sai-uyo's gear, which he reckoned would be shortly
strung, and he had no wish for ared-feathered Torin arrow in his back.

And from place to place across the face of Morija, his pursuers would have found ready
replacements for their mounts, fine horses, with saddles and all their equipment.

The night was falling again, coming on apace, and the signal fires glowed brighter upon the
hilltops, one blaze upon each of the greater hills, from edge to edge of Morija.

And when that uyo managed to reach San-morij with the little pony-Vanye intensely imagined the
man's mortification, hisfine gear borne by that shaggy little beast-then there would be two signals ablaze on
the hill by San-morij and upon that by San-hei, and no doubt which fork of the road he had gone. There
would be the whole of San and now the clan of Torin riding after him, and the Nhi and the Myya upon the
other road, to meet him at Baien-ei.

To have stripped the man of weapons and armor which he so desperately needed would likely have
meant killing him: but Changeling was not the kind of blade that |eft a corpse to be robbed. To have killed
the man would have been well too, but he had not, would not: it was his nature not to kill unless cornered; it
was the only honor he still possessed, to know there was amoral limit to what he would do, and he would
not surrender it.

It would not be paid with gratitude when Torin caught him, and least of all when they brought him
to Nhi and Myya.

Now he and the whole of Ra-morij-and if messengers had sped in the wake of his pursuers, the



whole of the midlands villages by now-knew where he must run. There was alittle pass at Baien-ei, and hard
by it aruined fort where every lad in Morija probably went at some time or another in their farings about the
countryside. The best pasturagein all of Morijawasin those hills, where ran the best horses; and the
ruined fort was often explored by boys that herded for their fathers; and sometimes it served as rendezvous
for fugitive lovers. It had had its share of tragedies, both military and private, that heap of stones.

And Morgaine's guide was a Nhi harper with the imagination of a callow boy on lovers' tryst, who
would surely know no better than to lead her there for shelter, into a place that had but one way out.

There were men guarding the hillside. He had known there must be even before he set out toward
it. Any break from Baien-ei by riders had to be through this narrow pass, and with archers placed there, that
ride would be a short one.

He left the dappl e tethered against the chance he might have to return; the branch he used was not
stout, and should mischance take him or he find what he sought, the animal would grow restless and
eventually pull free, seeking his own distant home. He took the sheathed sword in hand and entered the
hills afoot

All the paths of the hills of Baien-ei could not be guarded: there were too many goat-tracks, too
much hillside, too many streams and folds of rock: for this reason Baien-ei had been an unreliable defense
even in the purpose for which it was built. Against a massive assault, it was strong enough, but when the
jein, the peasant bowman, had come into his own, and wars were no longer clashes between deti-uyin who
preferred open plain and fought even wars by accepted tradition, Baien-ei had become untenable-atrap for
its holders more than arefuge.

He moved silently, with great patience, and now he could see the tower again, the ruined wall that
he remembered from years ago. Sometimes running, sometimes inching forward on his belly and pausing to
listen, he made himself part of the shadows as he drew near the place: skills acquired in two years evading
Myya, in stealing food, in hunting to keep from starvation in the snowy heights of the AlisKaje, no less
wary than the wolves, and more solitary.

He came up against the wall and his fingers sought the crevicesin the stonework, affording him the
means to pull himself up the old defensework at its lowest point. He slipped over the crest, dropped, landed
"inwet grass and dlid to the bottom of the little enclosure on the slope inside. He gathered himself up
slowly, shaken, feeling in every bone the misery of the long ride, the weakness of hunger. He feared as he
had feared all along, that it was nothing other than atrap laid for him by Erij: Myya-deviousness, not to
have told him the truth. That his brother should have committed a mistake in telling him the truth and in
trusting him was distressing; Erij's mistakes were few. His shouldersitched. He had the feeling that there
might be an arrow centered there from some watcher's post.

Heyielded to the fear, judging it sensible, and darted into shadows, rounded the corner of the
building where it was tucked most securely against the hill. There was a crack in the wall there that he well
remembered, wide as adoor, and yet one that ought to be safest to use, sheltered asit was.

He crept along the wall to that position, caught the stable-scent of horses. Large bodies moved
within.

"Liyo!" he hissed into the dark. Nothing responded. He eased his way inside, the pale glimmer of
Siptah to hisleft, to hisright, blackness.

"Do not move," came Morgaine's whisper. "Vanye, thee knows | meanit."

Hefroze, utterly still. Her voice was from before him. Someone-he judged it to be Ryn-moved from
behind him, put his hands at his waist and searched him cursorily for some hidden weapon before taking
hold of the sword belt. He moved his head so that the strap could pass it the more easily: he was
unaccountably relieved at the passing of that weight, asif he had been in the grip of something vile and
were gently disentangled from it and set free.

Ryn carried it to her: he saw the shadow pass a place of dim starlight. For his own part his knees
weretrembling. "Let mesit," he asked of her. "l am done, liyo. | have been night and day in the saddle
reaching this place."

"Sit," she said, and he dropped gratefully to his knees, would gladly have collapsed on hisface and
slept, but it was neither the place nor the moment for it. "Ryn," she said, "keep an eye to the approaches. |
have somewkat to ask of him."

"Do not trust him," Ryn said, which stung him with rage. "The Nhi would not have made him a gift
of the sword and set him free for love of you, lady."

Fury rosein him, hate of the youth, so smooth, so un-scarred, so sure of matters with Morgaine. He
found words strangled in histhroat, and simply shook his head. But Ryn left. He heard the rustle of
Morgaine's cloak as she settled kneeling alittle distance from him.

"Well it was thee spoke out," she said softly. "A dozen or so have tried that way these past two
days, to their grief."

"Lady." He bowed and pressed his forehead briefly to earth, pushed himself wearily upright again.
"Thereisalargeforce, either onitsway or here already. Erij covets Thiye's power, thinking he can haveit for
himsdlf."

"Y ou cried at me not to trust him," she said, "and that | did believe. But how do | trust you now?
Was the sword gift or stolen?"



What she said frightened him, so much as anything had power to frighten him, tired as he was: he
knew how little mercy there wasin her for what she did not trust, and he had no proof. "The sword itself is
all that | can give you to show you," he said. "Erij drew it: it killed, and he feared to hold it. When it fell, |
took it and ran-it isa powerful key, lady, to gates and doors."

Shewas silent for amoment. He heard the whisper of the blade drawn partway, the soft click asit
slipped back to rest. "Did thee hold it, drawn?"

She asked that in such atone as if she wished otherwise.

"Yes," hesaidin afaint voice. "I do not covet it, liyo, and | do not wish to carry it, notif | go
weaponless." He wished to tell her of the men of Myya, what had happened: he had no name for it, and saw
in his mind those lost faces. In some deeper part of him, he did not want to know what had become of them.

"It taps the Gates themselves," she said, and moved hi the dark. "Ryn, do you see anything?"

"Nothing, lady."

She settled back again, thistime in the dim starlight that fell through the crack, so that he could see
her face, half in shadow asit was, thelight falling on it sideways. "We must move. Tonight. Does thee think
otherwise, Vanye?"

"There are archers on the height out there. But | will do what you decideto do."

"Do not trust him," Ryn's voice hissed from above. "Nhi Erij hated him too well to be carelesswith
him or the blade.”

"What does thee say, Vanye?' Morgaine asked him.

"I say nothing," he answered. Of a sudden the weariness settled upon him, and it was too much to
argue with aboy. His eyes stayed upon Morgaine, waiting her decision.

"The Nhi gave me back all but Changeling," she said, "not knowing, | suspect, that some of the
things they returned were weapons: they recognized the sword as what iswas, but not these others. They
also gave me back your belongings, your armor arid your horse, your sword and your saddle. Go and make
yourself ready. All the gear isin the corner together. | do not doubt but what you are right about the
archers; but we have to move: all this coming and going of yours cannot have gone entirely unmarked."

He felt hisway, found the corner and the things she described, the familiar roughness of the mail
that had been his other skin for years. The weight as he settled it upon him was greater than he remembered:
his hands shook upon the buckles.

He considered the prospect of the ride they would make, down that throat of a pass, and began to
reckon with growing fear that there was not enough left in him to make suck aride. He had spent and spent,
and there was little more left in him.

It was not likely, he thought, that they would escape from this unscathed: Myya arrows were a
sound that had come to strike aresponse in his flesh. He had escaped too many of them, in Erd and in
Morija. The odds werein favor of the arrows.

M orgaine came upon him, sought his hand, took it and turned hiswrist upward. The thing that hit
was like aweapon, unexpected, and he flinched. 'Thee does not approve,” she said. "But | will haveit so. |
have little of that to spend: unlike my other things, the sun does not renew it, and when it isgone, it isgone.
But | will not lose theg, ilin."

He rubbed at the sore place, expecting awound, finding none, and beginning to feel something
amiss with himself, the tiredness melting, his blood moving more strongly. It wasqujalin, or whatever race
she named as her origin, and once the thing she had done would have terrified him: once she had promised
him she would not do such things with him.

1 will not lose theeg, ilin.

She had lingered in this snare in Morija because of Changeling. He knew that in his heart and did
not blame her. But there wasin that word asmall bit of concern for theilin who served her, and that, from
Morgaine, was much.

He set to work about his preparations with the determination that he would not be lost, that so
long as he had a horse under him he would make it down the pass and into Baien's hills.

They had three horses: Siptah; the ungrateful black, who tried to bite and desisted sullenly with a
rap of the quirt along hisjaw; and Ryn's dun horse, hardly fine-blooded, but long in the legs and deep in the
chest. Vanye estimated that the beast might hold the course they set, at least as long as need be; and the
youth could ride: he was Morij, and Nhi.

"Leavethe harp," Vanye protested when he saw the thing slung on the youth's back, asthey led
their horses out into the starlight. "The rattle of it will kill usall.”

"No," said the youth flatly, which was what one might expect of Nhi Ryn Paren's-son. And rather
than snatch it from him and delay for argument, Vanye cast astern look at Morgaine, for he knew that the
boy would heed her word.

But she forbore to do anything, and, effectively set in his place, Vanye led the black after Siptah's
tail, until they were at the corner. There was a gate to be opened: he led the black to that point and heaved
back the rusty bolt, shouldered h wide; and Morgaine and Ryn thundered through, Vanye only an instant
slower, springing to the saddle and laying heelsto the animal. Siptah'swhite tail flipped gay insolence asthe
big gray took the retaining wall, warning Vanye what he had forgotten over the years: that there was ajump
there. Ryn took it; his own black gathered and jolted down to alanding, skidding downslope, haunches
down like abird in landing, for the grass was wet

And arrows flew. Vanye tucked down to the black's opposite side, making himself as



inconspicuous as possible. He hoped the others had the same sense. But through the black's flying mane he
saw astreak of red fire, Morgaine's hand-weapon; and there was silence from that quarter then, no more
arrows. Whether she had hit anything firing blind, he did not know, but they were Morij, those men, and in
his heart he hoped that the archers had simply lost heart and run.

Bruising force hit his side. He gasped and nearly lost his grip for the pain of it, and he knew that he
had been hit: but no arrow at that range could pierce the mail. Hisworst fears were for the vulnerable horse.
It went against Morij honor to hit aman's horse, but here was no chivalry. These men must face Erij if they
let them through, and that was no pleasant prospect for them.

They were near the end of the pass. He laid heels to the black and drove him harder, and the
panicked beast gathered himself, saliva spattering back against Vanye's leg as the horse took therein he
wanted. He passed even Siptah, answered to main force as Vanye hauled his head round toward the north
again, toward the cleft of Baien's pass through the hills, and leaped forward under the brutal impact of
Vanye's heels. In that instant he almost loved the vile beast: there was heart in him.

Morgaine, low in the saddle, was by him again: Siptah's head, nostrils wide, was alongside with the
starlight in his white mane. Unaccountably Morgaine laughed, reached out a hand to him that did not touch,
and clung again to the saddle.

And they were through. Beyond all range of archers, safe on Baien'slevel plain, they were through,
and Vanye reined down the snorting black and brought him to a stop, only then remembering the youth who
rodein their wake. He came, a good bowshot behind them, and they both waited-silent, Vanye reckoned, in
the same concern, that the boy might have been hit, for he rode low in the saddle.

But he was well enough, pale-faced in the dim light when he rode in among them, but unscathed.
The dun horse was spent, his rump sinking on one side as if he favored that leg, and V anye dismounted to
seetoit: an arrow had ripped the hide and perhaps hung for atime. He explored the wound with hisfingers,
found it not dangerously deep.

"Hewill last," Vanye pronounced. "There will be time later."

"Then let us be off," Morgaine said, rising in the stirrups to look behind them, even while he
climbed back into the saddle. "The surprise of the matter will not last long. They had not seen mefire
before; now they have, and they will accustom themselves to the idea and recover their courage about it."

"Where will you?" Vanye asked.

"To Tvrel," she answered.

"Lady, Baien's hold lies almost athwart our path. They were hearth-friends to you once. It may be
we could shelter there atimeif we reached them before Erij."

"I do not trust hold or hall thisnear Ivrel," she said. "No."

They rode, an easy pace now, for the horses were spent and might be called on again to run; and
soon the fire of whatever thing had entered his veins was spent as well, and he felt his senses going. His
side hurt miserably. He felt of the place and found broken links in the mesh, but little hurt beneath. Assured
then that was not bleeding hislife away, he hooked one leg over the high bow of the saddle, and wrapped
his armstightly about him for support, and so gave himself to sleep.

Bdlswoke him.

He looked up and eased cramped muscles out of their long-held position, and saw to his shame
that Ryn led his horse, and that it was well into morning. They filed along a peaceful pine-shaded lane by
the side of astone wall.

He leaned forward and took the reins, beginning to realize where they were, for he had visited this
placein hisyouth. It was the Monastery of Baien-an, the largest in all Andur-Kursh that still remained safe
and occupied by the Gray Fathers. He rode forward to join Morgaine, wondering whether she knew what
thisplace was, or if she had been led to it on Ryn's advice, for here was an abundance of witnesses to her
passing, and a place that could not be friendly to her.

