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Cormac mac Art hated kings and trusted no one. Well-born and no man& rsquo;s underling, he was the
Gadlic pirate who plowed the waters of the Narrow Sea, though he never raided the shores of his native
Eirrin. Y et time came when Cormac mac Art was captured and flung into afilthy, rat-infested

dungeon& mdash;an event more fortuitous than Cormac would have believed at thetime, for it was here
that he met thetall Dane, Wulfhere Splitter of Skulls.

Together the two escaped their captors and joined the crew of another renegade who knew no fear.
Tralling awake of blood, their pirate ship returned from sorties having burned fear into the hearts of the
ravaged peoples of Britain and Alba With time, Cormac and Wulfhere went a-roving on their own and it
was thus that Cormac returned to theide of Eirrin and to the confrontation with the death-giving wizard
who served the serpent god. At last, Cormac mac Art would face the entangling grip of death&rsquo;s
head wizard& mdash;DEAD yet ALIVE!& mdash;under the slvery shimmer of
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Prolog

A cadaveroudy thin man stood close againgt the ship& rsquo;s mast, his back to it. His robe flapped in
the breeze that drove the one-sailed craft across the seathat |apped south and east of Britain. Night-dark
was that robe; tall was its wearer. He was bound in place, though not with ropes. Cords could not hold
such aone able to assume dithering forms other than his own. Nor could he be prisoned with leather, or
with chainsof iron or stedl.

Two sword pommels stood out from his chest and abdomen. He was held fast in the only way he could
be held: impaed and pinned to the mast, motionless and unmovable. The swords nailed him to the mast.

No blood flowed.
Hewrithed, snarling.

It was not from lips those snarls emerged, for the doubly impaled man had no lips. Nor mouth, nor face
he had; there was neither cartilage nor skin nor hair on the shining, grey-white skull that was his head. Y et
within the shadowed holesthat had been eye sockets, red lights burned, more like hellish and
ever-maeficent flames than eyes. He writhed, and snarling sounds emerged from hislipless mouth.

He saw; he felt; he complained of cold, but not of pain.

He was neither dive nor dead. Dead, helived. Y et he could not be dain, for hewas not truly dive.
Un-dead he had been for eighteen thousand years, escaping al the meansthat had dain so many others,
the countless deaths he had personadly wrought and caloudy caused. He could only be held& mdash;and
only by this ghastly means.
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The skewered man in the dark robe rode the foremost of two shipsthat did over little known sees.

Each could loft asingle sail, though the gentle breezefilled only the sail of thefirst. Each was congtructed
of overlgpping planking in the clinker style. Each could ship over thirty oars, though neither did. Neither
had as many as twenty aboard to man her oars, nor even ten. Many men lay dead in their dual wake, al
victims of the power and machinations of the baneful captive with the skull for aface,

The second ship waswithout crew at dl. All those who had sailed her hence down from Britain were
dead; al she had borne out to sea now provided food for the plants and creatures on itsfloor.
Unmanned, bearing the name Amber Rowan along her bluepainted side, she wallowed dong at the end
of thick plaited cables of rope, doubled and tripled. Her greyed sail wasfurled against a sudden change
in the light breeze, whether of direction or force.

The towing ship was heavy laden, though it bore six persons& mdash;and one of those was the repugnant
creature nailed to her mast. Not for so few was the using of oars. Green-streaked Quester was no
merchant vessel, but bore considerable cargo.

The fine fabrics and the gold, the silver and jewellery of precious stones, the arms and armour and
wrapped personal possessions of some twenty men were not trade goods.

All had been stolen& mdash;if aught could be called stolen that had been paid for in the scarlet coin of so
many lives. The cargo had been the booty of murdering Norse reavers, al four months dead; it had been
sought by three-and-twenty Britons, al dead over afortnight. The cargo had been taken from the Norse
pirates& rsquo; cache, and that on atiny ide where stood a castle raised by men dead these hundred and
eighty centuries.

The undead man was of long-sunken Atlantis. The survivors and possessors of therich plunder, his
captors, were four of the Eirrin-born and one of the land they called L och-linn, home of the Danes,
Dane-mark.

The Danewas agiant, red of hair and bushy unkempt beard, huge of chest and broad of shoulder. His
armswere the size of the thighs of other men. He lounged at thetiller, hisax, shield, and coat of
scae-mail nearby. Little effort was required of him. The sun was bright, the breeze steady and not swift,
the ship dowed by the smilar long boat she towed. When the sun was lower, he would use the sun-stick
to check their course. By day, there was no other means.

One man was speaking. Like the fell writhing captive he was robed, though in the green of nature, and
girt with alength of rope. A lunulahung on his chest, ahalf-moon of gold that returned the sun& rsquo;s
light in dull flashes. Above, mote closdly fitting, he wore the twisted necklet of the Cdlts, atorc. Heit was
who had promised fair skies and good winds. His companions had learned to believe this servant of Behl
and Crom, and to believe.

&ldquo;In times more ancient than we count,& rdquo; the green-robed druid told the others, & Idquo;an
exilefrom Atlantis found employment as wegpon-man in aland cdled Vausia Time came when he made
chalengeto the king, and brought defeat and death on him, and the Atlantean wasking over Vausia His
name was Kull. Trusted counsdllor to him was aman named Tu. Just that: Tu. | am... | wasTu, as| have
been others since, in the endless cycle of birth and death and rebirth. And you, Cormac, who have been
othersaswell, are and were Kull. For itisal the same, Celt and Keltoi and the Kdltii of the Romans;
Kull and Cormac, Cull and Kormak.& rdquo;

The others|ooked at the man the druid addressed as Cormac.

Dark of hair and skin hewas, like the druid, and with the same grey eyes though the druid& rsquo;s held



more blue; both men were Gadls, of Eirrin. A life fraught with hacking swords and venomoudy whining
arrows and rushing battle axes had | eft scars that, with his narrowed deepset eyes, imparted arather
Snister agpect to the face of the man called Cormac. Y et he was|oved by four of the six aboard,
including the woman, and hated by one& mdash;the captive.

&ldquo;l... remember,& rdquo; Cormac said.

The Dane frowned, giving ear in silence. Their talk was alien to that which he had been taught, but others
among the beliefs he& rsquo;d held true had been shaken in this company, more than once. Father
Odin... will I not dine and drink with you, but return once more in another body to live another life
on this same Midgard? The redbeard looked not happy; one-eyed Allfather Odin made no reply.

&ldquo;A great enemy and plotter againgt King Kull,& rdquo; the druid said who had been Tu of
Vausa, &ldquo;was the mage and master of illuson, Thulsa Doom. In no lessthan four plotsdid Kull
foil thewizard and put defeat on him, though in each wise Thulsa Doom prevailed for atime. On two
occasonsdid theking liketo lose hislifeto this unreenting enemy. And eventudly Kull and Tuand a
mage on Kull& rsquo;s behdf won the find victory& mdash;on theide where we& rsquo;re just after
being.& rdquo;

The others glanced back. But the ide of sorcery-wrought dread and evil, that ide of Kull&rsquo;s
sorceroudy preserved castle, waslong since left behind and lost to sight. Hours ago they had consigned
to the seathe comrades they had lost to death there, of the power and plottings of their captive and the
iresomeillusons he created.

&ldquo; There Thulsa Doom was-l eft,& rdquo; the druid said, & ldquo;trapped by sorcerous bonds: the
bondage of abody without hands or feet or voice.& rdquo;

&ldquo; The serpent Cormac dew! & rdquo; the Dane rumbled. & Idquo;Four months agone that was,
when he and | rescued Samaire from the Norsemen.& rdquo;

Redbearded Dane looked at the red-maned woman he called Samaire. She wasin her second decade of
life and wore strange tal | boots of black Ieather that rose up her thighs to vanish under her folded tunic.
Her long hair gleamed orange and gold in the sunlight.

&ldguo;And the vanishing?& rdquo; she asked, this Samaire. & ldquo; Those severd times ThulsaDoom
vanished, Bas, whilst we [aboured to load our ships, and his disappearing even when impa ed?& rdquo;

&ldquo;And returned, still impaed,& rdquo; the youngest aboard said, and he glanced at the undying
wizard. The youth sat on arowing bench, near Cormac. His hair was very fair.

&1dquo;Of old, Basthe Druid made reply, &ldquo; Thulsa Doom effected escape into another dimension,
asort of world parallel to ours and not unlike it& mdash;and yet different. Thereheisinvishbleto eyes
from thisworld of ours. Frown on; | can explain no better. Thisexplains his disappearings. He seeks
amilar escgpe from us. But hisbody holds him. Sword driven through him into shield held him ashore,
pinioned in the only way he can be held. Even then he took my form, and yours Samaire, and that of a
serpent& mdash;and aye, he sought escape by disappearing. Was Cormac saw the key to this, holding
captive even Thulsa Doom, and thus we must keep him pinned till.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Forever, if need be,& rdquo; the other Gael muttered.

&ldquo;Hewill... attempt again?& rdquo; This from the young man, ayouthful wegpon-man with flaxen
hair and pale eyes.



&ldquo;Y esssssss,& rdquo; Thulsa Doom hissed in rage, and he vanished from Quester .
&ldguo;He be il here, & rdquo; Cormac son of Art said grimly.

Awestruck silence cloaked thelittle ship, despite Cormac& rsquo;swords of certainty. The vanished
wizard could assume the form of any man he had seen& mdash;or woman, as Cormac had learned in a
night of horror on theidand they& rsquo;d quitted. Too, they had learned in manner dismaying that he
could gain control of the very minds of some, so that they dully carried out hiswill. Y et none of those
now aboard Quester had succumbed, though they& rsquo;d been forced to day their former
companions& mdash;which waswhy only these five survived.

And why had none of them falen under the illusionist& rsquo;s mind-control, neither Bas the Druid nor
Wulfhere the Dane nor Samaire Ceanncelaigh nor Brian naKillevy whom Cormac cdled I-love-to-fight?

&ldquo;Mayhap we were too determined of purpose,& rdquo; Bas said.
&ldquo; Too staunch,& rdquo; Cormac suggested.
&ldquo;Too loyd to yoursdlf,& rdquo; Samaire said.

Y oung Brian nodded, for he adulated the tall and rangy Gael who had been anoble of Connacht in Eirrin,
and wegpon-man for the King of Leingter though not of age, and then of the King of Da Riadain Alba
when hewas exiled from Eirrin& rsquo;s shores, and then riever or reaver: pirate, and then Champion of
Eirrin welcomed home by the High-King on Tara Hill and then captain of this expedition on behdf of
Samaire and her royd brother; findly it was Cormac mac Art who had somehow conquered the
unconquerable, dain again the dead men raised by Thulsa Doomé& mdash;and at last he had conquered
the undying wizard himsdif.

Brian I-love-to-fight saw Cormac as the man he hoped to emulate though knew he could never equd,;
Cormac mac Art saw Brian as the youth he had been, before the years had laced him, body and mind,
with so many scars. Brian of Killevy was glad and proud to know the man and be in his company, for
surely Art& rsquo;s son of Connacht had been Eirrin& rsquo;s great hero of old, the legendary Cuchulain
himsdlf of Muirthemne,

Samaire looked asea and pensiveness was on her. Loyal, she had said, but it was more.

Though it was companion she called hersdlf, and weapon-companion to Cormac mac Art she was, she
loved the man. Too, she knew that the words of Bas were true. Sureness was upon her that she had
known Cormac in alife or liveslived out before this one. Though actua memory was not there, certain
knowledge was.

Cormac glanced up at the mast. Thulsa Doom was there once more, and the eye-spotsin the deeply
cratered sockets glowed rage-red. Almost, Cormac smiled. Then he directed his gaze at Bas.

& ldquo;Bas& mdash;what have you done? We& rsquo;ve seen your powers prevail over his, inthe
matter of the wind and clouds. What know ye now that we must needs know?& rdquo;

Bas& rsquo;s black hair blew in the salted breeze. & ldquo;l was able to protect usal during our waking
hours. And Quester and al aboard, despite Thulsa Doomé& rsquo;swizardry. For it&rsquo;s of Eirrin
thisship is, and my own powers are strongest on our own soil and with those that were born there,
human or no. And... there are other things. Let me keep that knowledge. Thetelling of them will aval ye
naught and may weaken me& mdash;and empower him.& rdquo;

They looked at the death& rsquo;s-head apparition at the mast.



Hewrithed, snarling.
Hedid not bleed.

&ldquo;l will tell yewhat | read on thewalls of the castle of Kull,& rdquo; Basthe Druid said, and the
gazes of hiscompanions returned to him, leaving the wizard& rsquo;s dreadful aspect and plight with
more than willingness.

&ldquo; Those pictures did speak, then! & rdquo; Wulfhere glanced at hislongtime wegpon-companion
and fellow reaver, for Cormac had stared at those thrice-ancient walls as though preternaturaly held fast
by them. It was then the Gael & rsquo;s remembering had come upon him. From timeto time, confused
and fearful until Bas had made explanation, Cormac mac Art remembered events of long, long,
incredibly long before his birth.

Before hisbirth thistime, the huge Dane mused, for how could he disbelieve the endless cycle of return,
of death and rebirth, in which the sons of Eirrin held belief? Were, not they living evidence of that theory
alien to the adherents of Odin/Woden and Thor/Thunor?

Aye, and Wulfhere Hausakluifr gave listen to the servant of Behl and Crom of Eirrin. With agreat Sgh
that expanded his chest a prodigious number of inches, the Dane did ahorny fingernail up into his beard.
Listening, pondering, Wulfhere scratched at the crust |eft by sea-breeze and salt spray.

&ldquo;l read the pictures on the walls,& rdquo; the druid said, & ldquo;and certain markings. Runes.
Some of what | learned | will tell you of, later. But this& mdash;this| shal enjoy speaking in his presence,
that he will know we know the means of destroying him. For it& rsquo;s only vengeful and hate-filled |
am toward you, Thulsa Doom, who exist only in vengefulness and hate. Thewall told of how ye may be
dan again, Skullface, and permanently.& rdquo;

The death& rsquo;s-head mage snarled like a predatory beast. The teeth of that faceless, skinless skulll
clashed and ground in frustration and overweening hatred.

&ldquo; That skull,& rdquo; Bas said, staring not at his companions but at Thulsa Doom, & ldquo;severed
and wrapped in good leather, must be put into the hands of a crowned woman. She& mdash;& rdquo;

Thulsa Doom writhed and strained and gnashed histeeth with a clack and clash. The ship was suddenly
amove, rocking with much noise of dapping doshing water. Y et the wind had not risen. Such wasthe
fury-heightened sirength of the sorcerer from the past. Another sound came from him, ahiss& mdash;and
an enormous serpent replaced him at the mast.

The reptile sought to writhe and whip and tear itsdlf free of the impaing swords. Cormac came hurriedly
to hisfeet, pulling stedl partway from scabbard. But the snake was no more able to escape those bonds
like gigantic nails than the man-shape. That form the mage resumed& mdash;

And again, Thulsa Doom disappeared.

&ldquo;lt is strange,& rdquo; Brian said, and there was a quaver in hisvoice he sought to concedl.
&ldquo;In such ashort while have | learned to accept the impossible. | do not even gooseflesh now at his
vanishing.

The boat lurched so wildly that Samaire did aong the rowing-deck and groaned at the leap of painin one
bruised leg. Cormac staggered. Water splashed high and white. The Gael looked about. The other ship
was placid, stirred only by Quester & rsquo; s bucking; there was no wind and the sealapped softly.

&ldguo;He s not gone from us,& rdquo; Basthe Druid said.



&ldquo;A crowned woman, though,& rdquo; Wulfhere said. & ldquo;Of what value be that
information& mdash;no such existd & rdquo;

&ldquo;More sorcery,& rdquo; Brian said, little above awhisper. Bas only looked upon the youth with
coolly wide grey eyes. &ldquo;Will ye hear the rest?& rdquo;

&ldgquo;We will,& rdquo; Cormac said.

Samaire added, & [dquo;Please.& rdquo;

&ldquo; This crowned woman must then pound the skull into dust, with ahammer of iron.& rdquo;
&ldquo;Iron?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Aye, 0 | bdieve the ancient picture-writingstel us. Mayhap there was no sted in the days, of
Atlantis.& rdquo;

Cormac& rsquo;s face was grim and not hopeful. & Idquo; But& mdash;a crowned woman! Whererulesa
woman?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Nowhere & rdquo; Samaire said, with asigh. Her face went reflective.
&1dquo; Then& mdash; & rdquo;
& ldquo; Then& mdash; & rdquo; Bas began.

He gave pause at renewed turmoil. Their craft rocked violently. Water spurned high. The sky seemed to
shimmer. When al abated, eyes were fearful and knuckles white from gripping handholds as though to
keep from being hurled off the ridge of the world.

Bas commenced anew. & ldquo; Then we must keep our prisoner, asour duty to al humankind, for dead
Thulsa Doom cannot otherwise be dain.& rdquo;

And he was fixedly, madly bent on horrid vengeance against Cormac mac Art& mdash;or him he had
been in the distant past.

Asthey sat in tight-lipped silence, the ship on that calm searocked as though gale-struck. Groansrose as
stomachs seemed to be wrenched, seemed to somersault. Then al was till but for the gentle breeze that
swept Quester away from Kull&rsquo;side they& rsquo;d named Doom-heim, toward distant Eirrin.
Thulsa Doom resppeared, helpless at the mast.

&ldgquo;Da-am-m-mnnn ye! & rdquo; he ground out, and he was lill.
Two shipsthat werein truth long boats did across the seain agentle breeze, bearing history and horror.

The eyes of Baswere signdly bright and wide, and he looked skyward. His hands fingered the symbols
of hisgods and their powers, which were those of nature, like the green of hisrobe. The othersredized
that he wrestled now with Thulsa Doom, whose powers were of darkness and illusion, rather than nature
andthelight.

Then Samaire was calling out. &dquo; There was arocky littleidand& mdash;there!
[t& mdash;it& rsquo;s gonel & rdquo;

Her companions looked about, and in a babble of voices they agreed. The exiled princess of Leinster
was right. The sea had changed; the world had changed. Bas turned from them, paced in his



woods-green robe to the wizard.

&ldquo;May ye be damned! 1t& rsquo;s again and again ye& rsquo;ve tried, tried amain and it& rsquo;s
both failure and success ye& rsquo;ve grasped, isn& rsquo;t it? Y e did break through into your other
dimension& mdash;but ye& rsquo;ve brought us with ye, into adifferent world! & rdquo;

PART ONE

Theldeof Danu
Chapter One:

& ldquo;l dew Wulfhereyearsago! & rdquo;

The ship wallowed slowly along, towing Amber Rowan seaward on a
northwester ly bearing, away from theisle of horror and death.

Aboard sat its pitifully tiny crew: adruid in lunula of gold and soiled r obe of
green; a weapon-woman whose hair blew orangein the sun of autumn, and
three weapon-men& mdash;one of them but little past hisfirst beard-growth.
Thewoman borea lurid bruise on one thigh, gained while wielding sword as
few women had done.

These were the crew of Quester; the passenger stood bound to the mast in the
only way he could be held. The picture he presented was monstrous and
horrible. The owner of any onlooking eyes not awar e of the prisoner & rsquo;s
nature and power s would surely have been shocked at the seeming cruelty of
his captors.

Hewrithed, and now and again he complained of cold, the cold of steel blades
piercing his body and holding open its wounds.

But hedid not bleed.

Thelovely little breeze had grown now, riffling the sea and tugging at their
hair. Quester slid smoothly over the nigh flat plane of the sea. Amber Rowan
followed like a dog at leash, in turn seeming to lead a long white trail of
foam.