Brotherstending their wall paused at their work in wonder. A few started forward as they might to
welcome travelers, and then hesitated, and seemed to abandon the idea altogether, their faces bewildered.
They were gentle men. VVanye had no fear of them.

And there was aterrible weariness upon Morgaine's face, pain, asif her wound troubled her. He
saw that, and bit hislip in reckoning. "Do you think to stay here?" he asked of her.

"I do not think that the Abbot would abide that,” she said.

"I do not think that you arefit for much further riding," he said. And he saw also the youth Ryn,
who was shadow-eyed, and miserable; and he reckoned that pursuit would not look to find them here.

He reined the black in by the gate, for he remembered a guesthouse that was kept by the abbey,
probably little used in winter, but it was there for such persons as were not acceptabl e within the holy walls.

He brought them there, asking no permission, taking them past the wondering eyes of the Brothers
in the yard, and into the privacy of the house beyond its evergreen hedge. There he dismounted, and held
up his handsto help Morgaine down as he might alady: shetried awkwardly to accept his help, better
suited to dismounting on her own, but her leg gave with her when she touched the ground, and she leaned
upon his arm, thanhing him with aweary nod and alook of her gray eyes.

"Thereis sanctuary here," he said. "It isthe law. There will nonetouch us here, and if the placeis
surrounded . . . well, we will reckon with that when it happens.”

She nodded again, plainly at the end of her strength, and a sorry three they were, she and the



youth and awarrior so stiff with bruises and wounds that he could scarcely manage to climb the steps
himself.

There were no other guests. He was thankful for that, and helped Morgaine to the first of the
several cots, before he went out to tend the horses and bring Morgaine's gear into the room: she was
concerned with that above all else, he knew, and she gave him a grateful 1ook before she tucked the dreadful
sword into her arms and sank down upon the bare mattress.

Ryn helped him with the horses, and carried all their gear and their saddles into the guesthouse;
and afterward Ryn joined him in the stables and stood by with concern in his eyes as Vanye applied some of
their cooking oil to the wound in the dun's rump.

"Hewill not go lame," Vanye judged. "It was an arrow mostly spent, and it is not the season for
peststo infest the wound. Oil will easeit, but it will scar, | think."

Ryn walked with him back to the guesthouse, a short distance hence, among the tall pines and the
hedge. The bells had fallen silent now, the Brothersfiling hi to their prayers.

There was adifferencein Ryn. He did not quickly decide what it was, but that a boy had slung harp
on his back and ridden after Morgaine from Ra-morij; it was atired, older youth that walked beside himin
the daylight and observed thingsin silence. Ryn carried himself differently. He walked with a bearing as out
of placein these pine-rimmed lanes as Vanye's own. They had ridden out of Baien-ei and he had ridden
hindmost; there was a new hardness to his eye that had learned to reckon more than to wonder.

Vanye took account of that new silence hi him, estimated ft, clapped aweary hand upon his
shoulder when they had come into the guesthouse. He lowered his voice, for Morgaine seemed asl eep.

"I shall watch,"” Vanye said. "I am not good for long; yoursis next, then hers.”

The youth Ryn might have found some silly protest; he had been sullen at his father's orders when
they first rode together into Morija. Now he nodded assent to that justice of things, and sought a bare cot
himself, while Vanye took his sword and set himself on the front steps of the guesthouse, point set between
hisfeet, hands gripping the quillons, head leaned against its hilt In such position he could stay awake
enough.

In such amanner he had watched many a night on the road.

And considering himself then, he reflected wryly that he had seen such occupations of Morija's
lower guesthall only when there was some marginally honorable hill-clan passing through, bound for other
pastures and asking road-right Some bandit chief asleep in the guesthouse, his men lounging about swilling
cheap wine and scarring the furniture with their feet, while as seal upon the door, some man more villainous
looking than the rest sat the steps as door-warden, sword in arms and a sour expression on his face,
terrifying the boys who lurked to see what visitors had come among them.

It was awarning to other would-be guests that they would be mad to seek that shelter, and must,
look elsewhere. Villainy had possessed the only beds, and unless the lords in the hall would take arms and
dispossess them, so it would remain until the morning.

So the Brothers found him.

He came fully awake at the first tread upon the flagstone walk, and sat there with his sword
between his knees while the gray-robed Brothers came cautiously up to the steps with earthen jars of food.

They bowed, hands tucked in robes. Vanye recognized innocent courtesy when it was offered and
made as profound a bow as he could from his seated posture.

"May we ask?" It was the traditional question. It could be refused. Vanye bowed again, full
courtesy to the honest Broth-era.

"Weare outlaws," he said, "and | have stolen, and we have killed no few men hi the direction from
which we come: but nonein Baien. We will not touch flock nor herd, nor field of yours, nor do violence to
any of the house. We ask sanctuary."

"Are-" There was hesitance in the question, which was always asked, if questions were asked at
the granting of sanctuary. "Are all among you true and human blood?'

Morgaine had not worn the hood when she rode in; and she was, in the white furs and with her
coloring, very like the legends, one survivor of which had come to die aholy man at Baien-an.

"One of us may not be," he acknowledged, "but she avows" at least sheisnot qujal." Their gentle
eyeswere much troubled at that answer; and perhaps through the legends they know who and what she
was, if sanity would let them believe it

"We give shelter," they said, "to all that enter here under peace, even to those of tainted blood and
those that company with them, if they should need it. We thank you for telling us. We will purify tie house
after you have gone. Thiswas courtesy on your part, and we will respect your privacy. Are you ahuman
man?'

"I am human born," he said, and returned their bows of farewell. "Brothers," he added when they
began to turn away. They looked back, suntanned faces and gentle eyes and patient manner all one, asif
one heart animated them. "Pray for me," he said; and then because some charity on his part was usually
granted for that: "l have no amsto give you."

They bowed together. "That is of no account. We will pray for you," said one. And they went
away.

The sunshine felt cold when they had done so. He could not sleep, and watched far beyond the
time that he should have called Ryn to take his place. Aslast, when he was very weary, he went down the
steps and gathered up the earthen jars and took them inside, letting Ryn replace him on the step.



Morgaine wakened. There was black bread and honey and salted butter, a crock of broth and
another of boiled beans, which both were cooling, but wonderful to Morgaine, whose fare had been less
delicate than histhe last many days, he suspected; and he took Ryn his portion out upon the step, and the
youth ate asif he were famished.

The Brothers brought down great armloads of hay and buckets of gram for their horses, which
Vanye saw to, storing the grain in saddlebags against future need; and in the peace of the evening, with the
sun headed toward the western mountains, Ryn sat in the little doorway and took his harp and played quiet
songs, his sensitive fingers tuning and meddling with the strings in such away that even that seemed
pleasant. Some of the Brothers came down from the hill to stand by the gate and listen to the harper. Ryn
smiled at them in an absent way. But they grew grave and sober-eyed when Morgaine appeared in the door;
some blessed themselvesin dread of her, and this seemed greatly to sadden her. She bowed them courtesy
all the same, which most returned, and retired to the inner hearth, and the warmth of thefire.

"We must be out of this place tonight," she said when Vanye knelt there beside her.

He was surprised. "Liyo, thereis no safer place for usto be."

"I am not looking for arefuge: my aimislvrel, and that isall Thisismy order, Vanye."

"Aye," he said, and bowed. She looked at him when he straightened again and frowned.

"What isthis?" she asked of him, and gestured toward the back of her own neck, and his hand
lifted, encountered the ragged edge of his hair, and hisface went hot.

"Do not ask me," he said.

"Theeisilin," she said, atone that reproved such a shameful thing. And then: "Was it done, or
did thee-T

"It was my choice."

"What chanced in Ra-morij, between you and your broth-err

"Do you bid me straightly tell you?"

Her lipstightened, her gray eyes bore into him, perhaps reading misery. "No," she said.

It was not like her to leave things unknown, where it might touch her safety. He acknowledged her
trust, grateful for it, and settled against the warm stones of the hearth, listening to the harp, watching Ryn's
rapt face silhouetted against the dying light, the pine-dotted hill beyond, the monastery and church with the
bell-tower. Thiswas beauty, earthly and not, the boy with the harp. The song paused briefly: alock of hair
fell across Ryn'sface and he brushed it back, anchored it behind an ear. Not yet of the warriors, thisyouth,
but about to be, when he made choice. His honor, his pride, were 'both untouched.

The hands resumed their rippling play over the strings, quiet, pleasant songs, in tribute to the
place, and to the Brothers, who listened.

Then the vesper bell sounded, drawing the gray lines of monks back into their holiness on the hill,
and the light began to leave them quickly.

They finished the food the Brothers gave them, and gave themselves by turns to sleep for most of
the night.

Then Morgaine, whose watch it was, shook them and bade them up and make ready.

Thered line of dawn was appearing on the horizon.

They were quickly armed and the horses saddled, and Morgaine warmed herself alast time by the
fire and looked about the room, seeming distressed. "I do not think that they would have any parting-gift of
me," she said at last. "And there is nothing | have anyway."

"They bade us be free of the matter,"” Vanye assured her, and it was certain that his own gear was
innocent of anything valuable to the Brothers.

Al Ryn searched his own things, took out afew coins and | eft them on the bed, afew pennies-it was

It was upon the road with the morning light still barely bringing color to things that Vanye
remembered the harp, and did not find it about the person of Ryn.

There was instead only the bow slung from his shoulders, and he was strangely sorry for that.
Lr?ter he saw Morgaine realize the same thing, and open her lipsto speak; but she did not. It was Ryn's
choice.

It was said by men of Baien that Baien-an was a fragment left from the making of Heaven. However
that was, it was true that this place surpassed even Morijafor fairness. Winter though it was, the golden
grass and green cedar gave it grace, and the mighty range of Kath Vrej and Kath Svejur embraced the valley
with great ridges crowned with snow. There was a straight road, with hedges beside it-one did not see
hedges kept so anywhere else but in Baien-and twice they saw villages off the road, golden-thatched and
somnolent in the wintry sun, with white flocks of sheep grazing near like errant clouds.

And once they must pass through a village, where children huddled wide-eyed at their mothers'
skirts and men paused with their work in hand, asif they were held between rushing to arms or bidding them
good day. Morgaine kept her hood upon her at that time, but if there was not the strangeness of her, riding
astride and with a sword-sheath under her knee, there was Siptah himself, who had been foaled in thisland,
before all the great herd of king Tiffwy had been taken by Hje-mur's bandits. Mischance had befallen them,
and they had been seen no more: Baienen said that it was because they were the horses of kings, and would
not carry the likes of their Hjemurn masters.

-But perhapsthe villagers blinked again in the sunlight, and persuaded themselves that they had
no proper business with travelers going east: it was only those who came from it, out of Hjemur, that need



trouble them to take arms; and there were gray horses foaled who were not of the old blood. Siptah had
grown leaner; he was muddy about legs and belly; and he spent none of his strength on high-blooded
skittishness, although his ears pricked up toward any chance move and his nostrils drank in every smell.

"Liyo," said Vanye when they were quit of the town, "they will hear of usin Ra-baien by evening."

"By evening,” she said, "surely wewill bein those hills."

"If we had turned aside there, and sought welcome at Ra-baien," he insisted, "they might have
takenyouin."

"Asthey did in Ra-morij?' she answered him. "No. And | will accept no more delays."

"What is our haste?' he protested. "Lady, we are all tired, you not least of all. After ahundred
years of delay, what isaday to rest? We should have stayed at the M onastery."

"Areyou fit to ride?"

"I am fit," he acknowledged, which was, under less compulsion, alie. He ached, his bones ached,
but he was well sure that she wasin no better case, and shame kept him from pleading his own. She had that
fever in her again, that burning compulsion toward Ivrel; he knew how it wasto stand in the way of that,
and if she would not be reasoned into delay, it was sure that there was little else would stop her.

Then, when the sun was at their backs, reddening into evening upon the snows of Kath Svejur
before them, VVanye looked back along the road they had come as he did from time to time.

Thistime the thing he had constantly dreaded was there.

They were pursued.

"Liyo," he said quietly. Both she and Ryn looked. Ryn's face was pale.

"They will surely have changed horsesin Ra-baien,” Ryn said.

"That iswhat | havefeared," she said, "that there is no war nor feud between Morijaand Baien."

And she put Siptah to aslightly quicker pace, but not to arun. Vanye looked back again. Theriders
were coming steadily, not killing their horses either, but at a better pace than they.

"We will make the hills and choose a place for them to overtake us as far as we can toward the
border," said Morgaine. Thisisafight | do not want, but we may haveit all the same."

Vanye looked back yet again. He began to be sure who it was, and there was aleaden feeling in his
belly. He had already committed onefratricide. To fight and to kill aliyo's order was the duty of anilin, even
if he were ordered against family. That was cruel, but it was also the law.

"They will be Nhi," he said to Ryn. 'Thisfight is not lawful for you. You are notilin, and until you
lift hand against Erij Ryn searched his own things, took out afew coins and left them on the bed, afew
pennies--it was all.

It was upon the road with the morning light still barely bringing color to things that Vanye
remembered the harp, and did not find it about the person of Ryn.

There was instead only the bow slung from his shoulders, and he was strangely sorry for that.
Lr?ter he saw Morgaine realize the same thing, and open her lips to speak; but she did not. It was Ryn's
choice.

It was said by men of Baien that Baien-an was a fragment left from the making of Heaven. However
that was, it was true that this place surpassed even Morijafor fairness. Winter though it was, the golden
grass and green cedar gave it grace, and the mighty range of Kath Vrej and Kath Svejur embraced the valley
with great ridges crowned with snow. There was a straight road, with hedges beside it-one did not see
hedges kept so anywhere else but in Baien-and twice they saw villages off the road, golden-thatched and
somnolent in the wintry sun, with white flocks of sheep grazing near like errant clouds.

And once they must pass through avillage, where children huddled wide-eyed at their mothers'
skirts and men paused with their work in hand, asif they were held between rushing to arms or bidding them
good day. Morgaine kept her hood upon her at that time, but if there was not the strangeness of her, riding
astride and with a sword-sheath under her knee, there was Siptah himself, who had been foaled in thisland,
before all the great herd of king Tiffwy had been taken by Hje-mur's bandits. Mischance had befallen them,
and they had been seen no more: Baienen said that it was because they were the horses of kings, and would
not carry the likes of their Hjemurn masters.

But perhaps the villagers blinked again hi the sunlight, and persuaded themselves that they had no
proper business with travelers going east: it was only those who came fromit, out of Hjemur, that need
trouble them to take arms; and there were gray horses foaled who were not of the old blood. Siptah had
grown leaner; he was muddy about legs and belly; and he spent none of his strength on high-blooded
skittishness, although his ears pricked up toward any chance move and his nostrils drank in every smell.

"Liyo," said Vanye when they were quit of the town, "they will hear of usin Ra-baien by evening."

"By evening,” she said, "surely wewill bein those hills."

"If we had turned aside there, and sought welcome at Ra-baien,” heinsisted, "they might have
takenyouin."

"Asthey did hi Ra-morij?' she answered him. "No. And | will accept no more delays."

"What is our haste?' he protested. "Lady, we are all tired, you not least of all. After ahundred
years of delay, what isaday to rest? We should have stayed at the M onastery."

"Areyou fit to ride?"

"I amfit," he acknowledged, which was, under less compulsion, alie. He ached, his bones ached,
but he was well sure that she was in no better case, and shame kept him from pleading his own. She had that



fever in her again, that burning compulsion toward Ivrel; he knew how it was to stand in the way of that,
and if she would not be reasoned into delay, it was sure that there was little else would stop her.

Then, when the sun was at their backs, reddening into evening upon the snows of Kath Svejur
before them, VVanye looked back along the road they had come as he did from time to time.

Thistime the thing he had constantly dreaded was there.

They were pursued.

"Liyo," he said quietly. Both she and Ryn looked. Ryn's face was pale.

"They will surely have changed horsesin Ra-baien,” Ryn said.

"That iswhat | have feared," she said, "that thereis no war nor feud between Morijaand Baien."

And she put Siptah to aslightly quicker pace, but not to arun. Vanye looked back again. Theriders
were coming steadily, not killing their horses either, but at a better pace than they.

"We will make the hills and choose a place for them to overtake us as far as we can toward the
border," said Morgaine. Thisisafight | do not want, but we may haveit all the same."

Vanye looked back yet again. He began to be sure who it was, and there was aleaden feeling hi his
belly. He had already committed one fratricide. To fight and to kill aliyo's order was the duty of anilin, even
if he were ordered against family. That was cruel, but it was also the law.

"They will be Nhi," he said to Ryn. 'Thisfight is not lawful for you. Y ou are notilin, and until you
lift hand against Erij and your kinsmen, you are not an outlaw. Go apart from us. Go home.”

Ryn's young face held doubt. But it was a man's look too, not the petulance of a boy, which was
not going to yield to his reason.

"Do ashetellsyou,"” Morgaine saidr

"| take oath," he said, "that | will not."

That was the end of it He was afree man, was Ryn; he rode what way he chose, and it was with
them. It pained Vanye that Ryn had no more than the Honor blade at his belt, no longsword; but then, boys
had no businessto attempt the long-sword in abattle; he was safest with the bow.

"Do you know this road?' Morgaine asked.

"Yes," said Vanye. "So do they. Follow."

He put himself in the lead, minded of a place within the hills, past the entry into Koris, where Erij
might be lessrash to follow, near asit wasto Irien. The horses might be able to hold the pace, though it was
climbing for some part. He cast alook over his shoulder, to know how things were with those behind.

The Morijen had fresh mounts surely, to press them so, grace of thelord of Ra-baien, and how
much Baien knew of them or how Baien felt toward them was yet uncertain.

There was the matter of Baien's outpost of Kath Svejur, manned by a score of archers and no small
number of cavalry. There wasthat to pass beneath.

He chose pace for them and held it, not leaving the highroad despite Mogaine's expressed
preference for the open country.

They had speed to take them through, unless there were some connivance already arranged
between Baien'slord and Erij-some courier passed at breakneck speed during the night, to cut off their
retreat. He hoped that had not happened, that the pass was not sealed: otherwise there would be a hail of
arrows, to match what rode behind them.

Those behind were willing enough to kill their mounts, that became certain; but there was the pass
ahead of them, thelittle stone fort of Irn-Svejur high upon its crag.

"We cannot pass under that," Ryn protested, thinking, no doubt, of arrows. But VVanye whipped up
his horse and tucked low, Morgaine likewise.

They were within arrowshot both from above and from behind. Doubtless in their fortress the
guards looked down and saw the mad party on the road and wondered which was friend and which was foe:
yet there was in both Morijaand Baien that simple instruction that what rode east was friend, and what rode
west was enemy; and here rode two bands madly eastward.

Vanye cast alook back asthey won through. A rider left pursuing them to mount the trail to the
fort. He breathed an oath into the wind, for there would be men of Irn-Svejur after them shortly, and Ryn's
dun was faltering, dropping behind him.

Here, upon the open road and with precious scant cover, the cursed dun spelled end to their flight,
Vanye began to pull in, where abend of rock gave alittle shelter before the brush began. Here he |eaped
down, bow and sword in hand, and | et the black take what way he would down the road. Morgaine alighted
into cover also, bearing Changeling in the one hand, and the black weapon at her belt, he doubted not And
breathlessly last came Ryn; he stayed to strike the dun and make it move, and the poor beast took an arrow
then, reared up and crashed down, flailing with its hooves.

"Ryn!" Vanye roared, his voice cracked and hoarse, and Ryn came, stumbled in, hisarm all bloody
with the black stump of an arrow broken in the flesh. He could not flex to string the bow he carried, and it
was useless. The riders pressed them, camein, close quarters-men of Nhi and Myya, and Erij with them.

Vanye ripped hislongsword from its sheath, too late for other defenses; and he saw Morgaine do
the same, but what she drew, he would not attempt to flank to protect her. The opal blade cameto life,
sucked arrows amiss, bent them up and otherwhere, and sent a man after them, screaming.

The winds howled within that vortex, the sword sure, a hand that knew it upon its hilt; and nothing
touched them, nothing passed the web of-shimmer that it wove. Through watery rippling he saw Erij's black
and furious form. Erij pulled up, but some did not, and rushed toward nothingness.



And onewas Nhi Paren, and another Nhi Eln, and Nhi Bren, spurring after.

"No!" Vanye cried, snatched at Ryn, who cried the same, and flung himself from cover, between
blade and riders.

And ceased to be.

Oneinstant Morgaine flung the blade aside, a saving reaction too late: her face bore horror-arider
thundered past, struck down at her, drove her stumbling aside.

Vanye cut at horse, dishonorable and desperate, tumbled beast, tumbled rider, and killed Nhi Bren,
who had never done him harm. He whirled about then to see the red beam dropping beast and man
indiscriminately, corpses and dying, writhing wounded. The mass of them that came reined back into better
cover, still pursued by lancing fire that started conflagrationsin the brush and in the grass-full twenty
beasts and men lay stretched upon the road, the visible dead, and tongues of flame leaped up in the dry
trees, whipped by the wind, Changeling still unsheathed in her right hand.

They fled, these others. Vanye saw with relief that Erij was among those that fled: though he knew
that his brother had never run from anything, Erij fled now.

Vanye fell to hisknees, leaned upon his sword's hilt, and gazed about at what they had wrought.
Morgaine too stood still, the glimmer of Changleing dim in her hand now, still opal. She sought its sheath
and it became like fine glass again, slipping into its natural home.

And so she rested, one hand upon the rock, until at last with a gesture like 'one grown old she felt
her way back from that place and turned to look at him.

"Let usfind the horses before they gather courage for another attack,” she said. "Come, Vanye."

She did not weep. He gathered himself up, caught her, fearing that she would fall, for she walked
like one that would; and he thought then that she would have tears, but she leaned against him only a
moment, shivering.

"Liyo," he pleaded with her, "they will not come back. Stay, let me go find the horses."

"No." Shefreed herself of him, returned the black weapon to her belt, tried to lift the strap of
Changeling to her shoulder, and her hands trembled too much. He helped her with it. She accepted its
weight, eased it on her shoulder, and cast one backward look, before she began with him to seek the way the
horses had gone.

And, brush rustling, there were with them brown men, gray men, men in green and mottled; men of
Chya, who placed themselves across their path. With the men was Taomen, and another and another that
they had seen before: they were Chya of Ra-koris, and leading them, last to appear, was Ron.

The eyes of the master of Chya swept the road behind them, gazed with horror on the thing that
they had done.

Then with a quiet gesture he called Taomen, and gave ordersto him, and Taomen led the others
away, back into the wood.

"Come," said Roh. "One of my men is holding your horses alittle distance down the road. We
knew them. It was they that brought usto help you, when we saw them bolt from this direction."

Morgaine looked at him, asif doubtful whether she would trust this man, though she had slept
lately in his hall. Then she nodded and set out, unneedful now of Vanye's arm. He paused to clean his sword
upon the grass before he overtook her: her blade needed no such attention.

It was indeed some distance. Men other than Roh walked with them all the same: there were
rustlingsin the forest about them, shadows whose nature they could not determine in the gathering dusk,
but it was sure that they were Chya, or Roh would have been alarmed.

And there stood the horses, being tended and rubbed with %3/ %rasses: the Chyawere not riders,
but they took tender care of the beasts, and Van?;e for his part thanked the men when they took their
animals back in hand. Then Morgaine thanked them too. He had thought her hi such amood she would not.

"May we camp with KOU?I Vanye asked of Roh, for the night was gathering fast about them and he
was himself so weary hefelt liketo die.

"No," Morgaineinterrupted him with finality. She slipped the strap of Changeling, and hung the
weapon on her saddle, then gathered the reins about Siptah's neck.

"LiKo." Vanye seldom laid hands on her. Now he caught her arm and tried to plead with her, but the
coldnessin her eyesfroze the wordsin histhroat.

"I will come," he said quietly.

"Vanye."

"Liyo?"

"Why did Ryn choose to dier

Vanye'slipstrembled. "I do not think he knew he would. He thought he could stop you. He was
not ilin, not under ilin law. One of the men was hislord, my brother. Another was Paren, hisown father.
Ryn was not ilin. He should have gone from us."

He thought then that M orgaine would show some sign of grief, of remorse, if it wasin her. She did
not. Her face stayed hard, and he turned from her lest he shame himself from anger, no lessthan grief. Half-
blind, he sought his horse's rein and flung himself to its back. Morgaine had mounted: she laid heelsto
Siptah and sped him down the road.

Roh held hisrein amoment, looked up at him. "Chya Van-ye, where does she go?"

‘That is her concern, Chya Roh."

"We of Chya have both eyes and earsin Morija, well-placed. We knew how you must comeif you
came from Kursh into Andur. We waited, expected a fight Not-that"



"| am falling behind, Roh. Let go my rein."

“llin-oath is more than blood," said Roh. "But, Chya Van-ye, they werekin to you."

"Letgo, | say."

Rob's face drew taut with some weight of thought. Then he held the rein yet tightly, a hand within
the bridle. "Take me up," he said. "I will see you to the edge of my lands, and | know you will not stay for a
man af oot. | want no more mischance’ s with Morgaine. Y ou stirred us up Leth, and they are still aprowl; you
brought us Nhi and Myya, and Hjemur at once; and now all Baien isastir. Thiswoman bringswarslike
winter brings storms. | will see you safely through. My presence with you will be enough for any men of
Chyayou meet, and | will not have their lives taken as she took those of Nhi."

"Up, then," said Vanye, moving hisfoot from the stirrup. Roh was a slender man; his weight was
still cruelty to the hard-ridden horse, but it was al that could be done. He feared to lose Morgaine if he were
delayed more.

Roh landed behind him, caught hold, and VVanye set heelsto the black. The horse tried aquick gait,
could not hold it, settled at once to a slower pace when Vanye reined back in mercy.

Morgaine would not kill Siptah. He knew that when her fury had passed, she would slow. And after
atime of riding he saw her, where the road became a mere trail through an arch of trees, a pale glimmering of
Siptah's rump and her white cloak in the dark .

Then he put the black to a quicker pace, and she paused and waited when she heard his coming.
The black weapon wasin her hand as they rode up, but she put it away.

"Roh," she said.

There was moisture on her cheeks. Vanye saw it and was glad. He nodded courtesy to her, which
she returned, and then she bit her lip and leaned both hands upon the saddlebow.

"We will camp,” she said, sensible and calm, the manner Vanye knew in her, "in whatever place you
can find secure."



CHAPTER IX

IVREL WASALL the horizon now, snow-crowned and perfect amid the jagged rubble of the Kath
Vrej range, anomaly among mountains. The sky was blue and still stained with sunrisein the east, as much
asthey could see of the sky in that direction. A single star still remained high and to the left of Ivrel's cone.

It was beautiful, this place upon the north rim of Irien. It was hard to remember the evil of it.

"Another day," said Morgaine, "perhaps yet one more camp, will set usthere." And when Vanye
looked at her he saw no yearning in her eyes such as he had thought to see, only weariness and misery.

"Isit then Ivrel you seek?' Rob asked.

"Yes," shesaid. "Asit awayswas." And shelooked at him. "ChyaRon, thisisthe limit of Koris.
We will bid you goodbye here. Thereis no need that you take us farther.”

Roh frowned, looking up at her. "What is there that you have to gain at Ivrel?' he said. "What isit
you are looking for?'

"I do not think that is here or there with us, Roh. Goodbye."

"No," he said harshly, and when she would have urged Sip-tab, past, ignoring him: "l ask you,
Morgaine kri Chya, by the welcome we gave you, | ask you. And if you ride past me | will follow you until |
know what manner of thing | have helped, whether good or evil."

"I cannot tell you," she said. "Except that | will do no harmto Koris. | will close a Gate, and you will
have seen the last of me. | have told you everything in that, but you still do not understand. If | wished to
leave you the means to raise another Thiye, | might pause to explain, but it would take too long and | should
hate to leave that knowledge behind me."