The second ship was empty, crewless, of no present value. It only slowed
them, and already they had had to swing wide, to avoid the Wind Among the
Islesthat had once wrecked Cormac and Wulfhere, and to avoid too theisle
the Gael had named after the sea-god of his people:, the Ire of Manannan
Mac Lir. But Wulfhere Skullsplitter and Cormac called an Cliuin, the Wolf,
had spent long yearsriding the breast of the sea, a-reaving. Wulfher e was not
capable of leaving behind a perfectly good seaworthy craft. Cor mac was not
capable of leaving behind a perfectly serviceable ship either & mdash;unless it



was absolutely necessary.

Fortunately, necessity had not risen. An it did, the son of Art hoped with
sincerity that the necessity was direfully pressing. Else it was argument
there& rsquo;d be, between impetuous over confidence heightened by
headlong, bulling strength, and the practicality and ever-thinking mind of mac
Art. There had been many such arguments. Nor had Cor mac always won his
way, and he bore scars and the memories of intimate acquaintances with
death as mementoes of those times he had yielded to the Dane& rsquo;s
boyish inclination to bull forward regardless of oddsor terrain.

Now, however, sea and wind wer e good, Thulsa Doom was their prisoner,
and ahead lay the unnamed isle that was their immediate goal.

Cormac well remembered it. Herethey had landed to tarry briefly afore, he
and Wulfhere and Samaire and her brother Ceann mong Ruadh. As now,
there had been then the need to take on water. Wulfhere had groaned when
good ale had been emptied from leathern bags that they could befilled with
fresh sweet water. Too, it was much in love with personal cleanlinessthe
people of Eirrin were. Samaire and Ceann had insisted on bathing. At that
Cormac had groaned& mdash;and climbed high to keep watch. Apparently
theforested island was unpeopled, and Cormac had taken histurn abathing,
whilst Wulfhere kept the needless |lookout.

Now, cleverly making use of the wind and daringly defying it all at once, the
Dane brought them skimming in to that same paradisicisle. It rode the sea
south of Britain like a floating emerald, fragrant and richly green.

Trees still rose high and full-leafed from the high stony banks standing over
the water, and birds still sang their joy of the place that seemed made for
their kind. Crystal water still tumbled many feet from a pile of steep grey
rocksto splash into thelittleinlet that formed a perfect sheltered harbour.
Intoit, with an expertise hardly equalled on the Narrow Sea or any other,
Woulfhere of the Danes brought Quester.

Amber Rowan proved rather mor e difficult; laughing and splashing despite
the horrid presence of their prisoner, they accomplished it.

Wulfhere aided Cormac into his mailcoat while Samaire reminded them both
that this green spot on the sea had proved uninhabited. Her own jacket of
leathern armour lay on the deck; she wore only a soiled tunic of blue, and the
usual bootsthat rose up under it.

Cormac gave her a dark look.

& ldquo; So was Doom-heim unpeopled,& rdquo; hetold her, and he buckled



on hissword. Heturned to Brian, who had hisown coat of small-linked,
Eirrin-made chain ready in his hands and was obviously preparing to
accompany the man he adulated. Cor mac raised a staying hand.

& ldquo;l will climb up there, above the waterfall, and keep the watch. | have
doneit here afore. Do you help them take on water, Brian& mdash;and
bathe.& rdquo;

Brian frowned. He looked up at the tree-crowned cliff, back to Cormac, and
glanced at Samaire. Bathe? Three men and a woman?

Cormac smiled. &ldquo; The matter of bathing her e has been accomplished
afore, Brian |-love-to-fight. Surely ye can work it out, as we have the matter
of answering calls of nature, four men and a woman aboard ship!& rdquo;
Cormac looked at Bas.

& ldquo;l will remain aboard, with& mdash; him,& rdquo; the druid said.

With anod, the Gael turned and made hisway to the prow, There he slung
his buckler onto his back, girt high hissword, and squatted, measuring
distance with his eyes. He sprang several feet onto a shelf of rock that
sprouted curling roots like listless serpents. Mail jingling, his buckler
thumping his back, he scaled the cliff& rsquo;s face as he had done four
months previous. It was not a difficult climb.

Samair e stood watching, shaking her head. Ever the so-cautious and
ever-watchful pirate, her dairlin Cormac!

She sighed, watching him with a pensive smile. It was not that she had been
instantly attracted to this hardly handsome man, back when she was but a
girl and he a boy who concealed his ageto fill the role of weapon-man in her
father & rsquo;s employ twelve years agone; she had recognized him even then,
as did those otherswho liked or loved inexplicably at what they thought of as
first sight.

It wasfirst sighting only in thislife, this one of many, last but not final in a
long line of lives, an unending and unbreakable chain of carnate existences
extending into the time that had been and aye, into the time that was yet to be.
Samaire knew; whether Samaire Ceannselaigh of Leinster had been of
Atlantisor Valusia, or indeed had even known this King Kull they spoke of,
shewas not certain. It mattered not. She was certain that afore now she had
known thelife-force or soul or ka that had been incarnate as Kull, and as
Conan, and Cormac, and others between. The when of it was unimportant.
The namesthey& rsquo;d bornein past lives were unimportant. Now was
important. Thistime, and the time to come, the beyond-Now. Cor mac, and
Samaire, and Tu, linked across the millennia that sprawled likethe



star-strewn skies.

Nor did Samaire of Leinster in Eirrin assume that there had been ease or
would be; thislife-for ce to which herswas connected throughout time was a
key one, a volatile one. And now he was Cormac mac Art, and he was safely
up the cliff, thisman sheloved and had loved& mdash;throughout time.

She smiled, and turned to join Wulfhere and Brian in collecting the
containersto befilled with that which neither Doom-heim nor the sea offer ed:
clear sweet water for drinking. Only Wulfhere made complaint that
waterfallsborenot ale.

Therocky cliff, rearing forty or so feet above water, was so rough of face as
to afford easy climbing. Cormac soon scaled it. His breathing was hardly
accelerated when he squirmed on his belly over thelip of the cliff and onto
level ground. The grass began a few feet away; thetreesjust beyond. He
moved onto the grass and looked down the long incline that was crowded
with trees and brush. It swept down and down, into the forest that seemed to
cover all theisland.

A beautiful place, he mused.

Small, grown up completely in greenery, fine oaks and nut-treesrearing high
above lesser neighbours. Perhaps half their leaves had fallen with the onset of
autumn, to strew the ground already richly carpeted with grasses, moss,
creeper s, weeds, bushes, and wildflower s that had long since bloomed and
goneto seed. Back in the summer just past, it would have appeared as an
enchanted isle of eternal summer, all richly green and colour-splashed by the
blooms of weeds and wildflowers.

Now autumn had come, and it was little less beautiful.
Such a land, he thought, to be without people!

Then he saw that he was wrong.

There were people.

Hefroze, staring, a man who had barely heard the myth of Eden told by the
adherents of the Dead God but who stood now overlooking

paradise& mdash;and discovered the serpent. The humans he saw were
engaged in the ugly business of their kind& mdash;his kind.

A youthful couple, boy and girl or perhapsyoung man and woman of small
stature, were beset in an oak-bound clearing by four weapon-men; These
wor e round helmets and armour, two in coats of scalemail and two of leather.
One was swor d-armed; the other three wielded axes. All bore round shields



and all four were bearded with flax or gold. The youths were prey, not
opponents, for they were neither armoured nor armed& mdash;at least not
with steel.

In truth they were doing well for themselves with nought but staves, which
they plied with uncommon expertise. An ax flashed at the boy in a great
half-circle, missed, and a swiftly plied stave, nigh the height of the youth
himself, rushed so that the attacker only just interposed his shield.

The long-haired youngster s defended themselves well& mdash;but would of
course fall before steel in the hands of skilled, armoured men. Nevertheless,
Cormac mac Art set hislipsand forced himself to turn his back.

Wher e there wer e four of the men of Norge, there were more. Their ship was
drawn in somewhere on thisisland& rsquo;s coast. Perhapsthe pair under
attack below wer e escaped captives& mdash;temporarily escaped. They are
none of my business or concern.

He stared down at his own companions. They had nearly finished collecting
their water and transferring it onto the long boat that wastheir ship, and the
men wer e elabor ately& mdash;and ridiculously& mdash;turning their faces
seaward. This so that Samaire could bathe. As Cormac looked down, she
doffed her last garment and glanced upward. The slim woman waved gaily
and flashed him a smile. Then she plunged into the pool to betake herself in
under thewaterfall. If she had called out, itsroar and splash swallowed the
words and her voice.

She&rsquo;ll not be tarrying, he mused. A few hundred heartbeats and

It& rsquo;s back on the ship she&rsquo;ll be, swirling her hair in the sun, and
the othersin the water. Nor isif long they&rsquo;ll be. 1&rsquo;ll take no turn;
it&rsquo;s dirty and smelly they can accept me! These others... this be no fight
of mine, no concern. No. And four Norse on thisisle means a ship, and that
means twoscor e and mayhap more, and& mdash;we are but five. We have
fought enow! We must needs be going on, and about the business of ridding
the world forever of Thulsa Doom!

He knew dismay at that thought; ending the menace of an illusion-spinning
mage of eighteen thousand year s& r squo; age wer e bad enow& mdash;but to
find awoman who ruled, to set him forever at rest& mdash;as well seek a
serpent amid the green green grass of Eirrin or a shamrock growing from the
solid rock of Doom-heim!

He looked all about, with care.

He saw no other ship. Below, Samaire was doubtless splashing and laughing,
though thefalling water isolated him from sound. No. He& rsquo;d climb



down and tell them now. They& rsquo;d be off. They& rsquo;d been at the
swor d-reddening combat enough and mor e than enough. An heinterfered
with the attack of four Norse on seeming innocents, they& rsquo;d doubtless
have then to face the Norsemen& rsquo;s comrades, and surely in
overwhelming numbers. Pretty young men had been slain aforeere

they& rsquo;d shaved and sown their seed, in thousands, in millions. Pretty
young women with flying hair had been bruised and raped and slain or left
moaning and bleeding, time and time again, time without end. It was the way
of theworld, and its history. It was no business of a harried weapon-man of
Eirrin, and him with awful responsibility on him aswell asa woman to
cherish and watch over.

No. He& rsquo;d merely not look. One need not have concern over that which
one saw not.

Nor semen...

It was Norsemen their own brother had intrigued with, to have Samair e and
her brother Ceann snatched from Eirrin&rsquo;sown sod. The bloody dogs
would rather leave their cold land and slay and steal than eat!

Aye and aye, but thistime was no concern of his.

Below, Samaire emer ged nude and glistening from the pool, her

water -darkened hair falling past the middle of her back. Cormac smiled on
the whiteness of her buttocks and thejiggle of bare white breasts, but try as
he might it was a different urge hefelt. He felt the achein hisjaw, too, and
heard the gritting of hisown teeth.

Deliberately he looked away from Samaire, who waved up to him. again.
He looked again inland, down thelong green hill.

Axes flashed silvery menacein the sun that struck through half-leaved oaks
into the glade. Backwar d the young man fell, against the base of a
great-boled oak, and his quarter staff dropped from unfeeling hands. He lay
still. The young woman, moving lithe as a cat and built with the same
economy of bone and flesh, rapped a Nor semané& rsquo;s helmeted head with
her stave, which she held before her with both hands. She aimed almost
instantly at the face of a second with the staff& rsquo;s other end.

Grinning, the four men dropped their steel. Retaining their bucklersin
necessary defense, they closed on her. The boy lay still.

Girl or woman, she wasvaliant and her hair afine cloak of black spraying
out from the yellow band at her nape. Almost, she might have been Samaire
in days past. Or Brian&rsquo;ssister of Killevy, if indeed Brian had siblings.



Or& mdash;

Cormac turned and lunged down. Flat on his belly, he hung his head over the
cliff and shouted. His companions did not hear him above the waterfall. At the
mast, Thulsa Doom stood like a ghastly statue. In her shift, her hair wrung
and close-bunched like a sheaf of gold thread, Samaire looked up. Cormac
shouted; he saw her smile and shout in return. He heard only the hint of her
voice above the sound of rushing water and its splashing below, sweet water
into salt. The men turned, hearing her. Their gazes followed-hers upward.

Shoving himself up onto hisfeet, Cormac drew his sword, pointed inland, and
waved sword and buckler.

Cormac turned and plunged down thelong green hill, sure his companions
had understood his silent message.

Heran as best he could, avoiding trees and berrybushes and entanglements of
viny plants. Once hefell, instinctively flailing, wide his sword-arm so that he
did not cometo grief on hisown blade. Herolled and dlid, grunting. Getting
his body turned crosswiseto the slope, he stopped himself, lunged cursing to
hisfeet, and hurried on. Behind him the sound of downrushing water
dwindled. Now there were only the calls of birds and the wind of his own
swift passage.

Heheard thegirl cry out, for girl he had decided she was, and her so tiny.

A shout from him would cause her attackersto turn from her to face him.
Aye... and to bethuswell prepared for him. Suffer a bit, girl, and it&rsquo;s
of more value | &rsquo;ll be against unarmed men wearing tall horns!

Heran on in silence, hearing the sound of male laughter and shredding cloth.

So rapt and enwrapt werethey in their own lust, laughing and calling

encour agement to him who now had their prey down, that none heard either
the passage of a rushing man between rustling bushes nor thejingling clink of
his mailcoat.

Then the dark man was bursting from the forest into the glade, and one
tow-bearded reveler turned in timeto see hisown coming weird beforeit was
on him in a swift sword-slash that shivered the air and opened histhroat and
windpipe in a moment. Blood leaped from a severed caratid. The Norseman
stagger ed, his eyes huge, his hand rising ineffectually to histhroat. Already
his knees wer e loosening; already his silent rushing attacker was half
whirling to thrust at a second of the pale-haired men of Norge, the one with
the dragon knife-etched and red-outlined on hisround shield.

Driven by an experienced arm backed by rangy though unusually powerful



muscles, the sword of the Gael split apart scalemail links and drove them
befor e his point into the man& rsquo;s belly, nigh the length of a hand. That
raider, so far asea on the Viking trail, stopped short, shuddering. His mouth
was wide as his eyes. Moving sidewise without interrupting hisinitial action,
Cormac gave hissword a strong twist and a swift tug. It came free, scraping
on destroyed scales of steel and followed by a spate of scarlet.

There had been four men of far cold Norge. Now two lay dying quietly, if not
silently. Therewas a moment for Cormac mac Art to scan about, rather than
attack as he had, slashing one man blindly and reacting to the movement of
the second with the r eflexes of a longtime weapon-man.

Thedlender girl with the long, midnight hair lay on her back, and her skin
was much exposed and dark as Cormacé& rsquo;s own. Between her
thrashing legs, mailcoat and all, lay a man from under whose helmet escaped
a singlethick braid that was almost yellow. Though she was kicking,
writhing, flailing, he was getting his way with weight and strength. Nor could
Cormac end that man&rsquo;s effortsand hislife; the fourth raider, buckler
on right arm, had snatched up ax, and was lunging at the Gael. At the same
time, he called a warning.

Cormac mac Art had oft avowed that he killed only when necessary.
Challenged on the matter of the bloody wake of his past, he admitted that it
was often necessary... it was necessary now. Where there werefour raiders
from the sea, there were others. None of these must go free to warn their
fellows, wherever on this small tree-grown island they lurked.

A left-handed foe could be difficult. His disadvantages wer e his advantages.
His shield was on Cormacé& rsquo;s shield side, hisax aligned with

Cormacé& rsquo;s sword. Interpose a shield quickly acrossthe body at his
slash, and strike back at& mdash;what? Y et there was no time for difficulties
and normal circle-and-feint this day. Cormac swung in away that appeared
wild. Nordic eyes gleamed at the invitation, and ax came arushing. The Gael
was not thereto stop its edge, either with buckler or flesh. He dodged and
moved in, swinging his shield over and up to smash thewrist just back of the
ax-wielding fist. Then he was past without waiting to watch the ax waver,
lower, drop from fingersthat flexed open.

The Norseman whirled. Cormac& rsquo;s sword was a streak of silver that
lifted the hem of a leathern coat of armour and plunged upward from groin
Into intestines and the floor of the man& rsquo;s stomach. With the ugly noise
of asick rooster, theraider clutched at himself, bending, bloodying his hand
on the skewering blade. The Norseman fell backward off Cormac& rsquo;s



point, still staring.

The Gael turned to face the fourth man& mdash;their leader of course, as
he& rsquo;d got first turn with the captive. He was up. He had his buckler,
and hissword. And he was no small man, crouching so expertly with sword
held just so and buckler at the precisely proper height and distance from his
body.

Over their shields, the two men stared at each other, the scarred,
black-stubbled Gael of Eirrin and the fully bearded blond of Nor ge.

& ldquo;Cormac! 1t& rsquo;s Cormac the Wolf& mdash;again! And here, both
of usfar from familiar haunts! Well, Cormac, well... it& rsquo;s here you
meet your weird, Skraeling of Eirrin! 1t&rsquo;sherel do death on you at
last, as| slew your fellow sea-thief Wulfhere of the Danes year s ago!'& rdquo;

& ldquo;Thorleif, & Idguo; Cormac said, and he gasped the name.

O gods, would it never end? Thiswas Thorleif Hordi& rsquo;s son, whom
Wulfhere had slain year s agone, on theisle of Kaldjorn when he and Cormac
had been at the matter of regaining the kidnaped sister of Gerinth of
Britain.*

* See Tigers of the Sea, Ace Fantasy.

& ldquo;Wulfhere slew you, Norseman! Must | spend my life facing dead men
risen to challenge me anew?& rdquo;

A frown darkened the wind-etched face of Hordi& rsquo;s son of Norge.

& ldquo;lt& rsquo;s madness on you in your declining years and last moments
of life, Wolf,&rdquo; he said. In a crouch, he twisted his buckler and waggled
the power ful wrist of hissword-arm.

Blood of the gods! Cormac& rsquo;sbrain lurched. First it was thoseillusory
men Cutha Atheldane of Norge set against me, in the passage beneath
Kull&rsquo;s castle& mdash;all men | myself had done death on in years past.
Then a fullscore and more dead men, Danes and Norse alike, enemies and
former comrades raised by Thulsa Doom&rsquo;s&rsquo; horrid artsin that
same castle less than a fortnight agone, and them not to be slain by mere steel.
And now it&rsquo;s Thorleif | face& mdash;whom Wulfhere slew!

Will steel prevail thistime? I sthis sometrick of Thulsa Doom who is somehow
also Cutha Atheldane? Can | put darkness of death on Thorleif&rsquo;s
eyes& mdash;again, with point and edge? Or need | mistletoe and holy oak to



lay thislife-like lich?
Or&mdash:;isit mereillusion?

Thorleif lunged; Cormac dodged and cat-stepped aside without trying a
counter-blow. If thiswereillusion, only the face was; theringing blow on his
shield and thejolt to that arm were real enow!

Thorleif turned, a big man light on hisfeet, to keep his eyes ever focused on
hisfoe.

& ldquo;You want this skinny little wench with the darkness of your own hide
on her, Skaeling? Take her then& mdash;you have only to come through
me!& rdquo;

& ldquo;l wear no horn for her, mad dog& mdash;but it& rsquo;stwo
| & rsquo;ll have, once | & rsquo;ve sliced your s off!& rdquo;

With an enraged cry Thorleif swung; Cormac& rsquo;s buckler took the blow
and his point leaped& mdash;to thud into the other mané& rsquo;s shield and
be turned aside with a hideous scraping sound. Prepared to strike again, the
Norseman saw his foe& rsquo;sreadiness and glittering eyes and thought
better of it.

It wasthen that a slender leg whipped up from the leaf-strewn sward and a
barefoot struck flat, hard-driven, into the back of Thorleif&rsquo;sleft
knee.