Roh gazed up at her, no better comforted than before, and then turned his face toward Vanye.
"Kinsman," he said, "will you take me up behind?"

"No," said Morgaine.

"I do not have her leave," Vanye said.

"Youwill slow us, Roh," said Morgaine, "and that could be trouble for us."

Roh thrust his hands into the back of his belt and scowled up at her. "Then | will follow," he said.

Morgaine turned Siptah for the northeast, and VVanye with heavy heart laid heelsto his own horse,
Roh trudging behind. Though they would go easily, wanting to spare the horses, they were passing beyond
the bounds of Korisand of Chya, and there was no longer safety for Roh or for any man afoot. He could
follow, until such time that they came under attack of beasts or men of Hjemur. Morgaine would let him die
before she would let him delay her.

So must he. In afight he dared not have his horse encumbered. In flight, his oath insisted he must
keep to Morgaine's side, and he could not do that carrying double, nor risk tiring the horse before the hour
of her need.

"Roh," he pleaded with his cousin, "it will be the end of you."

Roh did not answer him, but hitched his gear to a more comfortable position on his shoulder, and
walked. Being Chya-reared, Roh would be able to walk for considerable distances and at considerabl e pace,
but Roh must know also that he stood almost certainly to lose hislife.

Had it been his own decision, Vanye thought, he would have ridden far ahead at full gallop, so that
Roh must realize that he could not keep up and abandon this madness; but it was not histo decide.
Morgaine walked her horse. That was the pace she set; and at hoon rest Roh was able to overtake them and
share food with them-this grace she granted without stinting; but he fell behind again when they set out.

But for knowing where they were, the land was still fair for some considerabl e distance; but when
pines began to take the place of lowland trees, and they climbed/ into snowy ground, then Vanye suffered
for Roh and looked back often to see how he fared.

"Liyo," he said then, "let me get off and walk atime, and he will ride. That can tire the horse no
more."

"His choice to come was his affair,” she said. "If trouble comes on us unexpectedly, | want you, not
him, beside me. No. Thee will not"

"Do you not trust him, liyot We slept in Ra-korisin his keeping, and there was chance enough for
him to do us harm.”

"That isso," she said, "and of men in Andur-Kursh, | trust Roh next to you; but thee knows how
little trust | have to extend; and | have less of charity."”

And then he fell to thinking of the night and day ahead, which he had yet to serve, and that she
had said that she would die. That saddened him, so that for atime he did not think of Roh, but reckoned that
there was something weighing on her mind.

She spoke of the same matter, |ate in the afternoon, when the horses had struck easier going along
aridge. Crusted snow cracked under them, and their breath hung in frosty puffs evenin sunlight, but it was
an easy place after the rocks and ice that they had passed.

"Vanye," she said, "thee will find it difficult to pass from Hjemur after | am gone. It would be best if
thee had a place to go to. What will thee do? Nhi Erij will not forgive thee for what | have done."



"I do not know what | will do,” he said miserably. "Thereis Chya, thereis still Chya, if only Roh
and | both come through thisalive."

"I wish thee well," she said softly.

"Must you die?" he asked her.

Her gray eyeswent strangely gentle. "If | have the choice," she said, "l shall not But if | do, then
thee is not free. Thee knows what thee has to do: kill Thiye. And perhaps then Roh might serve thee well: so
I let him follow. But if | live, all the same, | shall passthe Gate of Ivrel, and in passing, closeit. Then there
will be an end of Thiye all the same. When Ivrel closes, al the Gates hi thisworld must die. And without the
Gates, Thiye cannot sustain hisunnatural life: he will live until this body fails him, and be unable to take
another. So also with Liell, and with every evil thing that survives by means of the Gates."

"And what of your

Shelifted her shoulders and let them fall. "I do not know where | shall be. Another place. Or
scattered, as the men were at Kath Svejur. | shall not know until | pass the Gate where | can make it take me.
That is my task, to seal Gates. | shall go until there are no more-and | shall not know that, | fear, until | step
out the last one and find nothing there."

Hetried to grasp the thing she told him, could not imagine, and shivered. He did not know what to
say to her, because he did not know what it meant.

"Vanye," she said, "you have drawn Changeling. Y ou have a proper fear of it."

"Aye," he acknowledged. L oathing wasin hisvoice. Her gray eyes reckoned him up and down,
and she cast a quick look over her shoulder at Roh's distant figure.

"I will tell thee," she said softly, "if something befall me, it could be that thee would need to know.
Thee does not need to read what iswritten on the blade. But it isthe key. Chan wrote it upon the blade for
fear that all of uswould die, or that it would come to another generation of us-hoping that with that, Ivrel
still might be sealed. It isto be used at Ra-hjemur, if thee must: itsfield directed at its own source of power
would effect the ruin of all the Gates here. Or cast back within the Gate itself, the true Gate, it would be the
same: un-sheath it and hurl it through. Either way would be sufficient."

"What are the writings on it?"

"Enough that could give any able to read them more knowledge of Gates than | would wish to have
known. That iswhy | carry it so close. It isindestructible save by Gates. | dare not leaveit. | dare not
destroy it. Chan was mad to have made such athing. It was too great a chance. We all warned him that
qujalin knowledge was not for usto use. But it is made, and it cannot be unmade."

"Save by the Witchfires themselves."

"Save by that."

And after they had ridden a distance: "Vanye. Theeisabrave man. | oweit to theeto tell thee
plainly: if thee usesChangeling, as| havetold theeto do, thee will die."

The cold seeped inward, self-knowledge. "l am not a brave man, liyo."

"I think otherwise. Can thee hold the oath?'

He gathered the threads of histhoughts, scattered and snarled for amoment with the knowledge
she had given him. He was strangely calm then, what he had known from the beginning settling into place as
it ought to be.

"I will holdtoit," he said.

"Heiscoming," said Vanye with relief. Snow crunched underfoot beyond the place where they had
stopped to wait, around the bend of the trees and the hillside. It was dark. Snow lit by the stars was all about
them, bright save in the shadow of the pines. They had lost sight of Roh for atime. "Let me ride back to
him."

"Hold whereyou are,” she said. "If it is Roh, hewill arrive an the same.”

And eventually, a mere shadow among the barred shadows of the pines on the lower slope, there
trudged Roh, stumbling with weariness.

"Ride down to him," said Morgaine then, the only grace she had shown the bowman for his efforts.

Vanye did so gladly, met Roh halfway down the hill and drew his horse to a halt, offering stirrup
and hand.

Roh's face was drawn, hislips parted and the frosted air coming hi great raw gasps. For a moment
Vanye did not think that Roh would accept any kindness of him now: there was anger there. But he
dismounted and helped his cousin up, and rose into the saddle after. Roh slumped against him. He urged the
horse uphill at awalk, for the air grew thin here, and hurt the lungs.

"Thisisaproper place for acamp," said Morgaine when they joined her. "It isdefensible." She
iﬂdi cated a place of rocks and brush, and it was true: however acquired, Morgaine had an eye to such
things.

"Surely," said Vanye, "we had better do without the fire tonight"

"I think it would be wise," she agreed. She slid down, shouldered the strap of Changeling, and
began to undo her saddle. Siptah pawed disconsolately at the frozen earth. There was still grain left from the
supply the Brothers had given them; there was food | eft too. It would not be a bitter camp, compared to
othersthey had spent near Aenor-Pywn.

Vanye let Roh slide to the ground, and slid down after. The bowman fell, began at onceto try to



gather himself up, but Vanye knelt beside him and offered him drink, unfrozen, the flask carried next the
horse's warmth. Then he began to chafe warmth into the man. There was danger of freezing in his
extremities, particularly in his feet Roh was not dressed for this.

Morgaine silently bent and exchanged her cloak for Roh's, and the bowman nodded gratitude, his
eyesfixed on her with thanks and anger so mingled hi him that it was hard to know which prevailed.

They fed the horses and ate, which warmed them. There was little spoken. Perhaps there would
have been, had Roh not been there; but Morgaine was not in the mood for speech.

"Why?" Roh asked, his voice almost inaudible from cold. "Why do you insist to go to this place?"

"That is the same question you asked before," she said.

"I have not yet had it answered."

"Then | cannot answer it to your satisfaction,” she said.

And she held out Roh's cloak to him, and took her own again, and went over to arock where there
was shelter from the wind. There she slept, Changeling in her arms as always.

"Sleep,"” said Vanye then to Roh.

"I amtoo cold," said Roh; which complaint Vanye felt with apang of conscience, and looked at him
apologetically. Roh was silent atime, his face drawn in misery and fatigue, hislimbs huddled within his thin
cloak. "I think"-Roh's voice was hoarse, hardly audible-" | think that | shall die on thisroad.”

"It isonly another day more," Vanye tried to encourage him. "Only one day, Roh. Y ou can last that

"It may be." Roh let hisarmsfall forward on his knees and bowed his head upon them, lifting his
head after amoment, his eyes sunk in shad w. "Cousin. Vanye, for kinship's sake answer me. What isit she
is after, so terrible she cannot have me know it?"

"It is nothing that threatens Chyaor Koris."

"Areyou sure enough to take oath on that?"

"Roh," Vanye pleaded, "do not keep pressing me. | cannot keep answering question and question
and question. | know what you would do, to have me defend my way step by step into answering you as
you wish, and | will not, Roh. Enough. L eave the matter.”

"I think that you yourself do not know," said Roh.

"Enough. Roh, if things go amissat Ivrel, then | will tell you all that | do know. But until that time, |
am bound to remain silent. Go to sleep, Roh. Go to sleep.”

Roh sat atime with his arms folded again about him and his knees drawn up, plunged in thought,
and at last shook hishead. "l cannot sleep. My bones are still frozen through. | will stay awake alittle while.
Go and sleep yourself. My oath | will see you take no harm.”

"I have an oath of my own," said Vanye, though he was bone-weary and his eyes were heavy.
"She did not give me leave to trade my watch to you."

"Must she give you leave in everything, kinsman?' Roh's eyes were kind, hisvoice gentleasa
brother's ought to be. It recalled anight in Ra-koris, when they bad sat together at the hearth, and Ron had
bidden him return someday to Chya.

"That isthe way of thething | sworeto her.”

But after an hour or more, the forest still, the weight of the long ride and days of riding and
sleeplessness before began to settle heavily upon him. He had adark moment, jerked awake to find a
shadow by him, Roh's hand on his shoulder. He almost cried out, stifled that outcry as he realized in the
same instant that it was only Roh, waking him.

"Cousin, you are spent | tell you that | will take your watch.”

It was reasonable. It was sensible.

He heard in his mind what Morgaine would say to such athing. "No," he said wearily. "It is her
timeto watch. Rest | will move about awhile. If that will not wake me, then she will wake and take the watch.
| have no leave to do otherwise."

Herose, stumbled alittle hi the action, hislegs that numb with exhaustion and cold. He thought
Roh meant to help him.

Then pain crashed through his skull. He reached out hands to keep himself from falling, hit, lost
most senses; then the weight hit his skull a second and third time, and he went down into dark.

Cords bound him. He was chilled and numb along his body, where he had been lying on hisface. It
was almost all that he could do to struggle to his knees, and he did so blindly, fearing another assault upon
the instant. He turned upon one knee, saw a heap of white that was Morgaine-Ron, standing over her with
Changeling, sheathed, hi his hands.

"Roh!" Vanye called aloud, breaking the stiliness. Morgaine did not stir at the sound, which sent a
chill of fear through him, sent him stumbling to hisfeet. Roh held the sword asif he would draw it,
threatening him.

"Roh," Vanye pleaded hoarsely. "Roh, what have you done?"

"She?' Roh looked down, standing as he was above Morgaine's prostrate form. "Sheiswell
enough, the same as you. An aching head when she wakes. But you will not treat me as you have, Chya
Vanye-as she has. | have theright to know what | sheltered in my hall, and thistime you will give me answer.
If | am satisfied, | will let you both go and cast myself on your forgiveness, and if | am not, | do swear it,
cousin, | will take these cursed things and cast them where they cannot be found, and leave you for Hjemur



and the wolvesto deal with."

"Roh, you are vain and a madman. And honorless to do this thing."

"If you are honest," said Roh, "and if sheis, then you have your right to outrage. | will admit it. But
thisisnot for pride's sake. Thiyeis enough. | want no more Irien, no more wars of qujal, no more of the like
of Hjemur. And | do think that we are safer with Thiye alone than with Thiye and an enemy let loose to our
north. We are the oneswho die in their wars. | gave her help, would have defended her at Kath Svejur had
she needed it. | would have helped her, kinsman. But she has treated me as an enemy, as a cast-off servant. |
think that isall wein Koriswill ever be in her mind. She treats free men as she treats you, who have to be
content; and maybe you are content with that, maybe you enjoy your station with her, but | do not."

"You are mad," Vanye said, came forward a step nearer than Roh wished: Roh's hands drew
Changeling partway from the sheath.

"Put it down!" Vanye hissed urgently. "No, do not draw that thing."

Then Roh saw the nature of the thing he held, and looked apt to drop it upon the instant: but he
rammed it safely into its sheath again, and cast it in abhorrence across the snow.

"Quijalin weapons and qujalin wars," Roh exclaimed in disgust. "Koris has suffered enough of
them, kinsman.”

Morgaine was stirring to wakefulness. She came up of a sudden, hands bound, nearly fell. Roh
caught her, and had he been rough with her, Vanye would have hurled himself on Roh as he was. But Rok
adjusted her cloak about her and helped her sit, albeit he looked far from glad to touch her.

Morgaine for her part looked dazed, cast aglance at VVanye that did not even accuse: she seemed
bewildered, and no little frightened. That struck him to the heart, that he had served her no better than this.

"Liyo," Vanye said to her, "this kinsman of mine took me from behind; and I do not think heisan
evil man, but heisagreat idiot."

"Get apart,” said Roh to him. "I have had what words | will have with you. Now | will ask her."

"Let mego," said Morgaine, "and | will not remember this against you."

But there was a sound intruding upon them, soft at first, under the limit of hearing, then from all
sides, the soft crunch of snow underfoot. It came with increasing frequency about them.

"Roh!" Vanye cried in anguish, hurled himself across the snow toward the place where
Changeling lay.

Then dark bodies were upon them, men that snarled like beasts, and Roh went down beneath them,
mauled under a black flood of them, and the tide rushed over Vanye, hands closed upon hislegs. He
twisted over onto his back, kicked one of them into writhing pain, and was pinned, held about his knees.
Cord bit into his ankles, ending all hope of strue?gle. They let him alone then, to try to wrench himself up to
his knees, laughing when he falled twice and fell. On histhird effort he succeeded, gasping for air, and
glowered into their bearded faces.

They were not Hjemurn, or of Chya. Men of Leth, the bandits from the back of the hall: he
recognized the roughest of them.

There was quiet for amoment. He had had most of the wind knocked from him, and bent over a
littleto try to breathe, lifted his head again to keep awary eye upon their captors.

They were prodding at Roh, trying to force him to consciousness. Morgaine they let alone, she
‘éﬂth an#les bound the same as he, and now with her back to arock, glaring at them with the warmth of a

e-wolf.

One of the bandits had Changeling in hand, drew it partway, Morgaine watching with interest, as
if in her heart she urged the man on in ignorance.

But riders were coming up the hill. The sword slammed into its sheath, in guilty hands. The bandits
stood and waited, while men on horses came into the clearing, horses blowing frost in the starlight.

"Well done," said ChyalLiell.

He dismounted and looked about the clearing, and one presented to him the things that had been
taken, all of Morgaine's gear; and Changeling, which Liéll receivedinto respectful and eager hands.

"Chan's," he said, and to Morgaine paid an ironic bow. He considered Roh, half-conscious now,
laughed in pleasure, for he and the young lord of Chyawere old enemies.

And then he came to Vanye, and while Vanye shuddered with disgust knelt down by him and
smiled afaithless smile, lordly-wise, placed a hand upon his shoulder like some old friend, and all too
possessively, "llin Nhi Vanyci Chya," he said softly. "Are you well, Nhi Vanye?"

Vanye would have spit at him: it was the only recourse he had |eft; but his mouth was too dry. He
had a L ethen's hand in his collar bekind, holding him so that he was half-choking; he could not even flinch,
and Liell's gentle fingers touched and brushed at a sore place on histemple.

"Be careful with him," said Liell then to the Lethen. "Any damage or discomfort he sufferswill be
mine shortly, and | will repay it."

And to those about them:

"Set them on horses. We have aride to make."

The day sank toward dark again, reddening the snows that stretched unmarred in front of them.
They moved slowly, because of those on foot, and because of the thinner air. Liell rode first. He had taken
back his own black horse and his gear. Changeling hung from his saddle, beneath his knee.

Several Lethen riders were between him and Morgaine, and two men afoot led Siptah, astwo led
also the horse they had borrowed for Roh, who had no strength to walk; and the black mare that VVanye rode
was Liell's grace, personal, offered with cynical courtesy-exchange of the mare for the one he had stolen.



And bound as he was, hands behind, even feet bound securely by ropes under the mare'sribs, he
could not even stretch his legs against the torment of the long ride, much less be aid to Morgaine. She and
Roh were in no better case. Roh hung in the saddle much of the time, giving the appearance of aman who
would aslikely collapse and fall if the cordslet him. Morgaine at least seemed unhurt, though he could
guess the torment there wasin her mind.

Liell wasqujal and knew the ancient science. Perhaps he could even read the runes of
Changeling, and then Thiye, whom Morgaine had called ignorant, a meddler hi sciences, would have arival
he could not withstand.

They came among trees again, pines, rough brush, sometime outcroppings of black rock. And the
trees began to be twisted and stunted things, writhing out of all true shape for their kind. Bare limbs held
tufts of sickly needles, bare trunks described horrid, frozen evolutions.

And in the snow they saw adead dragon.

At least so it seemed to be-an object leathery and twisted, and the horses shied fromit. It was
monstrous, frozen in its death throes so that it was yet less |ovely. One membraneous wing was half
unfolded, stiff and stark. The other side was bare bone, taken by other beasts.

The Lethen described awide path about that corpse. Vanye stared back at the thing as they passed
and the bilerose in histhroat.

Other things they saw dead too. Most were small. One resembled a man, but the wolves had had it.

The light faded in this place of evil. They moved among the twisted pinesin twilight, and went
carefully. Men had bows ready, eyes constantly scanning the forest.

Then the trees thinned out, quite abruptly. Upon the great shoulder of the mountain was alesser
rise, and upon that were broken pillars, fair-colored, rune-graven, out of place among the black rocks of
Ivrel's cone.

And the Gate.

It was vast, unlike that of Aenor-Pywn or Leth at Domen: metal uncorroded by the years, casting a
web of shimmer that had depth, starswinking in ablack arch against the twilit white side of Ivrel. The air
here worked at the nerves. The horses fought to shy off,-men that rode dismounted, and prepared to wait.

Morgaine was helped down first, her ankles freed, and she was made fast against one of the few
twisted pinesthat grew this near the Gate. Next Roh was similarly treated, though he strove to fight them.
Finally Vanye was lifted down, and he thought that they would do the same with him, but instead Liell
ordered him brought forward in the line.

He kicked aman, threw him to the ground writhing in pain, and a L ethen hit him, kicked him down
and laid aquirt to him: Vanye tucked down against the blows, unhurt by reason of the mail, save where the
quirt hit neck or hands.

And of asudden Liell was by him, cursing the man, other L ethen hauling Vanye up, and the man
that had struck him cringed away.

"No hand on him!" Liell said. "No harm to him. | will kill the man that puts amark on him." And
carefully he unlaced the cloak from Vanye, and gave it to aman, walked all about him, full circle. Then he
made to lay hands on him and Vanye flinched back, constrained to bear it in patience while Liell gently
probed bones, asif to see whether they were sound or no. In bitter humor he cherished the ache in his skull,
theworse pain in hislegs and joints where the ride bound to the saddle had bruised him-his only revenge
on Liell. It was a sorry, sad thing, he thought of a sudden, that he had been taken so easily, and it was no
comfort at all that Roh was about to pay dearly for hisidiocy.

And by that time, there would be nothing left of Nil Vanye, though his body would continue to
move and live, housing for Liell-Zri, which would take revenge upon Roh, upon Morgaine.

That image struck him as Liell began to climb that last distance, and they began to force him up the
long barren slope. 1t took from him what courage he had left, such that he would have fallen if not for the
men on either side of him. He stumbled on the loose rocks, Liell striding sure-footedly beside him, up in that
clear place where air cut at the lungs like the edge of ice. There was only the Gate above them, and the stars
within, and wind that gently sucked at them, aiming into that gulf.

It grew asthey walked, until there was no more sky. The Lethen with them balked, and Vanye
thought for one wild soaring moment that they would lose their courage and fail to hold him. But Liell cursed
them and threatened them, and they drew him up and up, until they stood swaying in that awesome wind,
poised upon alevel place near the Gate.

There Liell bade them unbind his hands and hold him fast: "I will not enter an impaired shelter,” he
said. And thisthey did, but held his numb arms and strengthless wrists still wrenched behind him with such
cruel force that he could not struggle free. He stared up into that great gulf, dizzied, faltered and lost his
balance even standing still.

"How isit done?' he asked of Liell. He did not want to know, but his courage was never proof
against the unknown: he feared that he would shame himself at the last, crying out, if he did not know. He
knew Morgaine's things, that there were laws and realities that governed them; he insisted to believe so
evenin this.

"It isless pleasant for methan for you,” said Liell. "I must ruin this present body of mine, enough
to die; but you-you will only seem to fall for amoment. Y ou will never reach bottom. Do not fear; you will
not suffer.”

Liell knew hisfear and mocked him with it. Vanye set hislips and forbore to say anything, head



bowed.

"Those companions of yours," Liell said. "Have you fondness for them?'

"Yes," hesad.

Liell'slips made aslight smile, which his eyes did not share. "Asfor Chya Roh, that is an old and
personal matter, which | shall enjoy settling. That which you are about to bequeath me iswell capabl e of
handling the lord of Chya, of claiming what he rules, by the blood you share; and claiming Morijatoo. You
never appreciated your heredity as| do. And do not fear so much for Morgaine. Without her weapons she
is harmless, and she has knowledge that will be of great interest to me. And in other ways, with your youth,
sheisof interest. hisistiresome."

Vanye made a sound like spitting, at which Liell was neither amused nor troubled, and they began
to climb again. He balked, had his arms painfully wrenched, and gave up resistance, lost in what loomed
over them.

Dark was all their vision now, stars more numerous than shone in the sky, clouds upon clouds of
stars. The air was dead. It numbed. The vision seemed about to drink them into that shimmering nothing-
though they climbed, it seemed a pit, adownward plunge into which one could fall and fall, and that they
leaned impossibly above it. The mountain on which they walked seemed out of proper alignment with earth.
Thewind skirled about them, maleficent and voiced, humming with power, blurring senses.

Liell reached the Gate and touched its arch; his fingers moved upon it, and all at once there was
utter dark within the Gate. The wind ceased. The humming altered its tone, higher pitched. The opalescent
of Changeling itself burst and coruscated within the arch, flung light at them.

The Lethen faltered. VVanye spun, flung himself downslope, lost footing and slid, brought up
against alevel place and staggered to hisfeet, dazed, blinded, aware of shouting ahead and behind in the
gathering dark.

Out, was the only thing his senses grasped at the moment; and hard upon that single light of
reason: Morgaine.

He could not help her. They would have a dozen men upon him before he could free her.

Changeling.

Heran, sliding, mail-protected, but leaving skin of his hands on rocks, battering himself in one spill
and another. Men tried to head him off at the bottom. He gasped air, spun left, veering off from Morgaine
and Roh, scattering horses as he fled. Then there was the familiar black before him: he vaulted for the
saddle, shied the beast and clung, clawed hisway firmly into the saddle and caught the flying reins. The
beast knew him, gathered himself and sprang forward under his guidance.

Riders were already starting after him. Tumult and shouting were in his wake, though no arrows
flew. He did not even seek the hill, to brave that weight of air, that awful climb, not with pursuit and enemies
and afrightened horse to confound matters. He headed back along their trail.

If the Gate were barred to him, there was still Ra-hjemur, where Thiye ruled. There wasChangeling
under his knee, its dragon-hilt familiar to his anxious fingers. With that in hand and the power of the Gateto
feed it, he could force hisway to the heart of Thiye's power, destroy its source, whatever it was, destroy the
Gate-destroy himself and Morgaine too, he knew.

And Liell.

Theworld had not yet seen what Liell could do with the power of Morgaine added to his own.
Thiye was small compared to that evil.

He rode the horse without mercy, whipped the poor beast down snowy slopes and across trails and
down, doing all he could to clear Ivrel.

Even Liell must have care of him now. Even Morgaine's other weapons were nothing to the power
of the opal blade, that drank attack and cast it elsewhere, that drank lives and cast them into nothing. And
armed as he was, with that power in his hands, it was madness to kill the horse that was his best hope of
reaching Hjemur: he came to his senses when he had cleared the steepest portion of the road, and come to
the main trail. There he slowed his pace at |ast, |et the horse breathe.

Around the limb of the lower slope the main road led, bending toward Ra-hjemur. It must be. There
was no other place in Hjemur that could even boast aroad.

He kept the horse to a holding pace. Lethen might be reluctant to follow, but Liell would drive them
toit-timid as Morgai ne avowed herself to be, able to spend others' lives before her own, she was capabl e of
fearful risks when it became necessary; and Liell surely would prove no different: when caution would not
serve, then there would be nothing reserved, nothing. When Liell knew finally that the Gates themselves
were at stake, he would surely follow. The only hope was that he had yet to understand what Changeling
was, or that aMorij ilin might understand what had to be done with the blade.

A shadow thundered out at him. The black screamed shrilly and shied, and an impact hit his
shoulder, tumbling him inexorably over the black's rump, head over heels, and into snow and hard ice.

Joints moved, bones unbroken, but shaken; he tried to gain command of his battered limbs and
move, but a shortsword pressed under his chin, forcing his head down again into the numbing snow. A
body hovered over him, the arm that rested across the figure's knee ending abruptly.

"Brother," said Erij, whispering.



CHAPTER X

"ERIJ" VANYE TRIED asecond timeto rise, and in a sudden move Erij moved back and let him.
Then he snapped the Honor blade back into his belt and stalked up the road a space where his horse stood,
along with Vanye's black.

Vanye stumbled up from the ditch, limping, trying vainly to overtake him and prevent him, saw to
his dismay that Erij had already found what the black horse bore on its saddle.

A fierce grin spread over Erij's face as he took the sheathed blade in hand, and with the sheath hi
the crook of hisarm and his hand upon its hilt, he waited Vanye's coming.

Vanye stopped short of the threat he posed him, still shakingin all hislimbs, trying to gather his
breath and his wits and frame some reasonabl e argument.

"Thereisaqujal out of Leth," he began, his voice hardly audible. "Erij, Erij, there are Lethen and
the devil himself behind me. We are both in danger. | will go with you clear of thisroad-not try at escape, at
least that far. | swear, | swear it, Erij."

Erij considered, his dark eyesfluid in the dark. Then he nodded abrupt decision, hooked the sheath
of Changeling to his own belt-one-handed as he was, he wore it at his hip, not his back-and swung up to
mount.

Vanye hauled his aching body into the saddle on a second effort, sent the black galloping down
the road in Erij's company, down side trailsinto forest, though at every turn the forest looked more ominous
initself. The horses went at a careful pace now, wending their way down into rocky ground. Here was still
patches of snow in which to leave prints, but brush and woods were so thick that pursuit of them could not
be easy for any group of men, and their trail was somewhat obscured. It held no feeling of safety, this place-
rather, the same kind of queasiness that all of Erij's ambushes had held, from boyhood up, screaming alarm,
such that he thought, like another dream by Aenor-Pywn, that he might have ridden this place in some bad
dream, wherein he had died. The trees, the rocks etched themselvesinto his sight, his senses clinging to
them as strongly as fingers might cling to some last handhold on solidity. / am losing these, he thought,
and: / am mad to go with himlike this. But he had no strength left, and Erij held Changeling, held his duty
asilin to hostage: Erij could reason, could be reasoned with- his hope insisted so.