The Norseraider lurched, staggered, sagging to leftward, and Cormac
stabbed past hisshield into Thorleif&rsquo;s armpit. Thorleif gasped loudly,
vocally. Gone suddenly all shivery, hetried an offensive swing of hisbuckler.
Cormac was better at it; shield smashed the other man& rsquo;sface and he
showed hismercy by ending the Norsemané& rsquo;smisery: the point of his
glaive leaped through blond beard into throat.

Breathing through his open mouth, Cor mac went to one knee to wipe his
sword on Thorleif&rsquo;sleggings. Theleg twitched. The Gael turned then
to thegirl for whom he&rsquo;d acted so foolishly& mdash;and who had
aided him in turn.

&ldquo;lt& rsquo;swell we team,& rdquo; he said, & ldquo;and be
easy& mdash;| seek no strength-taken woman.& rdquo;

Sheblinked, frowned dlightly& mdash;asif she did not
under stand& mdash;and then swung her head to her fallen companion.



Without reply she went to him.

Shewastiny, lessthan five feet in height, and passing slim aswell. Her
clothing had been torn away consider ably more than half by her assailants,
and certain attributes proclaimed her woman, though she appeared just to
have comeinto her nubile days. Yet her startlingly dark eyes said otherwise.
Mayhap she was not yet a scor e of yearsin age, Cormac mused, but it would
not be long ere she observed that birthday.

She went down beside the fallen youth, murmuring. He looked much like her,
the Gael saw; her brother, sure, lying asprawl! on his back with a bloody gash
on theright side of hishead. He breathed, and the gash was not deep. Ere
Cormac wasto them in that glade of corpses, she was away into the edge of
the woods, plucking the leaves from plants Cormac did not know.

Helooked on while she pressed them to the youth& rsquo;s head, murmuring,
and the Gael saw that she knew what she was about. He could not help but
note how dusky they both were. Black of hair both weretoo, like himself, but
with a shortness of stature that surely could not mark Gaels. Their skin could
be the result of much sun... but not those raven locks.

The youth groaned, muttered, groaned again, and only her hands stilled the
movement of his ax-struck head. Cormac saw his eyelidsflickering.

Her rescuer started to touch thegirl, decided against it; she&rsquo;d enough
of the hands of strangersthisday. & ldquo;It& rsquo;s no death-wound

he& rsquo;staken,& rdquo; he said, squatting beside that pair of dark slim
youths. & ldquo;Your brother ?& rdquo;

They spoke, both of them, as the young man gained a hold on consciousness
and wits. Cormac was startled. He knew now why she had frowned and
blinked at hisfirst words; hisreaction to herswasthe same.

The wordsthey uttered wer e recognizable, aye, but only just. Different. Old;
they spokein the old way. He had heard the druids pronounce the language
of Eirrinin such awise. They were of Eirrin, but asif from her past, or asif
raised apart by some unchanging oldster without ever hearing others speak
their tongue.

& ldquo;lt& rsquo;s slowly we must speak,& rdquo; Cormac said, enunciating
car efully, with hishand on the boy& rsquo;s arm and his gaze on the
girl&rsquo;s great eyes. They were brown as good walnut. Seldom did a man
see such eyes, who& mdash;what wer e these people? & ldquo; Slowly and with
care, to understand one another. | am Cormac mac Art of

Connacht& mdash;and ye be not of Eirrin aswell, but know her,



language.& rdquo;
She gazed long into his eyes, then looked down at her brother.

& ldquo;He saved us,& rdquo; the youth said. His eyes wer e brown as good
walnut...

& ldquo;We are not enemies,& rdquo; Cormac said, and added, & ldquo;tongu
do dia toinges mo thuath.&rdquo;

Shelooked at him again. She nodded, touched hisarm. & ldquo; Tongu, do
Dana& rsquo;,& rdquo; she said quietly.

Cormacé& rsquo;s eyes narrowed. He had spoken ritual to her: | swear tothe
god my people swear by. And she had replied that she swore by... Danu!

Shewent on, in her quiet voice, whilst her brother struggled up into a sitting
position and looked about the blood-splashed clearing among the oaks. Her
name was Sinshi, she told Cormac, and it was a name he had never heard.
This her brother was Consaer, and he repeated it after her to be sure. Aye,
Consaer. Far more familiar, that; &ldquo;Coné& rdquo; was a common
enough name-sound among the people of Eirrin, with others, including even
Conn, of the Hundred Battles. And & Idquo;saer & rdquo; meant wright;

car penter. Yet her accent and inflections and even the turning of some
phrases remained unfamiliar, as shetold him that she and her brother were
of acity or villageinland, Daneira. And the eyes and hair ...

& ldquo; Of thisidle? You are& mdash;of thisland?& rdquo;

She nodded. & ldquo;Aye,& rdquo; she said, and her brother echoed,
&ldquo;Aye.& rdquo;

Cormac started to ask. He gave his head a jerk; questions born of
astonishment could wait.

& ldquo; Then it&rsquo;sto Daneira we& rsquo;d best be taking Consaer and
your self, for these men from a far land, enemy of mine, cannot be alone on
thiside.& rdquo;

Again Sinshi looked nervoudly at her brother & mdash;though her hand
remained trustingly on Cormac& rsquo;swrist. Mayhap it was not a trusting
touch at that, the Gael mused; the diminutive hand was after all on his sword
arm,

It wasthen camethe great crashing and jingle of mail in the brush to
hillward, and even as Cormac sprang backward and up into a fighting stance
the bushes burst inward to admit a rushing form to the clearing. A huge man



he was, bigger than big and taller than tall, wielding ax and buckler and on
him a great lurid beard the colour of dancing flames, Blue eyes darted a swift
look about the glade, taking in the four fallen Nor semen. His face went
disconsolate.

& ldquo;Ah, ye gods-abandoned son of an Eirrin Pig-farmer,& rdquo;
Wulfhere cried accusingly, & ldquo;could ye not have saved so much as one of
these dogs for your old weapon-comrade?& rdquo;

Chapter Two:

The Peopleof Daneira

While Consaer of Daneira both steadied himself and comforted his sister with
an arm across the shaky girl& rsquo;s bared shoulders, she pressed close to
Cormac. Her small hand remained on hisarm. Wulfhere Hausakluifr
examined the sprawled Nor seman, one Hausakluifr examined the sprawled
Nor semen, one by one. He kept his eyes carefully from Sinshi, who was more
than half naked. Then the Dane cameto the man last slain.

&ldquo; Thorleif!& rdquo;
The Gael nodded, grim-faced. &ldquo;Aye.& rdquo;

& ldquo;But... Thorleif! Odin&rsquo;sname, | slew the man, Cormac! My ax
split thisskull to the chin! What L oki-sent horror isthisl More dead men to
fight and slay again?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Hewasvery alive, Wulfhere, and vaunting it that it was he slew you
& mdash;year s agone, he said.& rdquo;

Thetwo men stared frowning at each other. Then of a sudden the answer
cameto the Gael.

& ldquo; The& mdash;the other & Isquo;dimension& rsquo; Bas spoke of,
whatever that means. Thulsa Doomé& rsquo;srefuge-world, like ours and yet
unlike... blood of the gods! Mayhap in this dimension& mdash;och, we have
much to talk on, and to learn, about this business of being in another
dimension.& rdquo;

&ldquo;What? Think you that here... wherever hereis... thingsareindeed
different? Even the past? Dead men are not?& rdquo;

& ldquo;And mayhap living men are, Wulfhere. Consider. It would seem that
here, in this... world, Thorleif killed you, old friend.& rdquo;

& ldquo;But...& rdquo; Wulfhere broke off, struggling with the concept, visibly
worrying it about in a mind that none had deemed overly speedy.



& ldquo;Does this mean &ldquo; He broke off again. & ldquo;Could there be...
have been... two of me here? Another Wulfhere Hausakluifr? Another me
?& rdquo;

Cormac shook hishead. & ldquo;Who knows? M ayhap Bas can tell

us& mdash;and mayhap we must learn of our selves, with time and
experiences. But just now, Wulf& mdash;it& rsquo;s other matters we must be
giving heed to. It&rsquo;streasurewe have on Quester, and Thulsa

Doomé& mdash;and wer e better sureto lose the booty than have him loosed
again! Only Samaire and Brian and Bas be there with him& mdash;and there
are Nor se about.

&ldquo;Y e allowed some to escape?
& ldquo;l did not. Can yeimagine four alone?& rdquo;

& ldquo;Oh. No, no of course not. Ha! Enemies here on our isand, isit! Well,
they& rsquo;ll find no easy road to Thulsa Doom or treasureor even
ship!& rdquo;

The Dane gave his ax such a ferocious sweep that it moaned in the air. Both
Sinshi and Consaer drew back. Cormac felt her hand on his arm, suddenly
clamping.

& ldquo;Och, ye bullish madman, Wulfherel A woman and adruid and a
green weapon-man and him not even a Dane? Suppose the Nor se discover
them now, with you here?& rdquo;

That ploy wasinstantly effective. & ldquo;Aye, But& mdash;your self,
shipmate?& rdquo;

Cormac looked at the youths of Daneira. & ldquo;Wulfhere, thereis mystery
here. Let me be going with them. | will join ye soon. Do you remain with the
ship.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Mystery? Hmp! Cormac, Cormac. The mystery is how she stands
befor e the breeze, and her with so little womanly meat on her.& rdquo;

Cormac gave him alook and spoke with hislipstightly together. & ldquo;lt is
not, Wulf, thisgirl.&rdquo;

& ldquo;l know.& rdquo; Wulfhere looked down and heaved a sigh. &1dquo;l
know, blood-brother. It&rsquo;sjust the prospect of climbing thisaccursed
hill I descended for naught that makes me mor e than hesitant.& rdquo;

& ldquo;And surly.&rdquo;

& ldquo;Aye. Ye& rsquo;ve noted how much longer hillsare when oneis



climbing than when oneis coming down?& rdquo;

& ldquo;Why& mdash;it& rsquo;s scant attention | & rsquo;ve paid, Wulfhere.
Could it be age coming upon ye, man?& rdquo;

Waulfhere stiffened, stared, turned with dignity, and re-entered the woods on
the hill side of the glade. Cor mac heard him muttering. So were Sinshi and
Consaer; they were struck by the colour of Wulfhere& rsquo;s hair.

Cormac consider ed the cor pses; he decided it were better to gain Daneira
swiftly than to attempt to conceal the Norsemen and all signs of their deaths.
Onetrace of blood, found on a blade of grass, would set off a thorough

sear ch by their comrades. The people of Daneira could come and dispose of
these, later; at present his efforts were better spent getting to them with the
war ning of danger he and these two would bear.

& ldquo;Your people have armour? Where are your dagger s?
Swor ds?& rdquo;

She looked at him with lar ge eyes of soft dark doe-brown, and her voice was
soft, gentle asthat of a frightened or chastised child.

& ldquo; We have no need, Cormac mac Art.&rdquo; Shewas
staring& mdash;at hiseyes. Were grey eyes as unusual to her as her brown
glimswereto him?

& ldquo;No need& mdash;Blood of the gods! But you must have axes.& rdquo;

&ldquo;My sister and | were not on a woodcutting expedition, Cormac mac
Art.&rdquo;

Cormac clamped histeeth in exasperation.

Consaer, asking hissister for help in drawing histunic up over his head,
started to undress. Already nonplussed, Cormac for a moment thought they
must both beinsane. Then herealized that the lad meant to clothe his

sister & rsquo;s near-nudity in hisown gar ment.

& ldquo;And then we can strip off at least one of these leathern coatsfor you,
Consaer,& rdquo; he said, indicating the bodies.

Theyouth chuckled. Histunic came off to reveal a lean dusky torso, with
long stringy muscles that Cormac knew held considerable strength, if only the
fellow werenot so little above five and a half feet in height.

& ldquo;l & rsquo;d not wear such clothing of such men,& rdquo; Consaer
said, and he had to repeat it ere Cormac understood, for the Daneiran youth
had forgot to speak with slow care against the differencein their accents and



phrasing. & ldquo;And what fits any of them would be far too large,
anyhow.& rdquo; He slapped hisleg. & ldquo; These leggings ar e leather,
Cormac mac Art. | need no tunic& mdash;and Sinshi does.& rdquo;

Hardly, Cor mac thought, but he held silent with only a nod.

His sword sheathed, he gathered the Nor semené& rsquo;s bucklersand
burdened Sinshi with them, once she was enveloped in her brother & rsquo;s
tunic; he was both bigger built and a full eight inchestaller than she. An ax
the Gael handed to Consaer, who was none so steady on his feet and showed
by little winces and the way he held his gashed head that it was a-throb.
Cormac carried the other two axesand Thorleif& rsquo;s sword, with five
daggersin their sheathsfastened to his belt.

& ldquo;Lead meto Daneira. At least four of your people will have shields,
and decent weapons. These.& rdquo;

Consaer and Sinshi but looked at him, whether in pity or incomprehension he
could not be certain. Without speaking, they entered the woods. L ong black
hair trembled and swung down their backs. Cormac followed, but not too
close, that there would be space for maneuvering if there was need. About
them rose lofty treesin grey and black. A few leaves wer e green; most were
the colourful hues of autumn. No one had ever swung ax here, Cormac knew.
Insectsflitted and buzzed; birds called and trilled and war bled& mdash;and
now and again fluttered in bushes so that Cormac looked sharply that way.

He asked; no, there were no animals on thisisland, save those brought with
them here by the Daneiranslong and long ago; pigs and goats and sheep, for
meat and milk, fleece and silky hair, and hides.

Par adisel

Cormac could hardly believeit. Serpents? Aye, they madereply, therewere
reptiles... though throughout all the history of Daneira none had got his death
from a serpent&rsquo;s bite. Cormac could but. shake his head. Paradise!
The enchanted land of a chosen people!

Aye. An innocent and naif people, menaced by naught and thus unprepared
for any menace; open to attack, the perfect prey for a score or two Norsemen
unimpressed with gentle people living in idyllic circumstances. There would
be no battle. There would be rape and butchery, and none left to know or to
keen thered death of Daneira and its gentle people.

Possibly the Daneirans had naught worth coveting or stealing& mdash;save
theidleitself and their very existence, their lives. No matter to the men of
Norge! Their god was War; their gods werewarriors. He who was chief



among those nigh-guilelesswarrior-deities had but one eye and hurled
lightning, while his simple-minded son used hishammer to create the thunder.
He who was most intelligent among them was the villainous and crafty L oki,
loved by none. Once the men of ice-ruled Norge got their cropsout in the
short growing season, they deserted their steadings, leaving the work of
growing food to their women and children and oldsters. The younger men
fared forth in shipsladen with armsto go a-viking: a-reaving; a-killing.

For such, Cormac thought grimly, the Daneirans had enough of value: flesh
for the cutting and buildingsfor the burning... and women and girls.

Following the weaponless, armour-less pair of sheep for Norse slaughterers,
Cormac gritted histeeth. He should have stayed away. Did such foolish
people deserve aid, rescue?

A short distance into the wood, thetrio came onto a clear and well-trod trail,
and Cormac realized how woods-wise were Sinshi and her brother. They
went swiftly then, the youthsin soft buskins and he bare above the

waist& mdash;aye, and reeling a bit from the wound in hishead. Cormac
followed cautiously, alertly, marveling at people who wer e not cautious
because they& rsquo;d never been so& mdash;because they& rsquo;d never
had reason to be cautious or alert!

No beasts, he thought. No enemies. No swords!

They wended through the woods, two sheep and a wolf who trod a car pet of
leavesin orange and yellow and scarlet, and Cor mac wonder ed whether he
felt pity for them& mdash;or envy. Asfor them& mdash;what felt they for him,
a scarred and blood-splashed man of weapons who clinked when he walked
for he wore steel, and whose narrowed eyes wer e constantly amove, seeking
an enemy not there?

Cormac did not know. He could not imaginetheir lives. His had been a life of
arms and combat, all hisdays. It seemed that he had been born with sword to
hand.

In the time when Laegair & rsquo;s son Lugaid was High-king in Eirrin, Art
mac Comail was a member of the powerless bear sept of the clan na Morna
of Connacht, though he was kinsman of the ua-Neill, the descendants of that
great Niall, High-king. This same Art got a child on hiswife, and it was a son.
Cormac remembered Art&rsquo;stelling him of his name.

&ldquo;Hewasthe greatest king that Eirrin ever knew,& rdquo; the

boy& rsquo;sfather told him, of that son of King Art the Lonely of atime long
gone by. & ldquo;In power and eloquence, in the vigour and splendour of his
reign, he hasnot had hislike before or since. In hisreign none needed bar the



door, no flocks need be guarded, nor was anyonein all Eirrin distressed for
want of food or clothing. For all Eirrin that wise and just king made a
beautiful land of promise. His grandfather was Conn of the Hundred Battles,
hisfather was Art the Lonely; hewas King Cormac. Like you, son, for | have
given you the greatest namein the history of our land: Cormac mac Art.

Thetraining of mind and body of that second Cormac, son of Art, began
almost at hisbirth.

It was a proud name he bore& mdash;and it was the undoing both of himself
and hisfather. For it made even more nervousthe Ard-righ or High-king who
sat histhrone at Tara Hill with the shakiness of fear on him, for heruled ever
fearful of being toppled and slain. And Cormac mac Art was a magic name.
And so mysterious death had come upon Art of Connacht, and his son had
fled lest he suffer that same fate. Too, he concealed his great name.

Though far too young for the skill he had with arms, he was tall and strong
for hisage so that he could passfor one older. As & ldquo;Partha mac
Othna,&rdquo; of Ulahd, he betook himself to Leinster. There, concealing
age and name, he was employed as weapon-man in the service of the king.

Eirrin&rsquo;s High-king was no emperor. Each kingdom ruled itself. Nor
was the kingdom of Leinster afriend toitsnortherly neighbour Meath, where
rose Tara, the Seat of Kings over Kings. Partha mac Othna served well and
distinguished himself, and was given command& mdash;which gained him
enemies, envious men. As none knew his age, none knew of histrystswith a
girl who was hisfirst love and he her s& mdash; Samair e, daughter of the king
in Leinster.

Too well did & ldquo;Partha& rdquo; distinguish himself, and it was both

L einster & rsquo;s monar ch and High-king Lugaid did treachery on him. Was
they saw that he was goaded until he slew a man at Fair-time, when the
Peace of the King prevailed. Having broken that peace by doing arms-death,
Partha/Cormac had no defense and no choice: he must die.

Again Cormac fled.

An exile from Connacht he had been; now he was exiled from all Eirrin,
wher e among his ancestor s had been rulers.

Northward on the Plain of the Sea he made hisway, to Alba, land of the Scoti
and the Picts. There he found employment on a far m& mdash;until there came
a Pictish attack. His weaponish skillsthen showed themselvesto the
astonishment of all& mdash;and to the conster nation and death of the
attackers. Having thus betrayed his skills, he was recruited into the service of
the king of Dal Riada of Alba or Scot-land. Again he fared well and



distinguished himself& mdash;too well. Again was treachery done on him, and
again by a crowned man, hisown king. Betrayed to the Picts, he languished
in a cold and filthy cell, an object of hatred and mockery. Nor was he fed; he
wasto die, and slowly.

He survived only because of a Pictish woman who had recently been ber eft of
both husband and babe; she gave him nourishment as only she could.

Eventually, Cormac mac Art escaped.

Alienated, hating kings and trusting none, he took up hiscareer asareaver
or pirate of the Narrow Sea. Right well the well-born exile of Eirrin fared at
piracy, with his own ship and hisown crew. Yet there wasthat he would not
do: never did heraid the shoresor shipsof Eirrin.