Then, in aclear place among the trees, Erij reined in and ordered him down.

Panic struck him. Almost he did lay heelsto the horse. But he found himself climbing down, careful
of strained knees as he caught his balance on the ground. He moved out uncertainly as Erij motioned him to
the center of the clearing.

"Where is she?" Erij asked then, and as he asked, climbed down, and unhooked the sheath of
Changeling,

Then he knew of acertainty that Erij meant to kill him when he had answered; and Changeling
slipped inexorably from its sheath, Erij knowing the nature of the blade now, well ableto wield it

Vanye hurled himself at Erij waist-high, grappled and came down with him, Changeling falling stifl
sheathed.

Erij's elbow crashed into hisface, blinding him. Vanye was suddenly underneath again, losing, as
he had alwayslost, as it had always been with his brothers. He could not see, could not breathe, could not
feel for amoment. With hislast effort he heaved over and clung, fighting only for leverage. Then his hands
were slamming Erij's head into the snowy ground, again and again, until Erij's limbs weakened and ceased to
struggle. He scrambled up to find Changeling, his mind next clearing as he reached his horse, holding the
sword-sheath, groping blindly for thereins.

The horse shied. Erij'srush carried into hislower back, hurling him, stunned, almost under the
hooves. Changeling flew from his nerveless fingers, beyond reach, and when he struggled after it, Erij
kicked him over by the shoulder. He came halfway up, staggered, and met Erij's fist, which laid him backward
into the snow. Then Erij fell upon him with abee upon his chest and his maimed arm still strong enough to
strike hisarm aside: Erij ripped the Honor blade from his belt and dlipped it within the throat-laces of his
armor, jutting down the thongs like so much rotten thread.

"A third of Nhi died at Irn-Svejur,” Erij gasped at him, hoarse and out of breath. "Y our doing-and
hers. Whereis she?"

Vanye swallowed against the blade's pressure, unable to answer. He fought instinctively to breathe
and froze, trembling with the effort, when he felt moisture trickling down the sides of his neck. Raw pain
rode on the edge of the blade as it eased slightly.

"Answer me," Erij hissed.

"Leth." He moved an arm as heavy as his whole body ought to be, ceased. " Qujal-men from Leth
caught her-to make her give them what she knows. Erij-Erij, no, do not kill me. They will have her
knowledge-theirs-Thiye's- together-against us."

The pressure eased altogether, but it was there. The fault hope there was of Erij'sinterest sent the
sweat coursing over him. Erij's knee hampered his breathing: he felt himself losing touch with his senses
again, dizzied and numb. "And you, bastard?" Erij asked him. "What are you doing |oose and alone?"



"Hjemuf-the source. That can stop them. | amto kill Thiye -take Ra-hjemur. Erij, let me go.”

"Bastard, | have chased you from Irn-Svejur. The others had no stomach for Hjemur's territory and
Morgaine's weapons, but | swore to them that | would go where | had to go to bring back your head. |
would bring back the whole of you alive, but one-handed as | am, | know | cannot manage that. For Nhi and
for Myya, for San and Torin-most especially for Nhi and its dead, | will do thisthing, and then find how to
put this gift you have given me to best use. | have no enemies | need fear so long as | wield that. If it would
bring you safely to Ra-hjemur, then it could bring me there too."

"Go with methere, then."

"I offered you the chance of sharing power once, bastard, and | meant it; but you loved the witch
more than you loved Morija, enough to kill Nhi for her."

"Erij, you know at least that | will not break an oath. Help me-to Ra-hjemur. Now. Before our enemy
takesit Let me have my revenge on Thiye-for Morgaine; on the qujal too if | can. | am speaking sense, Erij.
Listen to me. There are weaponsin Ra-hjemur, surely-and if our enemy lays hands on them, even holding
Changeling might not be enough to take the citadel. Do this. Come with me. That is my oath to her-to deal
with Thiye. After that, anything that is between us will be between us, and | will not cry foul at anything."

Erij's shadowed eyes took on anarrow, reckoning look. "Y ou were condemned to beilin by our
father'slaw, for Handrys; and you will be clean of that if | listen to you. But you have me yet to satisfy.
Suppose | were to sentence you to another year."

"I would think that was too slight athing to satisfy you."

"Swear," said Erij, "by that oath you regard with her, that you will stay for Claiming by me, no
treachery, no aid from her if she should somehow live. And that will not be ayear that you will thank mefor,
Chyabastard, and it will not stop me from turning you over to the kinsmen of Paren and Bren when itis
finished, But if it isworth the price to you, | will refrain from cutting your throat here and now. | will even go
with you to Ra-hjemur. Isthat the way you want it, bastard? Will you pay that?"

"Yes," Vanye said without hesitating; but Erij's blade still rested under his chin.

"And | will wager," said Erij, "that you know the use of the sword and that you know the witch
herself better than any now living. If taking Hjemur purges you of her-that being the service she named for
you, and not merely ayear -then let us agree, my brother, that when Hjemur falls, it ismine, and you are
mine-from that moment. And you will not speak of this oath of ours-not to her, not to Thiye, not to anyone."

He saw the trap then, which Erij wove for Morgaine, treachery suspecting treachery in everyone,
and admired the cunning of the man: Myyato the heart, thinking of all possibilities save one-that neither of
them would survive the taking of Hjemur.

Hedid not like the oath: it was woven too tightly.

"I will agree,” he said.

"And upon your soul you will not betray me," Erij said. "Y ou will hand me Hjemur and hand me
Thiye and the witch and thisqujal himself."

"Asmany aslive," Vanye agreed.

"That you will not desert me or raise hand against me before then."

"I agree."

"Y our hand," said Erij.

It was not right to do: by ilin-law he ought not to yield another oath, and any crossing of the two
obligations was on his soul, his own fault; but Erij insisted, and he yielded up his hand and clenched his
teeth as Erij drew the blade across the palm. Then Erij touched it with his mouth, and VVanye likewise, spat
blood into the snow. It was not Claiming, for there was no signing with it, but it was an oath and a binding
one, and when Erij released him to get to hisfeet, he knelt clenching numbing snow in hisfist as he had
knelt oncein acavein Aenor-Pywn, shaking thistimein utter misery, such that his senses threatened to
leave him.

The liyo he served could by rights curse his soul to perdition; he had yielded his brother the same
right. And yet he knew that he would have mercy of Morgaine, and none at al of Erij. He knew hisliyo, that
though she was cruel in other ways, she would not curse him; and that knowledge of her perversely made
him sure which oath he would follow.

And kill his brother, as he had killed a third of Nhi.

He had done thisfor hisliyo, serving her: ilin-oath had bound him, and he had killed kinsmen.
There had seemed no worse act that he could be drawn to commit.

Until this, that he oath-broke, and murdered his brother by his silence.

/ owe it to thee to tell thee plainly; if thee uses Changeling as | have told thee to do-thee will die.

Changeling was not selective in its destructions.

"Come, on your feet," said Erij. He hooked the blade to his saddle-harness, displacing his own to
the usel ess right-hand fastenings. Then be gathered reins and climbed up, waiting for him.

Vanye gathered himself up and sought the black, who stood, reins dangling, some distance away
across the clearing. He set foot in the stirrup and rose into the saddle with awince of strained muscles.

"You are guide,” said Erij. "Lead. And be mindful of your oath.”

He retraced the way that they had come, then cut north, aiming to come out upon the highroad at a
different place than they had left it. When they had it in sight among the trees he was relieved to see that
there were as yet no tracks marring the snow.

Only asthey came out into the open road, something fluttered through the trees, alarmed by their



passing-a rapid clap of wingsin the dark. Erij stared after it with hatein hisface, the honest loathing of a
human man for things that frequented these woods. Vanye had even ceased to shudder at such things. He
set agood pace, reckoning that they were laying a clear trail for Liell and his men if they would follow; but it
could not be helped. There was one quick way to Hjemur's heart, and they were on it.

The black was laboring. It was impossible to drive the horse farther, hard-put as he had been on
theroad to lvrel. And at last Vanyereined in, looked back and considered stopping. It was an
uncomfortable place. Forest was on one side, high rocks upon the other.

"L et usbe moving," Erij said.

"I am not going to kill thishorse," Vanye protested, but he kept the animal at awalk all the same,
and did not stop.

Then Erij spurred his own horse and the black dutifully matched the pace. Vanye smothered his
temper and hoped that the horse would | ast to the gates of Ra-hjemur.

And they came upon tracked snow, where an unexpected road intersected theirs at an angle from
the direction of Ivrel. Men afoot-horses-the short-footed sign of the smallish northerners, Hjemurn mixed
with the larger prints of men: Andurin.

And blood upon the snow, and bodies lying in the road, abandoned.

Vanye swung down, Erij ordering him otherwise: he iﬂnored his brother, went quickly from one
body to the other, turning them to see the faces. Two were Lethen. The other three were the small, dark men
of Hjemur, and onefair, like qujal. Relief flooded over him.

Erij hissed, drawing his attention: suddenly there was a stirri ngié acrunch of snow and arattli 23 of
rocks, and he pulled himself out of histhoughts, looked up to see adark shadow crouched upon the ledge
overhanging the road.

Heran, sprang for the horse, hauled himself into the saddle as the startled animal began to run: he
gathered reins awkwardly and tucked low as Erij did.

"Erij," he gasped when he could, "Hjemurn have come in behind, but ChyaLiell and the Lethen are
on the road ahead of us-the Hjemurn could not hold them. Ease off, ease off, or we will be riding into them.”

"Then," said Erij, "wewill be one enemy the|ess."

Morgaine too, and Roh, if they still lived: Erij, who held the sword, would as gladly kill them both as
ChyalLiell and Lethen: Nhi's bloodfeud with Chyawas old and well-exercised, and that with Morgaine was
asfresh asIrn-Svejur, and still painful.

"Give measword," Vanye asked of him then, for he had not so much as adagger. "If not hers, then
at least some weapon."

"Not at my back," said Erij, insulting the oath there was between them. But that was Erij's privilege:
it did not lessen the oath.

Vanye pressed hislipstightly in anger and kept with him, counting Erij for amadman, to press both
horses so, to ride unshielded after any company containing Morgaine after his bitter lesson at Irn-Svejur. He
regretted his oath for anew reason: that Erij would kill the both of them and hand Changeling to the enemy,
madder than Chya Roh and almost as great an idiot.

The road was winding, the turns blind, woods and rocks cutting off their view upon the right, trees
almost taking the road in places upon the | eft.

And they met it, inevitably: the rear of Liell's column, men warned by their noise and braced to
receive them with ahedge of spears, abristling shadow in the dark.

Erij ripped Changeling loose and | et its sheath slide, lost, nothing hesitating. He spurred his
uncertain horse and drove the beast at the spears, while the blade flared into opal and a peculiar starry dark
hovered at itstip. The Lethen that touched it were quickly nothing: othersfled aside, closed in, in renewed
determination as Vanye tried to ride through, but few, few of them. Instead came dark, fur-clad bodies off the
ridge, dropping thick upon his path- Hjemurn, howling their blood-chilling cries. In hislast clear sight of the
column ahead he saw a glimmer of white-Siptah among those horses: and the L ethen riders began to run,
abandoning those on foot, perhaps knowing what pursued them.

Dark bodies poured between. Vanye kicked his faltering horse, himself and the beast being pulled
down together. A spear rammed at his ribs and rocked him badly. Weaponless, he seized the shaft with both
hands and tried to wrench it free from its owner.

Then the horse collapsed, and arms encircled him, pulling him to the ground at the same moment. A
blade flashed down and rebounded off his mail, surprising the would-be killer. Others hacked at him, with
the same result, bruising, driving the wind from him. He was smothered in bodies and sinking into dark.

And as suddenly released.

He scrambled for hisfeet, still dazed, and sprawled in the stained snow. Screamswerein his ears,
then silence, ahow! of wind, hollow and abruptly silenced too.

He struggled to one knee as steps crunched up to him, looked dazedly upon Erij, who held the
sword in the sheath. There were no bodies, and there were no Hjemurn to be seen, only themselves, and the
horses standing side by side.

Quickly, he twisted about to look in the direction the riders had taken. There was nothing to be
seen there either.

"Theriders," Vanye said. "Killed or fledr

"Red," said Erij. "If you had not fallen-but that must be the Chyablood in you. Get up.”

He rose, steadied unexpectedly by Erij's hand, and he was surprised into acloser ook at his
brother, that same dark expression he had known hi Ra-morij-anger compounded by something else violent;
but the hand that still held him was solidly gentle.



"Why stay for n?e?" Vanye taunted him, for he truly suspected some brotherly sentiment hi the
man. "Did you want revenge that badly?"

Erij'slipstrembled in anger. "Bastard that you are, | will not leave even Nhi refuse for the Hjemurn.
Get mounted.”

And out of the contradictions that were Erij, he pushed him and hit him at once, no cuff, but ablow
that brought him to one knee, dizzy as be was. Vanye gathered himself to rise, went after Erij, and halted as
Erij's own longsword hit the snow between them. He seized it up without hesitating.

And there was Erij by hishorse, glaring at him with hate and fear staring naked out of his eyes.

If he had not known Erij he would have thought him mad as Kasedre himself; but of a sudden he
knew the feeling himself, an old one, and familiar. Erij did fear him. Maimed by him, hisformer skill cut away
by him, Erij feared, and likely wakened in the night in such dreams as Vanye himself knew, dreams of Rijan,
of Handrys, and a morning in the armory court

Father loved perfection, Erij had told him once. He hated |eaving Nhi to a cripple.

He never forgave me either, for being the one of us two legitimate sons that lived. And for being
less than perfect afterward.

But Erij had sense enough finally to arm him, in spite of all instincts otherwise. A one-handed man
coming alone into Hjemur ... he perhaps feared to die less than he feared to

be proved weak.