Time came when he was captured& mdash;and thistime, flung into a cell even
mor e cold and morefilthy, he had a companion. The other & rsquo;s name
was Wulfhere, and he was a giant even among the tall Danes. Each wasthe
only companion available to the other, the only voice and listening ears; they
became friends. To him Cormac lied about his age. Wulfhere Splitter of
Skulls was older, and must not know how young was this stout weapon-man
whose brain was so keen and whose counsel so wise that Wulfhere gave
listen, and was guided by it. It would never have occurred to Wulfhereto
keep back a bit of their meagre food, that they might useit to lure and entrap
mor e food: therats of that prison in which they wereto die. Thusthey kept
up their strength, though their wardersknew not.

It was bloody their escape was, and not long after the two wer e again asea.
Both joined the crew of arenegade Dane, a-reaving.

Their ship streamed a wake of blood, for their captain feared nothing and
raided the shores of Britain and Alba aswell. Nor could helisten to counsel,
and he got hisdeath in Britain of that arrogance and stupidity. Indeed it was
the skill and wiles of Cormac and Wulfhere enabled the othersto escape, and
all knew it. Nathelessthe dead captain&rsquo;s second took command, and
him a man of foul disposition who showed considerably lessthan gratitude or
respect to the two best among them, the Gael and the giant Dane.

It was Wulfhere slew that abominable man a few monthslater. A fair fight it
was, and the dead man loved by none, and Wulfhere Hausaklulfr was
captain. He was counseled by hisfriend from Eirrin, and hisso dark and
scarred and dour, a man whose life had been laid out for him by the treachery
of kings and whose scarswent all theway in, to the brain.

They two achieved a measur e of fame, and infamy. Their ship was
everywhere and undefeatable. Y ears passed, with them friend to few and



feared by many. Yet they achieved no wealth and saved little. It wasthe
weather itself, the wrath of Eirrin& rsquo;s seagod Manannan mac Lir, that
defeated them. Thus wer e they swept ashore on that nameless isle whereon
they found Kull& rsquo;s castle, sorcerously standing intact after so many
millennia, now the keep for booty-storing of a band of renegade Nor semen.

And there was more slaying to be done.

Theretoo, after so many years, Cormac found Samaire and Ceann her
brother. Both were victims of the treachery of a king-their own older brother.
Cormac and Wulfhere, with those few of their crew who had survived the
wrath of Manannan, freed the two of L einster from their Norse captors. It
was Samair e who persuaded Cormac to return to Eirrin& mdash;and that
only at night, apart from the others.

L ong monthslater, having trekked across half of Eirrin and fought his way
through Picts and highwaymen so that his exploits gave rise to legends,
Cormac reached Tarain Meath.

By dint of armsat Fair-time, hewon thetitle Champion of

Eirrin& mdash;though under a false name. It was after that series of contests
that he announced histrueidentity, beforethe great triennial meeting of all
the kings of Eirrin. He was Champion; he had slain the highwaymen of
Brosna Wood on whose hands was the blood of many; he had saved a
fisherman and hisfamily and doubtless others from a Pictish attack, so that
none survived. (And in all these adventures had Samaire wielded arms
alongside him). Yet death was demanded on that old char ge& mdash; by
Feredach, king in Leinster, the older brother of Samaire and Ceann. Despite
him, Cormac was offered a single chance to save his own life, to prove his
worthinessto the god Behl. He accepted instantly.

Under his own name at last, Cormac mac Art survived with honour the Trials
for Him Who would be of the Fiann& mdash;though both a druidic

mage& mdash;of L einster & mdash;and two hired killer s& mdash; of

L einster & mdash; attempted to slay him while he was unarmed and
unsuspecting. And after twelve year s he was Champion of Eirrin, and
pronounced free and welcome both by High-king and druidic

council& mdash;for the latter said that by passing the Tests of Finn he had
been exonerated and welcomed by Behl of the sun, Himself.

Cormac soon interrupted hisrest and hisbasking in the light of fame. With
Samaire and Basand an Eirrin-born crew, hereturned to theisle of Kull.
They would simply pick up all that Norse booty and return to

Eirrin& mdash;to finance the maneuverings of Ceann and Samair e against
their ruling brother & mdash;who had got the throne by the murder of his



older brother. Theisethey called Samaire-heim, of Wulfhere& rsquo;s
gallant naming.

It became Doom-heim, for there Thulsa Doom awaited, plotting blackest
vengeance on him he knew to be Kull reborn.

During that time, so recently past, Cormac knew horror unequalled even in
hisextraordinary life. And more blood flowed. And eventually they had
escaped, so few now of the two ships& rsquo; crewsthat had fared to the
awful isle of bare stone. Now he was come here, to thistiny island of green
and peace, for water & mdash;and once again Cormac had reddened his
sword and added more deathsto hislist of deeds.

Aye, wastrue; Cormac mac Art said that one should never kill save when it
was necessary. And aye, it wasdistressingly truethat in histhrice-hard life it
had often been necessary that he deal death& mdash;lest it be dealt him.

He followed the lambish siblings he had rescued. Under stand them?

Under stand Daneirans, conceive of Daneira and those who walked without
wariness and caution and without weapons? Cormac mac Art could not, and
it was no happy man who followed the long black hair of Consaer and Sinshi
through the forest.

They cameto Daneira.

First therewas a vast sprawling field that had borne corn and flax. In a huge
sickle-shape it waslaid out, connecting far ahead of Cormac to atall and
steep hill. At its base lay Daneira, a sprawling town all of wood. It appeared
to have grown naturally there, among trees grown up over theyearsor left
standing long ago. The hill backed the village; to itsleft a stream ran, coming
down and around the hill and burbling off into the woods that, appar ently,
otherwise covered theisland. Theland acrossthe stream had been cleared
but for a few spaced trees; there these people had their gardens.

No wall or even palisade enclosed Daneira. It was open to the breeze and the
sun& mdash;and to attack, Cormac mused grimly. The only enclosureswere
for the animalsthey kept, and these Sinshi told him wer e pastured on around
the hill, which was mostly rock and scrub behind the village.

Strange, Cormac mac Art thought; there were no dogs. Nor saw he either
catsor fowls. Well inland these people had laid out their settlement, though
surely sometrekked to the sea to fish, and mayhap others brought down
birdsin theforest. And gathered birds& rsquo; eggs?

Sinshi and Consaer had thrown him constant glances, all along the way. Now



all stared at the approaching trio& mdash;at the tall man in mail.

Daneira, Cormac saw, was beautiful. It gave pleasure just from the looking
on it. The buildings wer e beautiful, super bly constructed with never a nail,
and intricately adorned with carvings and with shells, with enamels and
paintsthat were bright and bespoke happy people. He recognized the style
and pattern of the decor, but only from relics of Eirrin&rsquo;sdistant past
and on weathered rocks. How long had Daneira been here? Had there been
no influx, no newcomersat all to bring trouble or new ideas, decorations,
tools?

He saw naught that resembled weapons.

The people stared. They were small, no man above five and three quarters
feet in height and most nearer five and a half. Black or dark brown wasthe
hair of all, all, and brown or seemingly black their eyes, while their skin was
asif deeply tanned. Aye, Consaer and Sinshi weretypical. Could they be of
Rome? Surely not Gaels, with their dark soft eyes. The Daneirans stared in
silence at the tall man with his deepset pale eyes and histwinkling metal
clothing. Aye, for there was no armour, though he saw leather aplenty; this
was not armour but superbly tanned, softened hides of their goats and their
sheep and their pigs. Feathers he saw, worn as decor ation, and shells and
crafted things, and dyed wool and flaxen linen coloured in hues drawn from
sea creatures and the plants of the woods, pleated and wrinkled.

The people of Daneira seemed healthy enough, and happy aswell, though it
was hard to be sure of thelatter; all froze to stare at the clinking stranger
whose coat and helm and burden of axes caught the sun& rsquo;slight.

Daneira was small. Lessthan a thousand people were here, all of onerace
and looking indeed asif sprung from a single family, one dusky, brown-eyed
family whose hair ranged in hue from blackest night to medium brown. Oh,
and aye& mdash;all were short of leg and unusually long of face.

The houses wer e sizable all, not peasantish or skimped in construction or,
presumably, in inner space. He saw new decor, but no new homes. How long
had the population been stable or declining? He had no, idea. Of the answers
to many questions concer ning these people, he had no idea.

Consaer and Sinshi led the Gael& mdash;the only Gael, as there were no
Germanic peoples or fair Celts& mdash;to one of the homes. A murmurous
crowd followed, staring but without clamour. A calm, complacent folk.

A man in along blue tunic, without leggings, came hurrying and inter sected
their course asthey reached the house. Cormac saw swiftly that thiswas a
physician, concer ned with the wound to Consaer & rsquo;s head. Dark hair,



dark skin, dark eyes. He entered the house of blue and green and brown with
them, onto flooring that was gleaming, finely fitted hardwood planking
strewn with rugs of dyed sheepskin and one that wasintricately woven of
coloured woolen yarn. A warm homeit was, to mind and body both, with
gourd-pots and pottery pansand a lute or something similar, a set of pipes,
and various other utensils of the household of a farmer who was not

starving.

Cormac mac Art saw no weapons, N0 ar mour.

The ax within the door was long of handle& mdash;a woodsman& r squo;s
tool. There were other such tools, on nicely wrought and braced shelves.

The stranger with the odd grey eyes was welcomed by parents and the
brother of Consaer and Sinshi, while the physician sat Consaer down and
examined him. After congratulating Sinshi on her swift application of the
proper herbs, he applied more, and athick oil of some sort. Consaer & rsquo;s
younger brother Lugh helped him presstogether the edges of the wound and
wrap his head tightly, around and around, with a cloth of undyed linen. Sinshi
meanwhile vanished through a doorway into one of the house& rsquo;s two
other rooms.

Duach and hiswife Elathu were neither ruddy nor fat, and it occurred to
Cormac that he had seen no truly fat people among all the villagers. Too,
most of these people& rsquo;s longish faces held an elfin or birdlike quality,
with no fleshy deposits lying beneath the skin, so that it was stretched directly
over the bone. No onewasround of face, or square either, like some of the
blond northerners.

& ldquo;You have saved my son and daughter from death and wor se, Cormac
mac Art,& rdquo; Duach told him, a short rangy man with a beard of
black-shot auburn. & ldquo; Anything that is Duach Fedach& rsquo;s son is
yours.&rdquo; His brown eyes unashamedly aglisten with tears, Duach son of
Fedach of Daneira swept hisarm in a gesture that included all his household.

& ldquo;l would ask naught in recompense, Duach mac Fedach,& rdquo;
Cormac said. & ldquo;But | would beg that which ye have that | &rsquo;ve
tasted not in many, many days& mdash;l see milk and | smell roasted
pork.&rdquo;

A hand came onto hisarm then, a small hand whose skin was cooler than his,
though of the same hue. L arge walnut eyeslooked up into hisface from a
pretty elfin visage in which the bone structure was unusually defined, even
among the Daneirans. Already Sinshi was back from another room, having
changed from her brother & rsquo;stunic into one of her own, blue linen over
a pair of russet leggings of leather so soft it looked like wool. The girl was



lovely, pretty asatiny and fragile woods-flower .

& ldquo; Sit, Cormac mac Art who saved me. | will serve you milk of the
freshest and pork enow for ten, and be the milk not fresh | shall go and coax
mor e from one of the goats, for we have seven!& rdquo;

He caught the emphasis, and knew that Sinshi spoke with pride. In Eirrin,
wealth had long been measured in cattle. Here, herealized, it was goats.
Though seven was hardly a herd for the bragging of.

& ldquo;lt&rsquo;s happy | & rsquo;ll bewith it, Sinshi, freshest or no, for

| & rsquo;m long without: Duach,& rdquo; he said, instantly shifting his gazeto
her father and dropping his pleasant expression. & ldquo;Daneiraisin
danger, all Daneirans. Aye, and goats and sheep and hogs. Those men who
attacked yours and whom | slew& mdash;they cannot have come here alone.
Your people must prepare.&rdquo;

Duach looked uncomprehending& mdash;or asif he thought Cor mac did not
understand. & ldquo;We have seen none from outside but your self, Cormac
mac Art, not in any lifetime or in my father & rsquo;s. Never have | seen such
eyes, the colour of steel. We will offer these men what we have& mdash;food
and drink. Thereisnaught else, and what more can they want or

ask?& rdquo;

Cormac felt desperation on him. It was asif he talked to a child& mdash;no,
for even a child knew of danger ... except on Daneira.

& ldquo;Duach,& rdquo; he remonstrated, & ldquo;these are Norsemen, my
friend, and them on theviking trail!

For along moment Duach was silent, gazing curiously into the excited eyes
of the other man. At last, he spoke. & ldquo;What are Nor semen?& rdquo;

Chapter Three:

TheWizard of Danera

Cormac stared at the father of Consaer and Sinshi, and Duach
Fedaché& rsquo;s son gazed mildly back into the dark, scarred face.

& ldquo;What are Nor & mdash;blood of the gods, man! | answer Daneira?
Your life, Duach! Your wifeand your daughter! [t&rsquo;s savages we talk
about, man!& rdquo;

Duach gazed at him, having merely blinked. He could no mor e under stand the
concept than Cormac mac Art could understand Daneira and Daneirans.
Close to hand, Sinshi bustled, with many glances from her pretty elfin face at
her tall savior, the strange, sky-eyed man in the steel coat who stared



speechless at her father.
It wasthen that another came to the house of Duach.

A very old man, he was deferentially welcomed and bade to enter. Like snow
was his plaited beard, and his scalp was nigh onto hairless, shiny and deeply
tan. The staff he bore was capped by a moon-sign of consider able age.
Cormacé& rsquo;s eyes widened at sight of that gold emblem, for it waslike
unto a bow, the old man& rsquo;s moon-sign. Cormac knew it but hazily; it
was the ancient symbol of a goddess few thought of in Eirrin. Dana or Danu
her name, she whose people werein Eirrin long before the Celts

came& mdash;for what many said was the second time, after a thousand
year s& mdash;the bow because in addition to her being moon-connected
mother goddess, shewaswarrior aswell, remembered among

Cormacé& rsquo;s people only asthe Morrighan. The Morrighan was believed
in, and spoke of& mdash;but none wor shiped her on her moon-mother
identity. It wasthe goddess Bridgid that had supplanted her, and who was
her self worshiped in Eirrin long beforethat silly follower of Padraigh and the
Dead God, Bridget the Gentle, called & ldquo; Saint.& rdquo;

Cormac marveled. As astounding wer e the old mané& rsquo;s clothes. he wore
arobe of leaves of the forest, all shiningly enameled so that they made little
clacking noises when he moved. Shown much deference, he accepted it with
grace, in a manner clearly accustomed. After a glance about the main room
of Duach&rsquo;s home, he came to Cormac.

For sometime he but stood there, gazing with fascination into the
Gael& rsquo;sicy steel eyes. Then, the old man spoke.

& ldquo;You have cometo our city from outside to save two of oursfrom
other outsiders, tall man. Ye came here not with those who attacked Consaer
and Sinshi?&rdquo;

Cormac thought: City! But hisinner smile did not show when he said,
&ldquo;No. They are of the Norse, from a far land called Norge. Ye know
them not?& rdquo;

The old man shook his head. Hisalmost black eyes swiveled their gaze on
Sinshi, who had come to stand close beside the Gael& mdash;and to cling to
hisarm. & ldquo;No. And your self?& rdquo;

& ldquo;lt&rsquo;s Cormac | am, son of Art of Connacht, in Eirrin& mdash;a
Gaedl.&rdquo;

& ldquo;Eiru? With that hair and skin? But ye be no Celt& mdash;ah!
It& rsquo;sour blood ye bear! | do have knowledge on me of your kind. A



Gael& mdash;the dark Celts.& rdquo;

Cormac showed the oldster a wintry almost-smile. He thought of the
fair-haired, fair-skinned Celts of Eirrin as pale Gaels.

& ldquo;Aye,& rdquo; Cormac said, for it was politick. What meant the
oldster, &ldquo; our blood& rdquo;? Too, it was disturbing that it was his
right arm to which the girl clung, for what knew these naif, unmenaced
people of a weapon-mané& rsquo;s discomfort when his sword-arm was not
free?

& ldquo; Cor mac?& rdquo;

Her voice was soft and tiny, gentle as a spring zephyr that hardly rifflesthe
new leaves. He looked down into her upturned face, and thought anew that
she was less a child than he& rsquo;d first thought. Those clever, womanish
eyes... calculating? She handed him goat& rsquo;s milk, in a beautifully
wrought and intricately carved goblet of smoothly polished wood. The
symbolswith which it wasindited were not familiar to him.

& ldquo;With thanks, Sinshi& mdash;and it& rsquo;s begging you | am not to
hang on my... drinking arm.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Oh!& rdquo;

With a contritelook, shereleased him& mdash;and immediately transferred
her small self and her grasp to hisleft forearm. Cormac curbed his sigh and
accepted what had become the inevitable and unavoidable. But now he would
not drink, in the presence of so respected a man asthe bald oldster with the
plaited beard and lively eyes dark as peat-bogs.

Cormac returned full attention to the old man, who was staring at him. There
was much quickness. and intelligence in those old eyes; they seemed to
sparklewith life.

& ldquo; These Norsemen, Gael of Eirrin. What sought they?& rdquo;

& ldquo; That which they will seek here, in far greater quantity. It istheir way.
They sought Consaer & rsquo;s life and Sinshi& rsquo;s body.& rdquo;

Thewordswere brittle and ugly, and so Cormac intended them. Someone had
to be shocked into belief, into fear or anger or both, and this man was
manifestly arespected leader & mdash;a priest, likely.

& ldquo;They carry axes,& rdquo; Cormac said into the silence. &ldquo; They
are short of haft and slim of blade, for they are not for the chopping of wood,
but of flesh and bone. They carry swords, and they wear metal as| do, or



leather with padding beneath and the leather itself hardened as armour
against blades. Like those,& rdquo; he said indicating the Nor se blades
he& rsquo;d brought, & ldquo;and this.& rdquo;

With hisleft hand he plucked a Norse dagger from his belt, showed it to the
leaf-robed man. Thelatter only glanced at it.

&ldquo;And their hair is pale! & rdquo; Sinshi put in, asthough that were all
that was different about those whoé& rsquo;d sought her rape.

& ldquo;Not a flensing blade,& rdquo; Cormac said desperately. & ldquo;Not a
skinning blade, or one for the scraping of vegetable skinsor animal hide
either. Thisisfor killing, for murder.&rdquo;

The man of Danu looked more doubtful than affrighted. & ldquo;Ah. Never
have | seen such men. But... my mentor passed on to me a story of such. | had
nigh forgot: there& rsquo;s been no need to remember. Such men came here
once, pale-haired men wearing tunicsthat clinked and carrying axes not for
the chopping of wood. They slew. Aye& mdash;they slew even goats, my
mentor told me.&rdquo; He shook his head. & ldquo;For no reason.& rdquo;

& ldquo;But Daneira is here,&rdquo; Cormac said swiftly. & ldquo; The Norse
wer e repulsed then, driven off. You& mdash;may | be knowing your name,
father ?& rdquo;

&ldquo;l am Cathbadh.& rdquo;

That was all; this man stood high, Cormac knew, and needed no other. Too
old and too well known on hisown reputation was Cathbadh to bother
appending the name of hisfather to hisown.

& ldquo;lt is Cathbadh who makes thanksto ye, Cormac, for the saving of
Consaer and thisnubilegirl, so valuable to our people. And
now& mdash;& rdquo;

Cormac interrupted in growing frustration. & ldquo; Cathbadh! Cathbadh,
servant of Danu whom Eirrin&rsquo;s all but forgot& mdash;it& rsquo;s
responsibility ye have here. Ye must prepare! Daneira has not so much even
as awall& mdash;Daneira must prepare. The Norsemen& mdash; & rdquo;

From outside, a shriek arosein interruption, and then other cries.
The Norsemen had come to Daneir a.

More criesrose from the other end of the sprawling lovely village of
complacence, and they spread. Shrieks and screams and yells of warning and
horror seemed to move closer. Grey eyes flashing like a lightning-lit sky,



Cormac seized Cathbadh by both shoulders. His sudden movement hurled
Sinshi& rsquo;s hand from hisarm, and the fine goblet of polished wood went
rolling over a sheepskin rugtinted a deep red. Rich yellow milk splashed.

& ldquo;Cathbadh! They are come! They will rape, and slay and slay, and

it& rsquo;syour homesthey& rsquo;ll be burning. Believe me man, | know!
Your men who hew treesin the forest must come with their axes, and those
who spear fish, if thereare such here. | cannot defeat a shipload of Nor semen
alone!& rdquo;

Releasing the man, Cormac whirled to the door and stepped outside. From
there, hardly aware of the small hand that almost instantly closed on his
arm& mdash;his left arm& mdash; he stared the length of Daneira, at the
invaders.

Not a mere score wastheir number, but nigh onto twice as many.

They weretall, grimly warlike men of frostbit Norge, who paused just within
thevillage perimeter, staring about at the strangeness of its buildings and its
people. Axes and shield-bosses glinted with sinister flashes. Cormac saw a
blooded ax, another. Aye, and already there were captives, a girl squirming
by her hair in that man& rsquo;s big red-furred paw, her clothingtorn tothe
waist, a young boy tugging at the grip around hiswrist, the grip of a captor
who hardly noted his struggles. A child of eleven or twelve squealed for her
mother, for shetoo was held by the hair and tugged thisway and that to keep
her off-balance. A woman ran toward her, dark hair streaming and arms
outstretched, and was struck easily away by a negligently flicked shield. One
Norseman broke from the group to rush a house on the outskirts, and
returned grinning, dragging a shrieking young woman by the ankle.

Cormacé&rsquo;steeth gritted and he snarled. He was but one; they were
nigh twoscore. What could he possibly do? And these Daneirans& mdash; he
had found the complacently peaceful, childlike refugees from old Eirrin just
in timeto witnesstheir removal from the earth& mdash;and to share it.

A bony hand fell on hisshoulder, and hefelt its strength through his mail.

& ldquo; Do not move or speak, Cormac,& rdquo; Cathbadhé&rsquo;s voice
said, with a surprising firmness.

He moved past the Gael, out into thevillage. Trembling like a leashed hound,
Cormac watched the old man in hisweird robe, enameled |leaves flashing, as
he paced a few stepstoward theinvaders. Still they remained paused, poised,
staring, unableto believe that none fled or came banding with arms.
Cathbadhé&rsquo;s staff with its golden three-quarter moon bobbed along,



carried in hisright hand and pacing hisleft foot.

He stopped. Hisvoice carried well. Every gaze was on him, Nor se and
Daneiran& mdash;and the single set of grey Gaelic eyes.

& ldquo;l am Cathbadh, servant of Danu and protector of Daneira. Why have
ye come to Daneira?& rdquo;

The Norsemen looked at each other. One stepped forward, spoketo their
leader. Cormac wondered; had Thorleif been their leader afore? Thisnew
man, his beard the colour of cheese, gave listen to his companion, and then he
laughed. L aughing, he pointed at the old man who stood alonein the center of
the village& rsquo;s main open area. He bawled out words, in hisown
language.

& ldquo;He sneers,& rdquo; Cormac muttered. & ldquo;He says
that& mdash; & rdquo;

But the man beside the Nor se leader was inter preting, grinning, yelling out
thewordsin staggering Gaelic.

& ldquo;Protector? A spindly man with beard like the mountaintop snows?
We spit on you, protector of Danererr. We spit on Danu, whatever that be!
The Norsemen have cometo you, Protector of Danererr, the men of Thorleif
and Snorri.&rdquo;

He gestured at the cheesebeard beside him, and that man braced hislegs well
apart and planted both hands on his hips. He looked upon Cathbadh asonly a
power ful and self-sure young weapon-man with no respect on him can stare
at the old and helpless.

& ldquo;We have eyes,& rdquo; Cathbadh called back. & l[dquo;We seethe
men of... Shorleaf and Snoaree. We beg you to beware Danu& mdash;and we
ask what it isyou would have of us?& rdquo;

A swift brief conference, and Snorri&rsquo;s Gaelic-speaking lieutenant
bawled back a single word.

&ldquo;Everything! &rdquo;

Snorri spoke more; the other man shouted his bad Gaelic. & ldquo; We would
have of Danererr all itsgold and jewels, and its best food, and all its
arms& mdash;and all its WOMEN-N-N!& rdquo;

At that last bellowed word, the men of Thorleif and Snorri called out their
echoes and their ayes, waving their axes and beating upon their shields. He
who had fetched the blue-tunicked young woman from her very home hauled



her to him by her ankle, rested his ax-haft against his calf whilst he grasped
her between thelegs. She cried out. From her home, a child screamed. Then
a man came running, yelling hoar sely, hisunbound hair streaming out behind.
He waved both arms; in one hand was a quarterstaff. Two men he passed at
therun on hisway to hiswife or sister, and the second swung his ax after him
so that he bent in an impossible way ere he slid from the steel and lay on the
ground. He did not so much asjerk with hisback and vertebral tree and
every nerve destroyed, but lay absolutely still.

Now it was Cathbadh who roared out one word, while he held his staff
braced horizontally before him with both hands.

& ldquo;GO!& rdquo;

& ldquo;Blood of the gods! Cormac gritted, through clenched teeth.

& ldquo; Cromé& rsquo;s bear d& mdash;a city of children with a madman as
father! L et& mdash;go& mdash;me, girl, it& rsquo;s my buckler | must have
on thisarm& mdash;ah gods, the filthy bloodhanded bastard!& rdquo;

Theinvaders& rsquo; shock at Cathbadhé& rsquo;sincredible command, the
roar of a wolf without teeth, lasted but a few seconds. As Cormac jerked at
Sinshi, who gripped hisarm now with both hands, the man who held the child
by her hair lifted her until her little feet left the ground and her eyes bulged.
In one perfectly calculated sweep then he sheared her head from her body.
His ax swept through, clear, hardly blooded by the swiftness of itsslicing. The
girl& rsquo;s head remained dangling by its black sheaf of hair from hisfist,
enor mous eyes staring: the pitiful little corpse dropped to the ground with
blood fountaining from between headless shoulders.

Sinshi clung, weeping... Cormac started forward, dragging out his sword,
lifting hisunshielded left arm to hurl the girl from him... Cathbadh cried out
and raised hisface and staff to the sky, calling out wordsin a language
Cormac had never heard...

And a streak of flame leaped up from the ground, all at oncein aline across
thevillagejust beforethe Norse.

Even asthey cried out and drew back, the yellow fire sprang up into a wall of
dancing red and gold and orange... and extended itself, racing along the
ground like two serpentsthat swept about either flank of the massed
invaders. Asthat linerushed to encircle them, it grew swiftly up toform a
wall, whipping around to encompass the yelling Norsemen asif it werea
sentient creature, alive creaturewith a brain and purpose, an encircling

ser pent of living dancing licking flame& mdash;that made no sound.

The flame closed itscircle. The Norsemen wer e prisonerswithin aring of fire



that danced up to twice the height of a man. It became an inferno.

Cormac stood trembling and staring, Sinshi hugging him, her face averted
and pressed to him. Within thering of awful flame there wer e shouts and
shrieks, ghastly cries of horror and panic and suffering. A Norseman bur st
through, a falsetto-shrieking apparition with flaming hair and legs. Delirious
in afrenzy of pain, heran staggering, blinded, up the center of the village
toward Cathbadh. The protector of Daneira stood unseeing; he stared at the
sky, a seeming statue with uplifted staff. The gold M oonbow at its end flashed
likefire.

Heedless of her falling, Cormac wrenched free of Sinshi. Heran straight at
Cathbadhé& rsquo;s back, and past that living statue, at a dead run. He did not
hear hiscry; did not feel hisarm when it drove hissword forward. A few feet
in front of the wizard, Cormac took considerable pleasurein putting thefiery
Nor seman out of the misery no man should have to endure.

Likeall othersthen, Cormac stared at the awful circle of fire.

The flamesroared now, bellowed, and sprang higher, tall asthe trees of the
forest. The criesfrom within lessened in number and volume. The nauseous
odour of burning cloth and meat drifted over Daneira, and Cormac heard
wretching. Hisown belly heaved and rumbled and he was glad he& rsquo;d
had no timeto partake of food.

The flames leaped, trembled, seemed to execute a ghastly dance of death,
appear ed to flow like some horrid liquid in halfscor e ever changing hues. The
constant roar of well-fed inferno rose to the sound of booming surf, of steady
thunder closeby. Now no cries came from within thefiery circle. Silent too
wasthe grim statue that was Cathbadh, hisrobe of enameled autumn leaves
no longer ludicrous, but a symbol both of life and of death-dealing flame.

The old man stood silently, rigidly, and Cormac saw that he quivered all over
in his stiffness. Not even his so-pale pupils showed now in their sockets; the
eyes of Cathbadh the protector of Daneira wererolled back so that he had
become something from which children would flee.

The protector of Daneira was Protector indeed. The wolf was far from
toothless.

Sor cerous flames lapsed. The wall of dancing fire lowered. For thefirst time
as heturned again to stare at the doom-fire of Snorri&rsquo;s band, Cormac
realized that he had felt but little heat. Yet it wasfire. The man at his feet was
burned; thering looked like fire and sounded like fire, and beyond the
lowering flames the Gael could see how treetops seemed to shimmer.
Billowing gouts of black smoke boiled up& mdash;and up, lofting into the air



without rolling over Daneira.
The sorcerousinferno died.
Cormac mac Art stared, paced forward, stared.

The Norsemen wer e gone. I n the space of a few minutes, close onto twoscor e
men had been consumed. More, they& rsquo;d been turned into ash

& mdash;and the puddles of hideous bubbling smoking slag that Cormac
realized with a chill horripilation of every limb was formed of melted axes,
and swords, and the armour boiled from living men astheir skin and hair and
even bones burned away to ash.

Cormac turned slowly, to gaze at Cathbadh.

The stiffly upraised armslowered. The staff fell to the ground. Slowly
Cathbadh& rsquo;s head came down, and for a moment his eyes focused, or
seemed to focus, on the horror he had wrought in protection of hiscity of
children. Then theman crumpled and fell to lieasif dead.

Only the Gael was close enough to see that Cathbadh& rsquo;s chest rose and
fell, and he knew that the wizard had utterly exhausted himself in the saving
of Daneira.

Chapter Four:

TheKing of Daneira

It wasthe stranger to Daneira who carried the unconscious wizard to his own
bed.

Amid the uproar of the people, a passing thin man had come to Cormac and
the fallen Cathbadh. A long robe of plain homespun was upon him, undyed,
and girt with a belt to which had been fastened lacquered oak leaves, all
green. By thisand thefact that he carried a staff surmounted by the
three-quarter moonsign of Danu, though it was of yellow-painted wood rather
than gold, Cormac took him to be another servant of the goddess. He bent at
onceto take Cathbadhé& rsquo;s hand and place an ear to his chest.

&ldquo;Helives,& rdquo; Cormac said. &ldquo;You are a fellow servant of
Danu?&rdquo;

The man, perhapsin thethird decade of hislife, looked up. &ldquo;l am his
apprentice. He bade me stay behind when word came of your presence. Now
he has exhausted himself.& rdquo; He too stared, at the strange colour of
Cormacé& rsquo;s eyes.

& ldquo;Ah. Show me whereto bear him, then, for thisman must receive



care, and liveforever!&rdquo;

The apprentice gazed at the tall man for atime, then nodded. Herose and
watched while Cormac easily lifted the wizard-priest, whose strange robe
clacked.

&ldquo;l am Flaen. Follow.& rdquo;

Cormac followed Flaen& mdash;and by the time they reached their
destination Sinshi was with them, followed by a crowd of excited people. At
the door of a house set apart and decorated only with a three-quarter moon
on thelintel, Flaen stepped aside, motioned Cormac within, and stepped
before the doorway.

& ldquo; Thisday has Danu saved us all, and through the power of Cathbadh.
Now heisbut exhausted; helives. Go and mourn the dead& mdash;and see
about the business of ... cleaning up. The metal can be of valueto us.&rdquo;

They dispersed, while within a dim, unlit room Cormac laid Cathbadh on a
long cot set against a wall, though he noted it bore only a spread, cloth

wor ked with moon-signs, and no padding or cushions. Wondering whether to
cover the man or even to think about undressing such a one, he glanced at the
doorway. Flaen entered, with two others.

One was Sinshi. Sherushed to Cormac, and took hisarm& mdash;theleft. He
patted her hand without looking at her.

The other wore arobe of fine white wool, girt with gold. Around his muscular
neck he wore a golden chain, which suspended the sign of Danu on his chest.
Hewasthefirst person Cormac had seen who was armed; the fellow wore a
sheathed dagger slung from his belt of gold cloth. A symboal of office, or
power? His hair was a deep brown, and so too his eyes;, mustache and beard
wer e auburn. No small man was he, in build, though he would be only

aver age outside of these short, slight people.

His name was Uaisaer, and he was king over the Daneirans. Again Cormac
noted the emphasis on woodwor king; the king& rsquo;s name meant Noble
Wright, Noble Car penter. And he was the ninth of that nameto rule asking
over these people. With no strong hand and no pomp, Cor mac decided,
noting that the king was dressed relatively ssimply& mdash;and

barefoot& mdash;and came with no guard or retinue or even adviser. Further,
he introduced himself, for Flaen went straight to his master.

Theroom held one chair, nicely wrought but unornamented, and a table and
a bench, and naught else but shelving and things of strangeness hanging upon
thewalls. An undoor ed doorway led to another room, but Cormac had the



feeling that Cathbadh had few possessions. He wonder ed about the bar efoot
King.

On all theridge of the world, surely there were no people so strange and
different asthese of Daneiral

Again Cormac mac Art was heartily welcomed and profusely thanked for
having saved Consaer and & Ildquo;this nubile young maid who is so
necessary and valuable to our people.&rdquo;

He wonder ed& mdash; was she valuable because she was nubile, or wasthere
mor e he did not know? While the matter was intriguingin its cryptic nature
to the Gael and thus of considerable interest, he set it aside in his mind, with
other questionsto be asked later.

He was hardly comfortable. He had watched at work a most potent mage
iIndeed& mdash;and the man had then collapsed and had to be carried here
like- one dead. Once again Sinshi wastreating hisarm asa

possession& mdash;though at least she remembered, and confined her viny
clinging to the shield-arm! Too, Cormac mac Art was not comfortablein the
presence of any king. He had known several, and all had betrayed him,
including that former High-king of Eirrin itself. Cormac mac Art had served
royalty and he had been served badly in return. Hewas no lover of kings.

Sinshi crowded her rescuer. Her little hands seemed bent on piercing his
armour, so closely and tightly did she cling, her hands so small against the
Gael&rsquo;s mailed sleeve and muscular arm.

& ldquo;You ar e twice welcome here,& rdquo; Uaisaer, king, said.
& ldquo;What would ye have of us?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Lord king, my thanks& mdash; & rdquo;
& ldquo;l am called Uaisaer.& rdquo;

Cormac nodded. Not such a bad king at that, mayhap& mdash;though he
stood back and allowed an old man to fight his battles without so much as
ordering his people to withdraw or attack. Still& mdash;with such a man as
Cathbadh about, what need was there of armour and shields, walls and royal
orders?

&ldquo;My thanks, Uaisaer. In truth, it&rsquo;sothers| have with me, a
druid of Eirrin and a woman& mdash; & rdquo; Sinshi& rsquo;s hands



tightened& mdash; & ldquo;and two men, and& mdash; & rdquo;
& ldquo; Such as your self?& rdquo; The king was most inter ested.

& ldquo; Aye, weapon-men, one of Eirrin and& mdash;oh. No, Lord

k& mdash;Uaisaer, not with my hair and skin. The hair of one, whose nameis
Brian, isflax, and the other, him who is of the Danes and taller than I,
constructed like a barrel, hashair and beard on him likethered of the
rowan-berry. With ustoois... a captive. A dread mage of evil, of whom |
would talk with Cathbadh.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Ah. Well, | seethat Flaen has brought his master & rsquo;s chest, and
Istending him as none other can. The king of a grateful people offers food
and drink.&rdquo;

Cormac smiled. King over avillage! Aye& mdash;and food and drink. The
goat& rsquo;s milk he had never tasted.

& ldquo;Fetch milk for Cathbadh,& rdquo; Flaen said, & ldquo;girl.& rdquo;

& ldquo;We have grapes,& rdquo; Uaisaer said, & ldquo;and too we have
ale.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Ale? Therebealein Danera?& rdquo;

The king looked both astonished and a bit hurt. & ldquo;We are men!& rdquo;
he said, and it was answer enow.

Though she was obviously not anxiousto depart Cor mac& rsquo;s presence,
Sinshi looked away befor e the gaze of her king and hurried from thelittle
house. Cormac flexed his arm and glanced anxiously over at the unconscious
priest-wizard. The old man& rsquo;s night-black eyesflickered open even as
helooked. They fixed on the Gael.

& ldquo;Now, Cormac mac Art, ye know why none was affrighted.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Now | do, protector and saviour of Daneira! Weretheremorelike
your self on theridge of theworld, it would be a peaceful place and it&rsquo;s
another life | &rsquo;d have led& mdash;and a shepherd 1 & rsquo;d probably
bel& rdquo;

Cathbadh smiled wanely. & Idquo;But under stand that one out there was sore
afraid, Cormac. That onewas|. Today | have donewhat | have never done
afore.&rdquo;

Cormac went to the cot, squatted besideit. & ldquo;And& mdash;ye be not ill,



Protector of Daneira?& rdquo;

& ldquo;Weakened. Drained, like a squeezed water skin,& rdquo; the old man
said. & ldquo;Never have | had to call on such powers. The small pigskin bag
from the chest, Flaen,& rdquo; he said, and looked again at Cormac.

& ldquo; Though those who look on see only the power, the manifestation of
the goddess and ancient knowledge passed from one to one to another and so
down to me, thereis much labour in... what | did. It isexhausting. | lay
unconscious?& rdquo;

&ldquo;You did: Was| boreyehere. And it&rsquo;sglad | am ye be
recovering, Cathbadh of Daneira. Memory will be on me aslong as on the the
people ye saved from the Norse thisday.& rdquo;

Cathbadhé&rsgquo;sface clouded. & ldquo;Not quiteall. A girl not quite nubile
died with them& mdash;and two childbearers.& rdquo; He sighed. Glancing at
Flaen& rsquo;s movement, the old mané& rsquo;s eyes brightened, though
Cormac had noted they had seemed not so weak as hisbody. The

Gael& mdash;turned to follow their gaze.

The chest or casket Flaen had fetched was old, very old, of unbound wood
and decor ated only with an etched moon-sign. From it he had taken a small
pouch of russet-hued pigskin, and opened its strings.

&ldquo;Master,& rdquo; he said, extending it.