Vanye bowed an awkward respect to his brother. "Likely we will die," he said, that sure knowledge
aweight of guilt at hisheart. "Erij, lend me Changeling instead. | do swear to you, | will go through with it-
myself. Whatever can be done by aman carrying that thing, | will do. | will hand you Ra-hjemur if | live, and
if 1 do not, then it wasimpossible anyway. Erij, | meanit. | owe you to do that."

Erij gave ashort and uneasy laugk, tucked his handless arm behind him. "Y our gratitudeis
unnecessary, bastard brother. Thefact is, | dropped the sword-sheath and came back after it."

"Y ou came back in time," Vanyeinsisted doggedly. "Erij, do not make it nothing. | know what you
did; and | say | would do this."

"Y ou are expert in treachery, and | am not about to trust you, especially where she is concerned.

Y ou are trying to delay me now, and thereis an end of it. Get mounted."

He could not hold the course Erij set. He came near to falling as they took a slippery downslope,
hung on grimly, but dropped arein. The horse stopped at the bottom as a consequence, well-trained, stood
with its own sides heaving between his knees, and Vanye slowly bent over the saddle, trying to clear his
vision and making no effort to recover the lost rein.

Erij rode closeto him, hit his horse and started it forward. He clung, but the horse stopped again,
and he disregarded Erij and used his remaining strength to climb down and walk, leading his horse, toward a
place where aflat rock promised aplaceto sit. He walked like a drunken man, and ached so that he more fell
down than sat down when he reached it He lay over on his side, tucked his limbs up against the cold and
simply ignored Erij's attempts to rouse him: atimeto let the pain leave his gut-it was all he asked.

Erij pulled at him roughly, and Vanye realized finally that Erij was attempting to lift his head upon
his maimed arm; and himself took the wine flask and drank.

"You arechilled," Erij said distantly. "Sit, sit up."

He understood then that Erij wastrying to put his cloak about him, and leaned against his brother,
warmed against him so that finally he began to shiver and abused muscles began to knot up in reaction to
cold.

"Drink," said Erij again. he drank. Then, briefly, he slept

He meant it to be brief, only a closing of his eyes. But he awoke with the sun warming him, and Erij
sitting nearby with Changeling tucked within his arms as Morgaine was wont to rest. Erij did not sleep:
Vanye's first move brought him alert and sharp-eyed with suspicion.

"Thereisfood," said Erij after amoment. " Get to horse and we will eat in the saddle. We have
wasted enough time."

He did not contest the order, but dragged his aching limbs up and obeyed. There was an edge to
the wind when they were out of the fold of the hill; he was glad of the little bit of wine Erij shared with him,
and the coarse, crumbling bread and strong cheese. Food put strength into him. He looked at his brother in
the daylight and saw a man equally haggard, shadow-eyed, hollow-cheeked, unshaven; but at a sane pace
and with provisionsto last them, he reckoned their chances of reaching Ra-hjemur better, at least, than he
had reckoned them last night.

"They are surely making little better time than we," he said to Erij. "Ahead of usthat they are. . .
till, thereisalimit to their horses, and their strength.”

"It is possible that we can overtake them,” said Erij. "It is at |east possible.”

Erij seemed soberly sane after the impulses of the night had run themselves out: for amoment there
seemed even implied apology in histone. Vanye snatched at it instantly.

"I am stronger," Vanye said. "I could go on. Listen to me. Y ou have made a kind of Claiming; and
once | am quit of my oath to her, then | serve your interests at that point, and | will hold Ra-hjemur for you."

"And of course the witch would let you."

"She has no ambitions for Ra-hjemur: only to settle with Thiye and then to go her own way. She
will not come back. Sheis no threat to you, none. Erij, | beg you, | earnestly beg you, do not seek to kill



her.

"You have to ask that, of course, beingilin to her; | respect that. But knowing that-of course | have
to go with you into Ra-hjemur and above all | will not put this blade into your loyal hands, bastard brother.
Y ou had me willing to believe you once, and that cost me, that cost me bitterly in lives and in honor. Do not
expect me to make the same mistake twice."

Then, Vanye concluded, he must obtain the blade from Erij by force or by theft, or somehow
deceive Erij so that Erij himself would do what had to be done-oath-breaking and murder at once.

And ever since he had known of Morgaine what must be done, he had begun to suspect what
manner of death there would be for him when he had obeyed her orders.

Itsfield directed at its own source of power would effect the ruin of all the Gates, she had said.
And: Cast back within the Gate itself, it would be the same: unsheathe it and hurl it through. Either way
should be sufficient.

Changeling fed upon the Witchfires of Ivrel. The black void beyond the Gate was that tiny
nothingness that glimmered at Changeling's tip, to seize whole men and whirl them through, winds howling
into skies where men could not survive, as the dragon had perished in the snow . . . other skieswhere there
was hever day. Changeling aimed at the Gate would be void aimed at void, wind sucking into wind, ripping
at its own substance and drawing all thingsin.

And perhaps even Ra-hjemur itself would follow it, and all within it The force that had taken ten
thousand men upon the winds at Irien and left no trace behind could not be so delicate asto take one man,
if rent wide open, destroying itself.

He thought with a shudder of the retreating faces of those he had seen drawn into thefield, the
horror, the bewilderment, like men new arrived in Hell.

Thiswould be theirs, this ending for the surviving sons of Nhi Rijan, for all their hate and striving
against each other.

He kept hisface turned from Erij until the wind had dried the tears upon his face, and gave himself
up finally to do what he had given oath to do.

There lay before them the greatest valley in the north, and of Hjemur's hold, a grassy land ringed
gbout by snow-capped peaks, fair to be seen savein one place, and that bare and blighted, even from such a

istance.

"That," said Vanye, pointing to the ugliness, and thinking of the waste the Gates made about them,
"that would be Ra-hjemur.” And when he strained his eyes he could see the imagining of arisethere, ahill
such as might be Ra-hjemur, hazy in distance.

They had not, after all, overtaken Liell. Therelay the road. Nothing moved upon it. They seemed
alone hi all the land.

"Itistoo fair," said Erij, "too open. | should feel naked upon that road, by daylight"

"By night"That seems the only good sense.”

"I can tell you better," Vanye said, persistent to the last. "That you let me do this."

Erij stared at him and seemed to estimate him, so fearful in his own expression that fear of discovery
wound itself through Vanye's belly. Almost he expected some harsh words, some flaring suspicion.

"What isit?" Erij asked, histone curiously earnest "What isit you expect down there? Has she
warned you?'

"Brother," said Vanye, "the both of you have me by oath; and if my proper Hyo is alive and with
them ... | have one responsibility to Morgaine, another to you. Between the two of you, you will be the
death of me, and | could think more clearly if there were not the two of you in one place, about to go for each
other'sthroats."

"I will give you this much," said Erij, "that if she does not seem to need killing, | will not | have
never killed awoman. | do not like theidea.”

"Thank you for that" Vanye said earnestly.

And then, thinking of Liell: "Erij. If it comes to being captured-die. Those tales of Thiye'slong life
aretrue. If they took you, your body would go on ruling either in Ra-hjemur or Morija, but it would not be
your soul init"

Erij swore softly. "Truth?"

"For my sake, you havean dlly if Morgaineis alive. Help me set her free and our chances of living
become athousandfold better."

Erij merely stared at him, hard-eyed.

"I am almost asignorant asyou are," Vanye protested. "1 do not know the half of what is contained
down there. | think she does. And for her own sake she would take our side. It is sure that no one else
would. If you are going to start by killing our only possible ally in this business, or in keeping her helpless,
well, then, you might as well tie me hand and foot before we go, since | am hersfor atimeyet ... the hands, of
which her science isthe mind in this matter: and you would be wiser if you make use of both."

Erij gave him no answer, yet it seemed he thought seriously about hiswords, and they rode down
together into awooded place where they could no longer seethevalley.

"Wewill rest hereatime,” said Erij, "and comein by night,can Thiyeresist Liell's entry?”

"I do not know," answered Vanye. "l think Morgaine thinks Thiye once was master and Liell his
servant, at least at Irien; and that they had some falling-out. But if LieH brings Morgaine to Thiye, she may



be the key that opens doors for him. And then, | think, if the same ambitions move qujal as move human
men-which | do not know-then there may be treachery, and we may have either Thiye or Liell to deal with,
whichever one wins the throw. | think perhaps Liell has waited avery long time to find some key that would
admit him to Ra-hjemur. But thisis my estimation: Morgaine said nothing of her own reckoning of their
plans." He added, as Erij sat still upon hishorse, listening, "I. am not sure that Thiyeisqujal or whether he
is not simply some human man who employed aqujal for a servant and is now about to reap hisreward for
meddling; meddler is what Morgaine called him, and ignorant, and the Witchfires have no healthful effect on
anything living. For some reason, if rumor istrue, at least, he haslet himself grow old. So Thiye may not be
qujal at al, and I know that Morgaineis not, whatever you believe-but Liell is. That isthe sum of it, Erij.
Thiye isthe matter of my oath, but | extend that oath to Liell most of all: and in good sense, you will let me
do that"

"Y ou wish to free the witch, that is what."

"Yes. But in doing that, | will kill Liell, who isathreat to both our causes, and | want your helpinit,
Erij. | want you to understand that | have businessin Ra-hjemur beyond Thiye, and that freeing Morgaine
would not be treachery against you."

Erij slid down. Vanye did not, and Erij looked up at him, face drawn against the winter sun. "There
isfone clear pointin al of this: you will guard my life and help me take Ra-hjemur for myself. That isthe sum
of matters."

"Y ou have taken my oath," Vanye said, miserable at heart. "I know that that isthe sum of matters."

There was no moon, and clouds had moved in. There was that help, at |east.

Ra-hjemur sat upon alow, barren hill, a citadel surely of the qujal, for it was simply avast cube,
unadorned, un-towered, without protecting ring-walls or any defense evident to the eye. A stony path ran
up toits gate; no grass grew upon it, but then, no grass grew anywhere on the hill.

They crouched atime by the bend of the knoll where they had left their horses, merely surveying
the place. There was no stir of life.

Erij looked at him asif seeking his opinion.

"The sword can breach the door,” Vanye said. "But beware of traps, brother, and mind that | am
behind you: | do not careto die by the same chance that Ryn did.

Erij nodded understanding, then slipped from cover, seeking other shadows, Vanye quick to follow.
TQ;}/ came not directly up the road to the gate, but up under the walls, and in their shadow, to the gate
itself.

It was graven with runes upon its metal pillars, but the gate was iron and wood, like the door of
many an ordinary fortress; and when Erij drew Changeling and touched its black field to the joining of the
doors the air sang with the groan of metals. The doors parted their joinings, and the pillarstoo, and stone
rﬁmbl ed, loosed from its supports. Dust choked them, and when it cleared a mass of rubble partly blocked
the entry.

Erij gazed but amoment at the destruction he had wrought, then clambered over the rubble and
sought the echoing inside of the place, which burned with light no fires supplied.

Vanye hurried through, asweat with dread, snatched up a sizable rock in the process, and as Erij
started to look back at him, smashed it to Erij's helmeted skull. It was not enough. Erij fell, but still retained
half-senses and heaved up with the blade.

Vanye saw it coming, twisted to evade the shimmer, kicked Erij'sarm so that it wrung from him acry
of pain, and the sword fell.

He snatched it up then, gazed down on his brother, whose face was contorted with fury and fear.
Erij cursed him, deliberately and with thought, such that it chilled his blood.

Hetook the sheath from Erij, who did not resist him; and upon an impulse to pity for Erij, he cast
down Erij's own longsword.

Arrows flew.

He heard their loosing even before he whirled and knew they had come from the stairs, but
Changeling in his warding hand made an easy path to elsewhere for the arrows, and they both remained
unharmed. He knew the sword's properties, had seen Morgaine wield it, and knew its usesin ways Erij did
not. Erij would as likely have taken an arrow as not.

And perhaps Erij understood that fact, or understood at the least that continuing their private
dispute could be fatal to them both: Erij gathered up the longsword with but a glowering promisein his
eyes, and rose, following as Vanye began to lead the way.

Killing aman from behind was an easy matter, even were he in mail; but Erij needed more hands
than one: herisked everything onit.

And quickly he dismissed the threat of Erij from his mind, overwhelmed by the alien place. Breath
amost failed him when he considered the size of the hall, the multitude of doors and stairs. Morgaine had
sent him hereignorant, and there was nothing to do but probe every hall, every hiding place, until he either
found what he was seeking or his enemies found his back.

Savethat, held straight before them, Changeling gave forth a brighter glow, and when lifted, sent a
coursing of impulses through the dragon-hilt, such that it seemed to live.

Carefully, Erij treading in his wake, he took the stairsto the level above.

They found a hall very like the one below, save that at its end there was a metal door, of that



shining metal very like the pillars of the Witchfires. Changeling began to emit a sound, abone-piercing hum
that made his fingers ache; it grew stronger as he neared it He ran toward that gate, figuring speed their best
defense against arally from Hjemurn: and froze, startled, as that vast door lightly parted to welcome him.

And startled more by the sight of gleaming metal and light that stretched away into distance,
glowing with colors and humming with the power of the fires themselves. Changeling throbbed, hisarm
growing numb from holding it.

Thefield directed at its own source of power would effect the ruin of all the Gates.

The pulsing of conflicting powers reached up hisarm into his brain, and he did not know whether
the blade'swailing wasin the air or in his own outraged senses.

Helifted it, expecting death, found instead that it did not much worsen, save when he angled it
right. Then the pain increased.

"Vanye," Erij shouted at him, catching his shoulder. He saw stark fear on his brother's face.

"Thisistheway," Vanye said to him. "Stay here, guard my back." But Erij did not. He knew his
brother's presence close behind him as he entered that hall.

He understood now: it greatly disagreed with Morgaine's careful nature, to have expected him to
carry out so important a thing with so few instructions. There had been no need: the sword itself guided
them, by itsimpulses of sound and pain. After atime of walking down that glowing corridor of qujalin
works, the sound wiped out other senses until nothing but vision was | eft.