&ldquo;Come, | must needs sit up,&rdquo; Cathbadh said, and received swift
aid from the Gael. & ldquo;Ahhh. Weak, weak as an infant.& rdquo;

& ldquo;lt& rsquo;s more need ye have for the ale Sinshi bringsthan
I,&rdquo; Cormac said. & ldquo;And for red meat, methinks.& rdquo;

Cathbadh was dipping hisfingersinto the pouch. Flaen said, & ldquo; For
such asmy master and I, intoxicants are used, not quaffed in the way of other
men. He will soon have a bit of milk. Nor do we eat meat, at all.& rdquo;

Cormac shook hishead. & ldquo;lt isno simple matter, this business of
serving Danu and protecting her... city. No ale and no meat either!& rdquo;

Though he was no such great tippler as Wulfhere, Cormac mac Art was
hardly an enemy of ales or wines& mdash;and he could not imagine living
without meat.

&ldquo;lt isno simple matter,& rdquo; Cathbadh agreed. He looked up at
Flaen. &ldquo;Yeknow, Flaen, that | shall not long survive thisday& rsquo;s
work. Your time approaches, and | wish for you that no such need is pressed



upon you as on me today& mdash;ever.& rdquo;
Flaen sank down beside the cot. & ldquo;Master!& rdquo;

& ldquo;Cathbadh!& rdquo; That from the king, who stood silent and
unassuming as no ruler Cormac had ever known or dreamed of. Nor did
Uaisaer wear so much as a band about his head, much less a crown.

& ldquo;Come, friends both& mdash;all three,& rdquo; Cathbadh said.

& ldquo;Yewell know our geas and our limits, and the rewards and penalties
for such aswe.&rdquo; Taking a pinch of finely crushed leaves from the
pouch, he stared at them, muttered unintelligible words.

Therewas silence in that room then, and into it came Sinshi, bearing what
was surely a soreinsult to goats: a goatskin bag of goat& rsquo;s milk. In her
other hand alarger, fatter skin sloshed most pleasantly. Beautifully turned
and carven mugs of wood therewerein the house of Cathbadh, and them
smooth and shiny as swor d-steel.

Soon they were lifting well-filled mugs each to the other, a king over a few
hundreds of people, and the man who served their deity and protected them at
peril to hisown resour ces, and a weapon-man of Eirrin. One cup contained
milk.

They drank, and soon Cormac mac Art felt of far more cheer.

& ldquo;Cathbadh, thereisa place | must go, and my friends awaiting. And...
another. Now | hold hope that ye can be helping us, an ye be recover ed enow
to hear of the evil we hold captive.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Ah,&rdquo; Cathbadh said, less weakly still, having eaten twice of
the herbsfrom thelittle russet pouch and, having quaffed. fresh rich milk. He
sat up the straighter. &ldquo;Daneiraisin the debt of thisman, Flaen, and
hear him! We arefortunate that he has some need of us.& rdquo; Heturned,
clear, coal-dark eyeson the Gael. & ldquo; Cormac mac Art?& rdquo;

& ldquo;An ye can accept this, Master Cathbadh& mdash;& rdquo;
&ldquo;l am called Cathbadh, Cormac.& rdquo;

& ldquo;A king called by name and a genius among wizardsthe
samel! & rdquo; Cormac exclaimed. He shook his head, and hislips drew back
in atiny smile. &ldquo;On all theridge of theworld isno other place such as
Daneira, and may none ever find ye!& rdquo;

& ldquo;May your words be naught but truth,&rdquo; the crownless king



said, from behind the Gael. And he drank again, of the ale of Daneira.

Cormac fixed Cathbadh with his dit-eyed gaze. & l[dquo; An ye can accept this,
Cathbadh... on my ship isa most powerful mage, dedicated to evil. Divers
forms can this one assume& mdash;and he cannot be slain, nor held by means
other than the ghastliest of inhuman impalement. So is he held fast now, with
my companionsin constant dread lest he break somehow free. Heis a creator
of illusions, this one, who can assume the form of any man or woman, and a
serpent aswell.& rdquo;

Cathbadh interrupted. & ldquo; A serpent?& rdquo;
Cormac blinked in surprise. & ldquo;Aye.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Ah. A mage long upon the earth, isthis one, and dedicated to naught
but the doing of evil. Though it& rsquo;sthe image of humankind he wears, it
Isall humankind he hates and plots against.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Yeknow him, then?& rdquo;

Cathbadh shook his head. Black eyes glittered. & ldquo;l know hiskind.

M any stories have come down, Cormac mac Art, over thousands of years
from one servant of Danu to the next. Comal de Danann | am called, and so |
am: Slave of Danu! But | had not thought that such asthisone ye describe yet
lived on thisearth.&rdquo;

& ldquo;He does not live, Cathbadh. 1t& rsquo;s dead heis& mdash;and thus
he cannot be slain. But yet he does live, in some way not under standable to
such as|. If knowledge wer e with ye of some means by which he could be
held captive, whilst we seek hisfinal doom& mdash; & rdquo;

& ldquo; A servant of the serpent god and he dead and yet alive; Undead! Ah,
but he can be dain!& rdquo;

& ldquo;Cathbadh! You can do this?& rdquo;

The old man shook his head. & ldquo;l cannot, Cormac de Gaedhel; Cormac
of the Gaels. Nay, for of old it was said that only a woman enthroned could
be the ultimate death-giver of such.&rdquo;

Cormac& rsquo;s shoulders sslumped. Suddenly he wished for all of him that
thisdamned uncrowned King Uaisaer were a woman or that he had rescued



not the daughter of a carpenter but a princess, like a self-respecting hero.
& ldquo; Cormac.& rdquo;
The Gael looked morosely into the wizard-priest& rsquo;s eyes.

& ldquo;Be of cheer,&rdquo; Cathbadh said, and lifted his cup with its
remainder of thick milk. &ldquo;He can be held, or rendered rather
powerless. | have the means. | have the meansto make even such asyou
power less, Cormac, or myself& mdash;in the mind. What boots the freedom
of the body, an the mind belongs not to him who dwellsin that body? Ye
know that we all do but temporarily reside in these formswe wear, asa man
livesin a house, and when it burnsor fallsinto rot, he movesinto
another ?& rdquo;

Excitement was on mac Art, and he nodded several times. &ldquo;Aye!
Sinshi& mdash;please ye lovely dairlin& r squo; & mdash;be there more
ale?& rdquo;

| should not have said those words, Cormac mac Art thought, as she happily
refilled hisfine wooden mug& mdash;and took again hisarm, pressing her hip
close to hismail-skirted thigh. He glanced down at the shining top of that
black-crowned little head. A sensuouslittle tawny maid, by Crom of Eirrin!

& ldquo;What it iswith such asthis one ye describe,& rdquo; Cathbadh said,
& ldquo;isthat he need not wait for action of the gods upon his death, but can
transfer hismind, himself, into another body of his own choosing. As he has
doubtless done thousands of times.& rdquo;

& ldquo;That body he wears now,& rdquo; Cormac said grimly, & ldquo;has
no face, only a skull without flesh.& rdquo;

Cathbadh frowned. & Idquo;l can hold him, Cormac of the Gaels. | can give
yethe meansto hold him. | shall. Flaen, no argument& mdash;| go with
Cormac.&rdquo;

& ldquo;Ah, Protector of Daneira,& rdquo; Cormac said with a grateful fervor
he seldom expressed, & ldquo;great wizardpriest of Danu... it& rsquo;s better
news and mor e hope ye offer me than | & rsquo;ve known in a moon& rsquo;s
worth of days.& rdquo;

Flaen was shaking his head. & Idquo; M aster & mdash; & rdquo;

& ldquo;All of uswill be most pleased,& rdquo; Cathbadh said, ignoring his
apprentice, & ldquo;to be able to do thisfor ye, Cormac of the
Gaels& mdash;and for Consaer and Sinshi who were lost to us but for



your self.& rdquo;

Chapter Five:

The Chainsof Danu

Three strong young men of Daneira accompanied Cormac mac Art and
Cathbadh through the woods of the I sle of Danu. Woodsmen& r squo;s axes
thethreecarried in their belts, and stout stavesin their hands, stavesthe
length of their bodies. A staff carried the wizard-priest too, though hiswas
for adifferent purpose, and tipped with a golden image combining a
hunter & rsquo;s bow with a three-quarter moon-cresent. His ceremonial robe
of lacquer ed leaves Cathbadh had left behind, to walk the forest in stout
leathern leggings and a sidesdlit tunic, green in hue, to the knees.

With them too went Sinshi daughter of Duach, for the elf-like young woman
clung to mac Art as a grapevine clamps and entwinesthetreeit climbsin
quest of the sunlight. Nor would she be left behind.

Along the way betwixt village and sea. Cormac posed the query he& rsquo;d
set aside till now, when there wastime and no press of other business.

&ldquo;lt&rsquo;sof Eirrin | am, a Gaelic descendant of Celtswho have
been long on thisearth. Yet so too seem to be the people of Daneira out of
Eirrin... but not latterly.&rdquo;

& ldquo;Aye.& rdquo; Cathbadh walked energetically enow for an old man,
after hiscollapse and his partaking of hiswizard& rsquo;s herbsand

goat& rsquo;smilk. & ldquo;And it isno brag | makein saying that my people
preceded the Celts onto the world asthey did onto Eirrin&rsquo;s

shores& mdash;as Danu had her followers ere Behl of the sun was

born.& rdquo;

Cormac saw only troublein discussing that matter, and avoided it.
& ldquo;Then... when came the Daneirans from Eirrin&rsquo;? Who are ye;
whence are ye, Cathbadh?& rdquo;

& ldquo;Why Cormac... can ye not see? We are of the goddess
Danu.&rdquo;

& ldquo;Aye, of course | know ye follow the old goddess, but& mdash; & rdquo;
Cormac broke off. & ldquo;Ye mean... of old? In Eirrin afore we& mdash;ye
be of the Tuatha de Danann?& rdquo;

Cathbadh chuckled. & ldquo;So | & rsquo;ve said. The People of Danu. So
ye& rsquo;ve observed.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Cathbadh! The Tuatha de Danann wererulersof Eirrin when the



Celts came, the sons of Mil... there have been no People of Danu in Eirrin for
nigh athousand of years!&rdquo;

&ldquo;That ispartially true, Cormac. In truth, the time has been less than
ten hundreds of years, and it&rsquo;son Eirrin ye mean we& rsquo;ve not
been, not in. Aye, we of thisisle are Tuatha de Danann. And thiswalking
requires my breath, aswill the ford we must presently make.

Cormac saw only troublein discussing that matter, and avoid edit.
& ldquo; Then... when came the Daneirans from Eirrin? Who are ye; whence
areye, Cathbadh?&rdquo;

Cormac walked in silence, marveling.

Revelation after revelation! These strange small people were those who
anciently ruled Eirrin& mdash;who were Eirrin, Eiru& mdash;and were
supplanted and conquered by my people! Some think them only

legend& mdash;and none has any idea that they fled here, to thistiny isle that
has been an unmenacing paradise to them. The Tuatha de

Danann& mdash;the People of Dana! Here, surviving!

And too there was the other astonishment: the man walking beside him was
of age eighty years and seven. The de Danann were remembered as a people
of great power s of magic& mdash; and so they have proven! Or at least this one
has, striding& mdash;well, walking strongly and without

footgear & mdash;through the forest, at an age well past that when most liein
their graves. Blood of the gods, what a peoplée!

A certain morose longing stole into the Gael& rsquo;s mind then, with the
wistful thought: Would that their ruler were a woman!

Still... an | can control Thulsa Doom as Cathbadh said, we need not be
constantly fearful of hiswresting free of our bonds and destroying us with his
evil. It&rsquo;stherest of my life | could spend at the task of finding a woman
who rulesin thisworld of men...

In silencethen the six made their way to their goal, and they reached the
water fall and thusthe two ships anchored below, in the rockbound inlet.

Seeing the approach of Cormac and strangers who knew naught of him,
Thulsa Doom instantly took: the form of a slim, elfin-faced young

womané& mdash; Sinshi! With a shriek, Sinshi herself drew away from her
rescuer for thefirst time. What she saw with her own eyes was her double,
writhing and moaning at the mast with two terrible swords of steel standing
forth from her slim body. And there near by was the redbear ded giant, even
taller than Cormac whose boon companion he was& mdash;this same



Cormac was leader among the foul monsterswho so tortured a girl just like
her self!

& ldquo;Cathbadh,& rdquo; Cor mac said quietly, with only a glance at Sinshi
who had both let& rsquo; go hisarm and shrunk away among the three men
of her own people. &ldquo;lt& rsquo;s but one woman thereisaboard my
ship, shetherein the flaming hair and tall black boots. Samaire. That at the
mast isthe ancient and unslayable mage | told ye of & mdash; Thulsa Doom. In
past he has approached mein thelikeness of Samaire, and in the form too of
the giant ye see. As him, my weapon-companion for years and years, my
blood-brother, in truth, the monster attacked me so that | wasforced to
defend& mdash;and slay. It wasthen he struck grue and dismay in me, for he
vanished ere | knew what and who he was. He dies not. Now he seeksto,
gain sympathy from you, for & mdash; & rdquo;

Cathbadh was nodding. & ldquo; Aye,& rdquo; he said, and spoke loudly
enough for Sinshi and the escort to hear. &ldquo;For it&rsquo;sno double
Sinshi daughter of Duach has; | know every person of the Daneirans. And
that be your preciseimage, Sinshi, see& mdash;even to the stain at the knee
of your leggings!& rdquo;

They six stood staring at that image of sorcerous horror, and she sobbed out
a piteous moan.

& ldquo;Danu be my light,& rdquo; Sinshi herself said, in alittle gasp of ritual.
& Idquo; But she looks so& mdash; & rdquo;

&ldquo;He,& rdquo; Cathbadh corrected.
& ldquo;lt,& rdquo; Cormac said through tightpressed teeth.

&ldquo;Cormac! &rdquo; That from Wulfhere, for the six had emerged at
water level and could hear and be heard, and now seen by other than the
undying wizard.

Then Samaire saw, and shetoo cried out, and Brian, while Bas smiled and
lifted a hand in greeting and benison all at once. Sinshi had returned to
Cormacé& rsquo;s side as he made hisway to the ship. They must wade the
last few yards, and Cathbadh unblushingly suffered himself to be carried
above the water by the three men of Daneira. Noting the water rose above
Sinshi& rsquo;s chest, Cor mac picked her up, bade her hold up the skirts of
his mail without a thought for the weight of that linked chain, and made his
way out to Quester. She clung close, her breath warm on his cheek. Nor was
it without nervousness and apprehension that four of the five from Daneira



approached that ship to whose mast was bound the image of Sinshi.

No apprehension was on Cor mac& rsquo;s companions now. True, all had
had time mor e than adequate to grow wor se than anxious about him, and
wer e full of nervous queries. They helped him and the Daneirans aboard. The
latter stared, remarking red hair and blond; blue eyes and green; fair skin.

After a moment of consideration, Cormac raised a hand.

& ldquo;Wait,& rdquo; he said, and he removed hisweapon-belt... Then he
bent double: The Daneirans watched with wide dark eyeswhile he executed a
strange little wiggle. Down onto his shouldersin arush of clinksand jingles
dlithered his mail, and off over hishead to form a small pile of blueblack on
Quester&rsquo;s deck. The Gael gathered it up, barely a couble handful now
for all itstwoscor e pounds, and spread it on a rowing bench where struck the
waning sun.

&ldquo;Lest it be splashed,& rdquo; he said& mdash;and rebuckled his
weapon-belt about his hips.

&ldquo;Y e left long hour s ago, Wolf,& rdquo; the Dane rumbled.

& ldquo;Now yereturn with aregular retinue& mdash;including the girl ye
wrested from the Norsemen. 1t& rsquo;s much worriment we& r squo;ve
wasted over your worthless hide.& rdquo;

&ldquo;And | perceiveit&rsquo;sno bathing ye& rsquo;ve done, yet,& rdquo;
Samair e said, stepping back a pace from the man in the sweat-dark tunic.
He& rsquo;d not been still long enow for it to dry after hisrace down the hill
and his encounter with the four men in the forest.

Their nervousness and wonder did not abate once he& rsquo;d told them of
his going to Daneira, and the attack, and the power of Cathbadh. No,

they& rsquo;d seen no evidence of fire nor smoke, and smelled none either.
They gazed with respect on the old man. It was Bas who reacted moreto the
identity of the Daneiransthan to the knowledge of Cathbadh& rsquo;s

SOr Cer ous pr owess.

&ldquo; The Tuatha de Danann! & rdquo; the druid repeated, in a low voice of
wonder .

Samair e sent looks askance at Sinshi, who remained close by Cormac despite
his sweat and its odour. He affected not to note the questioning glances
Samairedirected at him.

The Gael was, in truth, more than uncomfortable. Sinshi& rsquo;s attachment
to him was wor se than obvious, and both cloying and embarrassing. Yet how
could he be harsh with the elfin creature, so quiet and gentle and filled with



gratitude& mdash;and fascination with thetall, grey-eyed man unlike any she
had ever seen? She had experienced horror far beyond any other who might
have been assaulted as she& rsquo;d been, for elsewhere victims of attack
and attempted rape by barbarians at least knew of the existence of such men
and such dangers. And... Cormac was war med by the flattery of her
attentions.

Thethree young escorts from Daneira, meanwhile, wer e gazing upon
Samairein much the same entranced way& mdash;hovering. Only one,
Cormac had lear ned, was a family man. That isto say he had a wife, and
their marriage of two years, though they were childless.

On Quester&rsguo;s deck and not dripping as wer e his escort, Cathbadh
leveled a cold stare on the poor moaning figure of pity who writhed moaning
at the mast.

& ldquo;We be not impressed by your sorcerousillusion, ancient mage of evil.
Assume your own form.& rdquo;

Thulsa Doom did not; instead the girl he was whimpered, & ldquo;O please...
great and kind grandfather... please.& rdquo;

Clamping hisjaws, Cathbadh strode to the pleading girl. He spoke words
none knew, and set his staff crosswise against her sword-impaled chest. He
pressed.

& ldquo;Assume your trueform, creature of the dark! The ancient Mother of
All commandsit& mdash;see her sign, the crescent of the moon and the bow
of thewarrior huntress!& rdquo;

The skewered girl ceased her laments. Through that small body ran a quiver
of rage. A little hand leaped clawing for the Daneiran& mdash;and changed in
air, fingerslengthening and going all bony. The girl&rsquo;s form became
that of atall thin man in arobedark asnight. Her hair and the flesh of her
face dissolved before the eyes of all, like obscuring fog of the night beforethe
light of the sun.

The awful death& rsquo;s head of Thulsa Doom stared at them, and gnashed
itsteeth.

The bony hand spasmed ereit reached Cathbadh. It twitched, jerked, fell
back& mdash;and then Thulsa Doom cried out in rage and pain.

Both hisarmsdropped limply.

The servant of Danu lower ed his staff, set its end against the deck. He braced
it so that the gold-wrought symbol of the goddess lay against the



monster & rsquo;s chest. Opening the pouch at his belt, Cathbadh took forth a
slender chain of silver links. Thulsa Doom quivered in fruitless attemptsto
move, then, whilst Cathbadh slipped the silver necklace over the shining
skull.

Onto the chest of Thulsa Doom dropped the Moonbow of Danu, and thereit
rested, undisturbed by breathing, for he who was dead and yet not dead
breathed not.

Cathbadh turned. & Idquo;Cor mac,& rdquo; he said, and he beckoned.

Cormac went to him while the otherswere asif frozen, staring. They were
fearful in the presence of mighty contesting sor cer er s& mdash;one of whom
could control him they had thought more power ful than any. They saw
Cathbadh clutch Cormacé& rsquo;sarm they heard a groan escape the Gael
and saw him commence to shudder.

A terriblejolt went through Cormac mac Art at thefirst touch of the old
mané& rsquo;s hand. Cormacé& rsquo;s head spun. Theworld rocked. Not just
he, not just the ship, but sea and sky and all the world seemed to rock and
shudder about him. Hefelt as he had not since that day on Ladhban when
lightning had struck lessthan an armé&rsquo;slength from him. Histeeth
chattered. He shivered. Awful images and impossible memories seemed to
sweep through hismind like a flurry of autumn leaves before a northerly gale.
No voluntary movement was possible to him.

&ldquo;Belinked,& rdquo; Cathbadh said quietly and without intended
drama. &ldquo;Belinked, as slave and master.& rdquo;

Over Cormacé&rsquo;s head with one hand, hisfingers propping it open, he
lower ed a necklace of silver linksidentical to that he had placed on Thulsa
Doom. A few moments longer the Daneiran wizard held Cor mac& rsquo;s
arm, and Thulsa Doomé& rsquo;saswell. Then hereleased both.

The Gael staggered as full normalcy returned to him and hisbrain cleared,
all in an instant.

Deepset, narrowed grey eyeslike Nordic ice stared into the black glims of
Cathbadh of Daneira. & ldquo;What have you& mdash; & rdquo;

& ldquo;Attend me,& rdquo; Cathbadh interrupted. & ldquo;Him you call
Thulsa Doom isbound to you. Heisyour creature, solong asye

live& mdash;and so long as both of ye do wear this metal of mortal power
against inhumanity and the emblem of the Mother of All. For&rsquo; sheis
the giver of life and the nourisher of life, Danu of the moon& mdash;while he



Isof the dead and the dark that fearsthe moon& rsquo;ssilver light.& rdquo;

Cormac swallowed, regained control of himself. He touched the pendant on
his chest, then lifted the M oonbow and dlid it down within histunic. When he
turned his gaze on the death& rsquo;s head wizard, Cormacé& rsquo;s face
was sinister. Thulsa Doom stood stiff at the mast. The blaze of hate and
malice seemed to have left thered lightsin the black pits of his eye sockets.

& ldquo; So long as we both do wear these chains and sigils?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Aye. Heisyoursto command and hold, with mind and words
alone.&rdquo;

& ldquo; Then we must take carethat helose not hisjewellery,& rdquo;
Cormac said darkly.

The Gael stepped forward. A few twists, a knotting of slim silver links, and
he had tightened the necklace of control about the mage& rsquo;s neck so
that it would not dip off.

Instantly Thulsa Doom became a ser pent that squirmed erect and lashed its
tail. The huge head thrust at Cor mac& mdash;who, after an instant of
withdrawal, spat into its staring ophidian eyes.

The silver necklace did not slide along the reptilian body.

& ldquo; The knot isunnecessary,& rdquo; Cathbadh said. & ldquo; The chain
of control can be removed, but not by Thulsa Doom. Command him.&rdquo;

& ldquo;Resume your own form, filthy creature from the pits! | &rsquo;d have
thought over the span of eighteen timesten times a hundred centuries,
ye& rsquo;d havetired of the form of a serpent!& rdquo;

The skull of Thulsa Doom faced him again. Nor longer did the baneful light
glow in those red coals of eyes.

It waswith thefirst real smile Cathbadh had seen on him that Cormac mac
Art turned again to the wizard-priest of Danu.

&ldquo;Ah, Lord Cathbadh of the Danann, thiswasthefirst foe ever | met
and could not conquer and who struck horror and anguish to my very liver!
And ye have rendered him powerless, and it& rsquo;sonly great gratitude and
love | feel for ye, man. Would that there were aught | could do for your self,
giveto yoursalf, wizard!& rdquo;

Cathbadh gripped the other man& rsquo;sarm. & ldquo; Y e& rsquo;ve done us
service, Cormac of the Gaels. Nor do the Danans hate your people, nor | you.
If | asked that which comesfirst into my mind, | & rsquo;d bring misery upon



ye, though, for it would be that ye remain among usin Daneira.& rdquo;

Samair e gasped, but Cathbadh only smiled and shook his head at the anguish
in the face of mac Art. Without looking at her, he stayed with a hand
Sinshi&rsquo;sforward rush.

&ldquo;l said 1 &rsquo;d not ask that. But | will ask one service of ye,
Cormac mac Art of the Gaels, and onethat isin your power to give without
cost to your self.& rdquo;

& ldquo; Granted without the hearing of it,& rdquo; Cormac said, and for a
long moment the two men looked each at the other, and Cathbadh nodded.

& ldquo; Thisnight yewill remain all with usin Daneira.& rdquo;

Cormac blinked. Frowning, Samairelooked at Sinshi& mdash;and the way
that tiny woman looked at Cormac& mdash;for Samaire of Leinster knew this
little creature was no girl, but a woman looking with desire on her man.
Brian started to smile, quelled it, though a glance told him the three men of
Daneira were broadly grinning. Nothing sinister wastherein those smiles,
but only joy.

& ldquo; Cathbadh& mdash; & rdquo; Cor mac began.

&ldquo;Ye& rsquo;ve given your word, Wolf,& rdquo; Wulfhererumbled.
& ldquo; And& mdash;this handsome Findhu here has assured methereisale
in Daneira that wantstasting by an expert.& rdquo;

Cormac mac Art smiled. &ldquo; This night we spend with yein Daneira,
Cathbadh. And... Cathbadh.& rdquo; He turned to look again upon Thulsa
Doom. & ldquo;This... creature. He need no longer betranspierced thus, with
our swords?& rdquo;

&ldquo;He need not, Cormac. Heis powerless, and will obey you. Nor can he
remove the chain of Danu& rsquo;s power .& rdquo;

Cormac nodded. & ldquo; Then to leave him thus Sword-nailed is unnecessary,
and needless cruelty as well?& rdquo;

& ldquo;l cannot judge & Isquo;need& rsquo; and itslack, Cormac na
Gaedhel: Cruelty to leave him thus? He feelslittle pain, in truth. But he does
know terrible piercing cold, with the steel of thisworld of the living stabbing
through and through his body without war mth, a body that should have lain
so long in the grave asto be naught but dust.& rdquo; Cathbadh nodded.

& ldquo;Aye, would be cruelty to leave him thus pinned, and it



unnecessary.& rdquo;

Cormac stared into the eye-sockets of Thulsa Doom. & ldquo; Good,& rdquo;
he said. & ldquo; The swordsremain, then.& rdquo;

Chapter Six:
TheProblem of Daneira

Wolfhere, Brian, Bas and Samaire wer e happy to accompany Cormac and
the Daneiransto their little city of highly decorated wooden houses.

After all their hardshipsin the month they& rsquo;d been away from Eirrin,
asea and on Doom-heim, the horror and constant tension whilst Thulsa Doom
sor cer ously sought vengeance on Cor mac and the deaths of all his
companions, and that final ghastly battle of friend against friend, engineer ed
by the undying wizar d& mdash;the companions of mac Art were morethan
glad to accept the hospitality of peaceful Daneira.

With them went Thulsa Doom.

It was not that Cormac relented; none wanted to leave Thulsa Doom, and
Cathbadh demonstrated his confidence in the Chains of Danu by leading all
of them to his & ldquo;city& rdquo; & mdash;the docile mage included.

A feast was set in preparation, to be served in the house of theking. It wasa
house, not a palace, no more ornately carven and painted than many, though
consider ably larger than all. Cormac bathed and enjoyed the luxury of a
shave in warm water. His and the other s& rsquo; hair wastrimmed. Dinner
robes wer e pressed upon them. These wer e dyed and patterned in the way of
Daneira: gaily bright. Nor ever did they seetheir own tunics again, for by
mor ning they had served as patternsfor the stitching of new tunics for

all& mdash;and a new robe of green woollen for Basof Tir Connail. Many
women wor ked at that task, and willingly. In Daneira the women sewed and
tended the gardens, with the children; men and women alike saw to the
arable land and the crops; the men tended the beasts, felled trees and stripped
and trimmed them, and created furniture and new objects and utensils, all of
wood. Both men and women cooked.

In Daneira there was one class of people.
In Daneiratherewerenowarriors.

Nor had metal ore been found on theisland of Danu the Mother. Cormac and
his companions wer e not aver seto pressing upon their hosts the arms and
armour they had captured, for even shield bosses and belt buckles would
make hoes and rakes, partsfor woodworking tools, awls and scrapers and



finepointed knives and chiselsfor carving and plowshares.

Both Cormac and Wulfhere winced at the thought of laboriously wrought
mail being returned to liquid and beaten into new shapes, none for warfare or
defense. For Brian the concept wasrepugnant; both the father and uncle of
Brian-I-love-to-fight of Killevy in Airgialla were makersof armour. Yet
neither of the two sonsof Eirrin held scalemail in high regard, and donated
much of that from dead Norsemen. Superb curers of hidesand workersin
leather, the Daneirans had no use for hardened leather that had served as
armour .

Thelinewasdrawn at swords. Those the travellers would keep. Swords were
valuable, for their making was a high art and a lengthy task. One blade
Cormac did pronounce of dangeroudly inferior workmanship; two others
wer e too badly pitted and deeply notched for the keeping. These, with every
shield of Dane and Norse, Eirrish and Briton, were given to the people of
Daneira. They would soon betoolsfor other tasksthan slaying.

Far more numerous than swords wer e axes, for they were more commonly
carried by men who could not afford the product of the swordmaker & rsquo;s
art and high craft. Every ax was proffered on Daneira as gift. They had only
to befitted with longer helvesto become toolsfor thefelling of treesrather
than of men.

To Cathbadh his guests gave silver mor e than sufficient to replace the Chains
of Danu that Cormac and Thulsa Doom now wore. The wizard-priest was
hesitant to accept the valuable metal.

&ldquo;lt was stolen by the Nor se,& rdquo; Cormac told him, & ldquo;who
slew the original owners. Wetook it from the treasure-trove of the
murderers. Thereisblood payment on it, Cathbadh& mdash;and it will all boil
away in the melting down. When it ismade into wir e that becomes links of
chain, know that ye have it of those men of that same Nor ge who cost ye so
much thisday.& rdquo;

Cathbadh accepted the gift of blood-bought silver.

Nor would the Daneirans abide the departure of their strange-eyed guests
without pressing on them fine gifts of magnificently wrought goblets and
bowls, mugs and even belt-buckles and cloak-pins, all of wood. At the softly
tanned leatherwear of Daneira Cormac drew line again, saying that animals
wer e too few herefor these people to be giving away the products of their
hides. His companionslooked down in silence at that announcement; none of
them but coveted thisfinest of cured, suppleleather.

On the king& rsquo;sinsistence, each traveller accepted a Daneiran belt, soft



asthickly folded silk and fitted with buckles of wood, or nately carven and
lacquer ed again and again.

Dinner in the hall of the king was a gala feast, with many present in their
brightly hued dining robes. Nor could they get enough of the unusual hues of
the hair and eyes of Cormacé& r squo;s companions, colours none had seen ere
thisday.

Therewas no avoiding it: Sinshi was most attentive to Cormac mac Art, and
so to Samaire was Findhu of Daneira. Other unwed Daneiran maids made
kings of Wulfhere and Brian, whose head was soon turned. Much ale flowed.
Sinshi kept Cormac& rsquo;s carved, enameled cup of satin-smooth walnut
ever full, while the two who flanked Wulfhere and saw to his cup were far
busier. The capacity of the gigantic foreigner with the vast beard of flame
and eyeslike the sky would be legend in Daneira for many years.

Samaire shot green-eyed glances at Cormac and at Sinshi& mdash;who
returned them with an apparent sweet guilelessness that Samaire saw as arch
mockery. Yet so close was Findhu, and so charming and obviously charmed
by the woman of Leinster, that Samaire was able to endure the younger
womané& r squo; s competition.

& ldquo;Tell us of the Tuatha de Danann,& rdquo; Wulfhere said when his
belly was full of food if not of ale& mdash;already he& rsquo;d made onetrip
outside and there were wagers asto how long ere either he went again or his
eyeballsturned amber.

A harper plucked and strummed and a poet of Daneirarecited the old history
that many of Eirrin now thought mere legend.

L ong before the year that would be called 1000 BC, the Fir Dhomhnainn or
Tuatha de Danann cameto Eirrin& mdash;Eiru. There beforethem werethe
Fir Bholg. It was at Moytura the Danans put final defeat on the Firbolgs, and
Danu ruled in Eirrin; she who was also the battle-goddess called Morrighu,
and who may have been Diana, and who was to become Bhrigid and Bridget.
The Firbolgs went off muttering, for they had been defeated by a people
uncommonly skilled in crafts& mdash;one of which was necromancy. The
Danans gained thus a name for sor cerous powers.

L ong after came the sons of Mil, a few centuries before the birth of the

car penter & rsquo;s son of Judaea who was to become the god of the New
Faith, losa Chriost who was hanged by the Romans as a seditious rouser of
the rabble& mdash;the Dead God. None knew whether there had been a Mil
or Miledh, which the Romans and Romanized Britons called
&ldquo;Milesius.& rdquo; Likely not. Likely he had been Mil



Espaine& mdash;the Eirrish version of miles Hispaniae: soldier of Spain.

It was Celts he led, whatever his name, and Celts who had departed long ago
to, passthrough Greece and Spain and perhaps even Egypt, so that they had
gained hair of colour other than red or blond, though their eyesremained
blue or grey and occasionally green. They were the Gaels;, Gailoin or
Gaedhel, and it was at Bantry Bay they made landing.

Naturally the de Danann made resistance, and the war wasjoined.

Somehow the Gaels prevailed, despite the wizardry of the smaller defenders.
Yet it was not quite a definitive victory; the Danans were neither slain to the
last man nor forced to depart Eirrin. A bargain was struck, and it was
strangeindeed. The Dananswent into the land. Their kingdom became a
subterrene one, with the Gaelsretaining control of the surface. Later many
claimed that the Danans, the little people, were working their magicking on
crops and livestock. The Poet of Daneira swor e this was not

true& mdash;though some Danan renegades may well have sought a harrying
form of vengeance on the surface dwellers.

Abovethe tunnel of descent of each of the de Danann kings was erected a
high sidh or fairy mound, and to the Gaels as time went on the Danans
became the Sidhe. & Isquo; Twas said by the Gaelsthat the Sidhe mocked
them by crying out when one of the Gaelic number wasto die. Thiswasthe
fearsome wailing cry of the ban-Sidhe: the Banshee. With time, the Danans
dlid into Gaelic legend.

By their sorceriesthe Danansor Sidhe transformed the underworld into a
place of beauty suitable for human habitation, and they throve there beneath
theearth.

There was among them a sour ce of constant contention: ever there were
those who spoke out for their returning to make war on the Gaels, to reclaim
their land. These agitators pointed out that the Danans wer e becoming even
smaller in size and more and more pale, living forever without the sun. Aye,
the wizards among them, the Servants of Danu, had created a moon for the
goddess and to shed light on her people& mdash;but itslight resulted in no
tanning of the skin. Many among the Dananswereill and frail.

Gentler and mor e reasoned thoughts prevailed, for few doubted that werethe
Danansto attack those above, the Gaels would not stop this second time until
there were no more of the de Danann on all theridge of theworld, north or
south, east or west.

At last the Danans decided upon a mor e peaceful rule& mdash;of women, that
there might be end to talk of war on those Gaels above, whom had become



the Eirrish. It was an enormous step, long debated and decried by many.

Some among them continued to disagree, and could not reconcile themselves
to the new way. At last they wer e sufficiently opposed to the gynecocracy to
leave Eirrin. Hereto this paradisic isle they jour neyed, with a few animals
and seeds and much hope. Daneira was founded at about the same timethat a
short dark man named Caius Julius Caesar led his hawknosed soldiers onto
the shore of what to them was a new land: Britain. Here was founded the

& ldquo;city& rdquo; of Danu of Eiru: Daneira.

Asthe poet recited the old story, headsin the hall of King Uaisaer came
round and wide eyes exchanged looks. Excitement ran through the
companions of mac Art likewind through afield of grain, stirring every
head.

& ldquo;Then... it& rsquo;s possible there be de Danann yet, beneath fair
Eirrin?&rdquo; Samaire& rsquo;svoice had risen in her excitement.

& ldquo;Aye, 0& rsquo;cour se,& rdquo; she wastold, for why would there not
be?

Art muttered.

& ldquo; A crowned woman...& rdquo; Wulfhere Skull-splitter muttered.
&ldquo;Aye.& rdquo;

Ayel

And Cormac told of the means by which Thulsa Doom could belain to rest,
and Cathbadh nodded agreement. The knowledge passed down from one
Servant of Danu to the next confirmed the Gael& rsquo;s belief. Cathbadh
rose.

&ldquo;Yebefriend to us, Cormac mac Art. Friend to the People of Danu.
And the Tuatha de Danann, wherever they be, shall recognize ye as such by
the necklace ye wear. An ye would seek out our cousins & rsquo;neath Eirrin
and their queen& mdash;do so, in knowledge that welcome will be
extended.& rdquo;

Cormac frowned, fingering the pendant he wore on its silver
chain& mdash;which tonight he wor e outside the scarlet robe pressed upon
him by his hosts. & ldquo;But... Thulsa Doom too wear s one...& rdquo;

& ldquo; The Moonbow on his chain isdownside up, Cormac mac Art. Think
ye |l chosethem not with care? His brands him in your control& mdash;and an



enemy of humankind!& rdquo;

& ldquo;Blood of the gods! Then& mdash;it is possible after all. Thulsa
Doom& rsquo; s foul un-life must be ended& mdash;and it can be!& rdquo;

& ldquo; Cathbadh,& rdquo; Samaire asked, quietly though with intenseness,
& ldquo;where bethe Tuatha de Danann in Eirrin?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Aye,& rdquo; Cathbadh said, &ldquo;in Eirrin, not on. Thereare
Doors, lady Princess of Leinster, that lead to the subterrene demesne of the
people of Danu. These Doorways ar e disguised and invisible, no longer truly
beneath the mounds called sidhe, for all do know the Danans possess power s
of magic never shared with the Gaels... who, after all, drove our people from
their lands, though it belong and long agone and all here be friends. One
such Doorway lies within the two long, mounded hillsin the

southwest...& rdquo;

The wizard-priest described the place, and suddenly Samaire knew wher eof
he spoke.

& ldquo; The Breasts of Danu! | know those two hills& mdash;it& rsquo;sthe
Breasts of Danu they be called, to thisday!& rdquo;

Cathbadh smiled and exchanged a look of some pride with Uaisaer; the
Danans and their goddess were hardly forgot, in Eirrin that had once been
theird

& ldquo;Another of the Doors,& rdquo; Cathbadh said, & ldquo;isin the hill of
Bri Leith& mdash;&rdquo;

& ldquo; L ong-ford,& rdquo; Cormac snapped. & ldquo; The hill at L ong-ford!
Why& mdash;it& rsquo;s but a day& rsquo;swalk and lessfrom Tara Hill that
Long-ford lies! Cathbadh: how find we this... Doorway, to the land

below?& rdquo;

& ldquo;Cormac: ye wear Her sign. Ye have my blessing. The Door will ope
toye, when yearrive beforeit. Morethan that | cannot say with surety; we
are gone long and long from Eirrin. It isnigh onto five centuries since the
founding of the city of the people of Danu and Eiru& mdash;Daneira.& rdquo;

Smiles flashed among the visitors, for a world that had gone dark with the
presence of Thulsa Doom now brightened with the prospect of hisremoval.
No matter what was required of him, Cormac mac Art knew that he must
journey with the mage to L ong-ford& rsquo;s hill, and find the Door to the
Tuatha de Danann. Sinshi shared his excitement and his happiness, but he



hardly noted, for hewas grinning at Samaire like a boy.