And in that vision stood an old man, hairless and wrinkled and robed in gray, who held out hands
to them and mouthed silent words, pleading. Blood marred his aged face.

Vanye lifted the sword, threatening with that dreadful point, but the vision would not yield, barring
their path with hisvery life.

Thiye, some sense told him: Thiye Thiye's-son, lord of Hjemur.

All at once the old man fell, clawing at the air, and there was an arrow in the robes at his back, and
the red blood spreading.

A figure stood clear of the hall behind, gray and green, the young lord of Chya, lowering his bow.
With sudden, breathless haste, Roh started toward them, slinging his strung bow to his back.

Vanye sought Changeling's sheath at once, hope surging in him. The sudden silencein the air as
that point found its proper haven was overwhelming: his abused ears could hardly hear Rob's voice. He felt
Rob's eager hands grasp his arms, distant even from that sensation.

"Vanye, cousin,” Roh cried, ignoring the threat of his blood-enemy Erij who stood beside, sword in
hand. "Cousin, Thiye-Liell-they are at odds. Morgaine escaped them both, but-"

"Isshealive?' Vanye demanded.

"Alive, aye, well aive. She had the hold, Vanye. She meansto destroy it Come, come, clear this
place. It will tumble down stone from stone. Hurry."

"Whereisshe?'

Roh's eyes gestured up, toward the stairs. "Barricaded up there, with her weaponsin her
possession again, and willing to kill anyone who comes within range. Vanye, do not try to reach her. Sheis
mad. She wiglkill you too. Y ou cannot reason with her."

"Liell?'

"Dead. They are all dead, and most of Thiye's servants are fled. Y ou are free of your oath, Vanye.
Y ou are free. Escape this place. There is no need of your dying."

Roh's fingers tugged at him, his dark eyes full of agony; but of a sudden Vanye broke the hold and
began to run toward the stairs upward. Then he looked back. Roh hesitated, then began to run in the other
direction, vanishing quickly toward the safety of the downward stairs, awraith in green. Erij cast alook in
either direction, asif torn between, then raced toward the ascending stairs, longsword in hand, pointed it at
Vanye, hiseyeswild.

"Thiyeisdead," Erij said. "Heisdead. Y our oath to the witch is done. Now stop her."

Thefact of it hit him like ahammer blow: he stared helplessly at Erij, owning the justice of hisclaim,
trying to think where his obligation truly lay. Then he shook off everything and suspended thought: his
duty to either one lay hi reaching Morgaine with all possible speed.

He turned and ran, taking the steps two at atime, unto he came up, breathless, into yet another hall
like the one below.

And confronted Morgaine, as Rob had warned him, hale and well and facing them both with the
deadly black weapon secure in her hand.

"Liyo!" hecried, flung up hisempty hand asif that alone could ward off harm, and with the other
cast Changeling at her feet

"No!" Erij cried in fury, but bit off further protest as Morgaine smoothly gathered the sheathed
blade up, yet keeping the black weapon trained upon them. Then she lowered it

"Vanye," said Morgaine. "Well met."

And she joined them, and began to descend the stairs from which they had come, carefully,
trusting Vanye at her back; of a sudden he surmised what she sought thus cautiously.

"Thiyeisdead,” hesaid.

Her gray eyes cast back an unexpected look of agony. "Y our doing?"

"No. Roh's."

"Not Roh's," she said. "Thiye freed me-that being his only hope of defeating Liell and keeping his



life. He gave methis slim chance. | would have saved hislifeif | could. s Rob down there?"

"Heran," said Vanye, "saying you meant to destroy this place." Horrid suspicion came over him.
"It was not Ron, wasit?"

"No," said Morgaine. "Roh died at Ivrel, in your place.”

And she raced then down the stairs, pausing only to be careful at the turning, and came into that
dread hall of qujalin design.

It was empty, save for Thiye's sprawled corpse hi awidening pool of blood.

Morgaine ran, her footsteps echoing upon the floor, and Vanye followed, knowing that Erij was
still with them, and little caring at the time. Anger seethed in him for Liell's mocking treachery with him; and
dread was in him too foif what Morgaine mi ?ht intend with these strange powers.

She reached the very end of the hall, where there rose a vast double pillar of lights, and her hand
abandoned the sword upon the counter an instant, while she wove a sure, practiced pattern among the
lights. Noise thundered from the walls, voices gibbered ghostlike in unknown languages. Lights flared up
and down the pillars, and began to pulsein increasi n%agitation.

Shemadeit all cease, as quick asamove of her hand, and leaned against the counter, head bowed,
like one who had suffered some mortal blow.

Then she turned and lifted her head, her eyesfixed earnestly on Vanshle's.

"Y ou and your brother must quit this place as quickly asyou can," she said. "Liell spoke the truth
hi one thing: it will be destroyed. The machine islocked in such away | cannot freeit, and Ra-hjemur will be
rubblein thetime arider could reach Ivrel. You are free of your oath. Y ou have paid it all. Good-bye."

) And with that she brushed past him and walked quickly down the long aisle alone, headed for the
stairs.

"Liyo!" hecried, stopping her. "Where are you going?'

"He has locked the Gate open on a place of his choosing, and | am going after him. | have not much
time: he has agood start on me, and surely he has allowed only what he thinks enough time for himself. But
heistimid, thisLiell: | am hoping that he has given himself too much grace, too much margin."

And with that she turned again, and began to walk and more quickly, and at last to run.

) Vanye started forward a pace. "Brother," Erij reminded him. He stopped. She vanished down the
stairs.

When the last sound of her footsteﬁs was gone he turned again, of necessity, to face the anger in
his brother's face. He went down upon the chill floor and pressed his forehead to it, making the obeisance
his oath made due Erij.

~"Your humility isalittlelate," said Erij. "Get up. | like to see your eyes when you answer
questions.”

Hedid so.

"Did shetell the truth?" Erij asked then.

"Yes," said Vanye. "l think it was the truth. Or if you doubt it, at least doubt it from a day's-ride
distance from here. If you see it still standing after that, then it was not the truth."

"What isthis of Gates?"

"I do not know," he said, "only that sometimes there is another side to the Witchfires and
sometimes not, and that once she goes, she will be nowhere we can reach. | am sorry. It was not athing she
explained clearly. But shewill not be back. Ivrel isaGate that will close when this place dies, and after that
there will be no more Witchfires, no more Thiyes, no more magicsin the world."

He looked around him at the place, for that complexity was like the living inside of some great
beast, though its veins were conduits of lights and its heart and pulse glowed and faded slowly.

"If you do not want to die, Erij," he said, "l suggest we take her advice and be as far from here as
possible when it happens.”

The horses were where they had left them, patiently waiting in the gray dawn, cropping the sparse
grass asif there were nothing unusual in the day. Vanye checked the girths and heaved himself up, and Erij
did the same. They rode the open and faster road thistime, pausing for aview of the great cube of Ra-
hjemur, which looked, with its breached gate, like a creature with a mortal wound.

Then they set out together for Morija.

"Thereisno morelord of Hjemur," said Vanyeat last Y ou and Baien are all the clan-lords | eft of
any stature at all. It iswithin your reach to gain the High Kingship without Hjemura magics after al, and
perhaps that will be better for human folk."

"Baien'slord isold," said Erij, "and has a daughter. | do not think that he will want awar to cloud
hisold age and ruin hisland. | will perhaps be able to make an alliance with him. And Chya Roh left no heirs.
His peoplewill belesstroubleto us. Pywn'slady is Chya, and with Chyain Korisin our hands, Pywn will
submit.” Erij sounded almost cheerful, counting his prospects and reckoning lightly of afew wars.

But Vanye gazed to the road ahead, where it wound out of sight and into view again toward the
south, hoping earnestly to see her, seeing her in hismind, at least, as she had ridden that evening out of
Aenor-Pywn's Gate.

"You are not listening," Erij accused him.

"Aye," he said, bunking and breaking the spell, and looking again toward Erij.

And ever and again after that, he saw Erij look curiously at him, and there was a growing sourness
on Erij'sface, asif whatever aliance there had been to make them brothers this dawn in Ra-hjemur were fast
shredding asunder. He held out little hope for his peace as he saw that sullen estimation grow more and



more grim.

"Thereis none of the high-clan blood in Morijaleft, but us,” said Erij that noon, when the sun was
almost warm, and they rode still kneeto knee.

Oh Heaven, Vanye thought, looking out upon the sunlight and the hills with regret, now it comes;
for he had long since come to the conclusion he was sure would occur to Erij: that, enemies as they were,
Erij was mad to flaunt a high-clan prisoner in Morija. Without Ra-hjemur from which to rule, he had not
power enough to bear ataint of dishonor-or arival. Politics and ambitions would swarm about a bastard
Chyalikefliesto honey. Such conclusions as Erij had no doubt reached were dishonorable, better meditated
in the dark of night than in such afair day.

"Bastard that you are," said Erij, "you could make yourself athreat to me, if you were minded to do
so0. Thereisno lord in Chya. It comesto me, bastard brother, that you are heir to Chya, if you wereto claim
it, and that no lord can be claimed asilin."

"I have not laid any claim to Chya," said Vanye. "l do not think | could, and | do not intend to."

"They had rather own you than me, | do not doubt it at all,” said Erij. "And you are still the most
dangerous man to mein all of Andur-Kursh, so long asyou live."

"I am not," said Vanye, "because | regard my oath. But you do not regard your own honor enough
to trust mine."

"Y ou did not regard your oath hi Ra-hjemur."

"Y ou were not in danger from Morgaine. | did not haveto."

Erij gazed long at him, then reached across. " Give me your hand™" he said, and Vanye, puzzling,
yielded it to hisleft-handed handclasp. His brother pressed it in aimost friendly fashion.

"Leave,” said Erij. "If | hear of you after this| will hunt you down .. . or If you cometo Morija, | win
set Claim on you and let you work off that year you owe me. But | do not think you will cometo Morija."

And he gestured with anod to the road ahead.

"If shewill have you-go.”

hedl Vanye stared at him, then gripped his brother's strong, dry hand the more tightly before he broke
the clasp.
pThen he set heelsto the horse, dismissing from his mind every thought that he was weaponless
and that Morgaine would have opened awide on them during the morningii

He would gain that distance back. He would find her. He realized much later to his grief that he had
not even looked back once at his brother, that he had severed that tangled tie without half the pain he
thought it must have cost Erij to let him go.

 thank In that loosing, he thought, Erij had paid for everything; he wished that he had spoken some word
of thanks.

Erij would have sneered at it.

He did not find her on the road. In the second day, he cut off the track the two had used, and took
the one on which Liell had come from Ivrel, the one he thought Morgaine would surely choose. Ivrel was
close and there was no more time left for stopping, though he was aching from the ride and the horse's
breath came in great gasps, such that he must dismount and half pull the beast up the steeper places of the
gia\il. The delay tormented him and he began to fear that he had lost the way, that he would lose her once for

And yet finally, finally, when he came out upon the height, there stood Ivrel's great side to be seen,
and the barren shoulder of the mountain where the Gate would be. He urged the black to what speed the
horse could bear and climbed, sometimes losing sight of his goal, sometimes finding it again, until he
entered the forest of twisted pines and lost it altogether.

In the snow were footprints, the old ones of many men, and some of animals, and some of those not
good to imagine what had made them; but now and g(r:;ain he could sort out new ones.

Roh-Liell-Zri, upon the black mare, most likely, and Morgaine upon histrail.

Breath hung frozen in the sunlight, and air cut the lungs. He had at last to walk the horse, out of
mercy, and scanned the black sickly pines about him, remembering all too keenly that face had no weapons
at all, and abone too weary for headlong flight

Then through those pines he caught a glimmer of movement, a white movement amid the blaze of
sun on snow, and he whipped up his horse and made what speed he could on tie trail.

"Wait!" he cried.

She waited for him. He camein beside her breathless with relief, and she leaned from the saddle and
reached for his hand.

"Vanye, Vanye, you ought not to have followed me."

"Areyou going through?" he asked.

She looked up at the Gate, shimmering dark again, stars and blackness above them in the daylight.
"Yes," she said, and then looked down at him. "Do not delay me further. Thisfollowing meisnonsense. | do
not know how the Gate is behaving, whether that will bring me through to the same place that Zri hasfled or
whether it will fling me out elsewhere. And you do not belong. Y ou were useful for atime. Y ou with your
iftn-codes and your holds and your kinships. . . thisisyour world, and | needed a man who could maneuver
things as | needed them. Y ou have served your purpose. Now thereis an end of the matter. Y ou are free, and
be glad of it"

He did not speak. He supposed finally that he merely stared at her, until he felt her hand slip from
his arm, and she moved away. He watched her begin the long slope, Siptah refusing it at first. She took firm



grip on thereins and began to force the animal against hiswill, driving him brutally until he decided to go,
gathering himself in along climb into the dark.

And was gone.

We are not brave, we that play this game with Gates; there istoo much we can lose, to have the
luxury to be virtuous, and to be brave.

He sat still amoment looked about the slope, and considered the tormented trees and the cold, and
the long ride to Morija, cast off by her, begging Erij to bear his presence in Andur-Kursh.

And therewas pain in every direction but one: as the sword had known the way to its own source,
his senses did.

Of asudden he laid heels to his horse and began to drive the beast upslope. Therewasonly a
token » refusing. Siptah had gone: the black understood what was expected of him.

The gulf yawned before him, black and starry, without the wind that had howled there before.
There was only enough breeze to let him know it was there.

And dark, utter dark, and falling. The horse heaved and twisted under him, clawing for support.

And found it.

They were running again, on agrassy shore, and the air was warm. The horse snorted in surprise,
then extended himself to run.

A pale shape was on the hill before them, under a double moon.

"Liyof he shouted. "Wait for me!"

She paused, |ooking back, then slid off to stand upon the hillside.

Herodein alongside and slid down from his exhausted horse even before the animal had quite
stopped moving. Then he hesitated, not knowing whether he would meet joy or rage from her.

But she laughed and flung her arms about kirn, and he about her, pressing her tightly until she
flung back her head and looked at him.

It was the second time he had ever seen her cry.
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