After atimeit wasthoughtful Bas who was gaining Cathbadhé& rsquo;s
attention.

&ldquo;ltislittlepride | swallow, Servant of Danu the Mother, to say to ye
that ye possess knowledge and powers | would beg to know of.& rdquo;

Cathbadh gazed upon the druid in hissnowy dinner robe, a man whose hair
was black and whose eyes wer e blue. & ldquo;lt isthe moon goddess | serve
in truth, and the sungod ye do. It has never been the way of the sun to share
itsdaily brilliance with the moon that illuminesthe night, Servant of Behl and
Crom... nor for the moon to shareitssilver with the sun&rsquo;s

god.& rdquo;

Therewassilence for atimethen, for Bas& rsquo;srequest had been regected
and the brains of Cormac and his companions churned with thoughts of
Eirrin, and the land beneath and within Eirrin... and Thulsa Doom.

In hiswhiterobe purfled with yellow, King Uaisaer rose at thelong

table& rsquo;s head, and in thiswise he differed not from other monarchs. His
rising signaled, the meal& rsquo;s end. His people began to depart, taking
their leave of king and guests. But Sinshi stayed, and Findhu, and soon there
wer e but they, and Cathbadh and Uaisaer, and Cormac and his

companions& mdash;and the maids whose names he could not remember,

who hovered bright-faced about Wulfhere and Brian.

& ldquo;Our hospitality isopen here,&rdquo; the king said, and he was
looking at the young son of Eirrin and the thick-bearded Dane.

Wulfheretook hiscuefor behaviour from those words. Sitting back, he
wrapped an arm about the young woman on either side of him and snuggled
them close. Willingly they accepted such twofold embrace, and Cor mac saw
that the king looked pleased. The younger Brian was less

demonstrative& mdash;it wasjust that his hands and those of the Daneiran
maidens flanking him were all out of sight beneath the board.

King Uaisaer said, & l[dquo;We would have conver se with you, Cormac mac
Art na Gaedhel.& rdquo;

As Cormac nodded, Sinshi pressed close, though already her hip had long
war med his. She squeezed his hand beneath the board, and leaned close to
murmur for hisearsalone.

& ldquo;l know what wor ds he& rsquo;d have with you, Cormac. Please,



please, dear Cormac... agree, agree! & rdquo;

His companions were badetarry or wend their way to the quarters assigned
them, asthey would. With Uaisaer and Cathbadh, Cormac adjourned privily
to another and smaller room.

& ldquo;Friend Cormac,& rdquo; the king quietly said, & ldquo;ye& rsquo;ve
noted how few we of Daneira are& mdash;and how alike.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Aye.& rdquo;

& ldquo;It was but two smallish tribes of the Danansleft Eirrin five centuries
agone. We survive today only because thisis but the second
& Isquo;invasion& rsquo; of our isle.& rdquo;

Theking paused, glancing at Cathbadh; the wizard-priest spoke.

&ldquo;l should not have dlain all those Nor semen this day, Cormac. The
people of Daneira are weak. We suffer no menaces, but are prey toillness
and debilities that wor sen asthey are passed from parent to child again and
again. Many die young, very young. Many women never bear. They cannot;
some because the fault isin themselves, other s because& mdash;we

think& mdash;the answer liesin the weak seed of our men. We linger, but we
do not thrive. Daneira may not survive another hundred years. All for lack of
a new strain of blood and strength in us.& rdquo;

Cormac nodded, thoughtfully.

& ldquo;We... have great need of you, Cormac of the Gaels,& rdquo;
Cathbadh said most quietly indeed. & Idquo; And of the handsome lad, Brian,
and that gigantic friend of yours, hewho is neither Gael nor Danan.& rdquo;

Cormac mac Art understood. He knew now why earlier Cathbadh had not
mentioned the slain man and boy, but had mourned the potential childbearers
dead of the encounter with the Norse. And mayhap there had been hope as
well asfear with Sinshi, on yester day out therein the forest with Thorleif
fighting hisway betwixt her legs. Aye, and he under stood why he had been
thanked by wizard-priest and then king in the same manner: for having saved
a nubile maid. Her parents had bornethree, and she and her brotherswere
valuableto the future of Daneira.

Children werethelifeblood of any people.
The blood of relentlessly, helplessly endogamic Daneira was running thin.

And here among them for but a night wer e three strapping males from
outside, of entirely different blood and even race! Aye, Cormac knew why he



and Wulfhere and Brian were so welcome here... and perhaps why Sinshi was
so extremely, nigh-unconscionably attentive. At that thought his ego suffered
alittle.

&ldquo;lt& rsquo;sour seed ye want& mdash;and direly.& rdquo;
King and priest nodded. & ldquo;Aye.& rdquo;

Cormac glanced at the closed door behind him. & ldquo;My lords, this need
not have been said. Maidens attend both Brian and Wulfhere, who are men,
and long without women. The normal cour se of nature will seeto the sowing
of their seed in Daneira, and | hold hope for yethat it fallsintorich and
fertile soil. An we& rsquo;reto be a bit... cold about it& mdash; & rdquo;

& ldquo;Aswe are,& rdquo; Cathbadh said; & ldquo;aswe must be.& rdquo;

& ldquo; & mdash;a fertile plot once seeded need only lie and be tended with
care, whilst the gardener movesto another part of the garden. In thiswise,
my lords, the gardens need only depart to bereplaced in the
gardener & rsquo;s chamber by another fertile plot...& rdquo;

The king nodded. Cathbadh smiled.

& ldquo; So much for Wulfhere and the lad,& rdquo; Cor mac went on.

& ldquo;Asfor myself& mdash;it& rsquo;swith my woman | & rsquo;ve come
among ye, and her a weapon-companion aswell. With her thisnight for the
first timein so long and with privacy available to us through your kindness,
no desireison mefor others. Nay& mdash;let there be no argument among
us, and usfriends, for that istheway of it.&rdquo;

Their faces had fallen, but hislast words and raised hand stilled any pleas or
demurrers.

& ldquo;Methinks Sinshi& rsquo;s heart will hardly be broke,& rdquo;

Cormac said, with in truth a bit of bitterness, for certainly she had turned his
head, and now he knew not her motive. &ldquo;But it&rsquo;sa coward
Art&rsquo;sson isin some matters, and thisisone. | &rsquo;ll not be going
back into the hall where she sitswaiting.& rdquo; He nodded to indicate a
deep red curtain beyond them. & ldquo; That portal | remember takes meto
the sleeping rooms ye& rsquo;ve offered, lord king of Daneira, and it& rsquo;s
through it | go now, not back to say Sinshi nay.&rdquo;

And hedid.
Thetwo men stared at the drapes that had fallen together behind him, and



they knew that with such a man they were unopenable.

& ldquo;l must... have meeting with Sinshi Duach& rsquo;s daughter ,& rdquo;
Cathbadh said quietly and with thought upon him. & Idquo;Where are the
clothes of the strangers?.& rdquo;

& ldquo; They will be brought to you,& rdquo; Uaisaer said.
& ldquo; But& mdash;what of the woman of Eirrin?& rdquo;

& ldquo;M mm.&rdquo; Cathbadh nodded. & ldquo;l must have meeting with
both Sinshi and Findhu!& rdquo;

That meeting was swiftly held, ere the guests could act to spoil the plan of the
wizard-priest. In the darkness of a most private room of that king&rsquo;s
house Cormac prepared for bed, whileto another went Samaire, knowing he
had re ected thelittle Daneiran and would soon cometo her, and in a third
such private room three people stood while only a candle burned. Above,
Danu, Mother and Huntress, rodethe sky in Her silver chariot. In the dim-lit
room stood Her servant with his staff bearing Her sign, and with his robe of
lacquered leaves on him. The candle flickered and lit fleetingly the two who
stood before him, Sinshi and Findhu, entirely naked though not quite asthe
day they were born. And he spoke, and intoned, and muttered and made
gestures, speaking to hisgoddess. And he did place upon them garments that
fit them ill, being too large, whereupon lo! Sinshi assumed of a sudden the
likeness of Samaire of Leinster and Findhu seemed to become Cormac mac
Art.

& ldquo; Go with the goddess,& rdquo; Cathbadh said. & Idquo;Danu be thy
light.& rdquo;

Thetwo departed hiscompany in likenesses other than their own.

Soon, Samaire cameto Cormac, and he smiled and called her dairlin& rsquo;
girl.

But at the same time Cormac went to Samairein her room, and she smiled
and held forth her arms.

On the mor ning of the morrow, Wulfhere made brag of how he&rsquo;d had
no wish to be selfish, and so had toiled in the gardens of no less than four
delightful and delighted maids of Daneira, all of whom he swore fainted in
bliss, Brian but grinned and was silent, except to say quietly that he had
been... lessindustriousin the numbers of garden plots, but had plowed more
than oncein two several Daneiran gardens, and therein sown his seed.

Cormac and Samaire said naught, for. each supposed to have spent the night
with the other. And it was many a day ere they knew privacy again, and



lear ned that each had received the other that night though neither had gone,
wher eupon realization came upon them that they had been tricked to no fell
purpose by a great mage and two loving Daneirans, no boy and no girl. After
awhilethey laughed on the matter, and wished Sinshi well, for she, unlike
Samaire Ceannselaigh, had surely taken no precautions against get.

Chapter Seven:

ThulsaDoom

Wulfhereruddered Quester around the Isle of Danu with great

care& mdash;and skill seldom surpassed. Aboard were two men of Daneira,
filled with wonder and going constantly from port to starboard, from stem to
prow, ever looking; neither had been asea before. At last the Dane spotted
that which they sought: the wolf& rsquo;s head ship of the Nor semen.

Ashore, thewoodstrailed off into a short but deep strand that sloped gently
to the water. On the sparkling pale sand of that beach, the ship from Norge
had been drawn up to the edge of the trees. She& rsquo;d been turned
partially crosswise, for therewaslittle morethan sixty feet of depth tothe
beach betwixt trees and surf, and the Norse vessel was little more than ten
feet shorter.

Quester hovein cautiously, without sail.

Those aboard saw no sign of men who might have been left to guard the
scar let vessel; there was naught here but sea and sand and woods and the
ship, left whilst those who had plied her so far went ashore& mdash;to their
deaths.

Taking Quester well into the shallows until it was nudging the beach, Cor mac
swung off, with Wulfhere and Brian. They moved up the strand, treading wet
sand. Aboard the ship from Eirrin waited Bas and Samaire and Thulsa
Doom, with the two from Daneira. They watched the trio of weapon-men
move warily up glittering sand to the beached vessel. The beach twinkled asif
strewn with gems, in the sunlight that struck white fire from helmsand mail.

& ldquo; Oh& mdash;what a beautiful ship!&rdquo;

Wulfhere nodded. & ldquo;Aye. None build ships better than those Norse
fugitivesfrom Hel& rsquo;s domain, Cormac.& rdquo;

Eyesight was sufficient to confirm the beauty of the knorr; only a few
moments& rsquo; examination was necessary to ensurethat it was unguarded
and in perfect condition, a long curving sweep of seafaring beauty with a
scarlet hull the height of Cormacé& rsquo;s shoulders. Her name was branded
along her side; Odin&rsquo;s Eye. The god of the northlands had but one, for



he had given up the other in trade for great wisdom. The snarling wolf-heads
of Odin&rsquo;s Eye werein place at bow and stern, which meant they had
been reset after the beaching, for they were removed ere a ship of the cold
lands camein to shore, lest the spirits of the land be alarmed by the fear some
gaping wolf-mouths and resist the landing. None had; it was well inland that
these men of Norge had met their weird.

&ldquo;Beit likely that all the Nor semen went inland, and left none behind to
mind this beauty?& rdquo; Brian asked.

Wulfhere and Cormac, their eyes asif bedazzled and ensorceled by the
vessel, nodded: &ldquo;Aye,& rdquo; the Gael said. & ldquo; Such istheir way,
often. See you any sign of habitation on thisisle? They saw none, either.
But& mdash;it& rsquo;s sure we want to be that no reaversremain.& rdquo;

The two who& rsquo;d sailed so long together, a-reaving, looked at each
other.

& ldquo;We must have her,& rdquo; Cormac said. & ldquo;Aye.& rdquo;

They shouted then, above the liquid slapping of the surf. All three men

clashed theflats of their blades on their bucklersto draw any who might have
been left behind by Thorleif and Snorri, and who might now have fared into
theforest.

& ldquo;An any come,& rdquo; Brian asked, & ldquo;shall wetell them of the
welcoming they& rsquo;ll be receiving of those man-hungry maids of Daneir a,
and bid them go inland... provided they leave all arms here?& mdash;And
armour aswell?& rdquo;

& ldquo;No sensible man would agree to such a mad bargain,& rdquo;
Waulfhere said. & ldquo; They& rsquo;d show usrefusal by attacking at

once.& rdquo; Hethrust two knobby-knuckled fingersup into his beard.
&ldquo;l bathed not high enough! Umm... such seeming madness, | mean; | be
soretempted to remain and return to Daneira, myself.& rdquo;

Cormac had shaken hishead. &ldquo;No, Brian. Armed or no, such wolves
would soon eat the gentle lambs of Daneira, alive or dead. An any comein
reply to our noise, it& rsquo;s but one way thereisto ensurethe safety of
Daneira.& rdquo;

Beyond the ship, thetreesrustled their topsin a breeze off the sea. Brian
looked at Cormac, with hislip caught between histeeth.

& ldquo;Aye, proper death-dealing,& rdquo; Wulfhererumbled, quietly for



once.
& ldquo;Murder,&rdquo; Cormac said.
& ldquo;We& rsquo;d slay out of hand?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Oh, they& rsquo;d make attack,& rdquo; Cormac said.

& ldquo;But& mdash;aye. Daneira must be protected, and making sweet
overturesto reaversisthefool&rsquo;sway. Slay a few to protect a few
hundred? Aye! An that goes against your feelings, Brian, lay you back. | and
Wulfhere can handle any who come. And he& rsquo;ll only begrudge ye those
you account for, I-love-to-light.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Unnecessary chatter. None comes,& rdquo; the Dane said.

Cormac sheathed his sword and rested a hand on Odin&rsquo;s Eye by the
gdlit that allowed an oar & rsquo;s slim bladeto be slid down into the round
hole for its sweep. He gazed at the line of trees, from which no one emer ged.
The only sounds wer e of surf and treetopsthat seemed to rustlein a whisper.

& ldquo;None comes,& rdquo; he agreed. & ldquo; Twoscor e Nor semen far ed
here, on Odin&rsquo;s Eye, and all found death here. Four by my hand, and
therest died of Cathbadh& rsquo;s sorcery. Asfor yourself, Wulfhere, ye
high-horned dreamer ... remain then. It&rsquo;s not a month ye& rsquo;d last,
in such an unexciting place.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Even a month,& rdquo; Wulfhere said thoughtfully, and a smile
twitched hisbeard. & ldquo;l & rsquo;d be the most popular man on theisland,
with the girls. And what fun to come back a year hence and see all thelittle
redheaded offspring of Dane and Danu!&rdquo; He grinned broadly, gazing
inland.

Cormac shrugged. & Idquo; Stay then, red bear of L och-linn. It ssemstherebe
no Norse, asye said, and it&rsquo;sfor Eirrin&rsquo;sshores|
amé& mdash;with this ship.& rdquo;

& ldquo; Salvage.& rdquo;
& ldquo;Conquest! & rdquo;
&ldquo;Ye&rsquo;d tow two craft, ye greedy Eirrisher?& rdquo;

& ldquo;Nay. The Daneirans want no ship. Nevertheless, it& rsquo;s Amber
Rowan we& rsquo;ll beleaving with them, and all under the deck of
Odin&rsquo;s Eye. A Briton-built ship isbest being pulled apart for whatever



use the Daneirans have...& rdquo;

He turned to hand-signal Quester. Immediately the two of Daneira swung over
the side and came hurrying up the beach, with their staves.

& ldquo;Your great Cathbadh slew all who fared here on thisknorr,&rdquo;
the Gael told them. & ldquo; The craft itself we take with us. All aboard her is
yours. And that ship& mdash;the poor one made by the Britons, who lear ned
naught of shipbuilding or much elsein five centuries of Roman rule& mdash;it
too isyours, for firewood or a clambering toy for Daneira& rsquo;s children.
Isit a good seafaring craft, Wulfhere?& rdquo;

Wulfhere had cometo Doom-heim on Amber Rowan& mdash;bound to the
mast, a captive of Britons who& rsquo;d learned of the spoilsthere from the
Dane when he was deep in hiscups. The Britons had little, save what the
Romans had left behind eighty year s agone when great Rome fell and they
withdrew. Even now those Britonish shores wereraided by Danes and
Norsemen, Saxons and Angles, Frisians and Jutes, along with a few more
from nearer to hand: Pictsfrom other side Hadrian& rsquo;s Wall, along with
men of both Alba and Eirrin.

Wulfhere madereply: &ldquo;Nay.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Remember that, sons of Danu. Now ye& rsquo;ve had ataste of the
sea, and it seemed marvelous to ye. But& mdash;the Daneirans ar e best
wherethey are, living in peace and with hope that none find ye. Come, give us
a bit of help now. We& rsquo;ll see what the Nor semen are after bringing ye...
aside from the metal melted in Daneiral& rdquo;

The Daneirans stared at the painted heads on prow and stern, each with
fangs meticulously carved in wide-open jaws; none of Daneira had seen a
wolf, or even a dog.

Cormac and Wulfhere swung quickly aboard and raised the deckboardsto
bar e the shallow space in which wer e stored those suppliesthat seafarers
might need ashore, and they were forced to land and tarry, but had no need
of whilethey voyaged. Therewaslittle; the ship stood not Cormacé& rsquo;s
height from gunwale to keel and was only about twice as broad, amidships.
The Gael and the Dane drew forth utensilsthat might or might not be of use
to the Daneirans; the metal would be welcome.

Astern, the small chamber of the steering platform was empty; there had
weapons been stored. Keel up on deck, a single afterboat was bound and
secured with ropes of walrus hide. For it the Daneirans had no use; Cormac



would leave it whereit was, on his new ship.

& ldquo; She seems a better craft than any we& rsquo;ve sailed,
Cormac.&rdquo;

Cormac nodded. & ldquo; So she seems. Come; we& rsquo;ll be stripping. That
Britonish craft will be easy to pull and push in.& rdquo;

It was. The matter of coaxing and manhandling Odin&rsquo;s Eye into the
water was far more difficult. Samaire and Bas cameto lend their strength.
Without the prodigious strength of the Dane, they& rsquo;d never have
accomplished it and would have had to wait for the vessel to be floated by the
tide. Then Odin&rsquo;s Eye was partially afloat, and they tethered her
behind Quester, as Amber Rowan had been. Cor mac checked over every inch
of the towline.

&ldquo;l tell ye again, Wolf: If we encounter weather, real weather,
ye& rsquo;ll haveto cut loose that leashed dog of a ship. She& rsquo;ll bethe
death of uselse.& rdquo;

& ldquo; The weather will hold,& rdquo; Bas said.

It was a statement of absolute fact that made the Dane feel gooseflesh on his
bare sweaty arms. Nevertheless he asked, & ldquo;For a ship named for a
god not of Eirrin?& rdquo;

& ldquo; The weather will hold.& rdquo;

Cormac said nothing, but turned to the two of Daneira. & ldquo;Mayhap this
craft and these few things of Norge can be of useto ye,& rdquo; he said.

& ldquo;lt&rsquo;ssurel am nonewill sneer at the metal ye bring home! Ye
know the way to Daneira from here?

They but smiled at that. The people of Danu& rsquo;sisle knew itsevery
inch, sure!

& ldquo;Then it&rsquo;sleave we& rsquo;ll be taking of ye. May your
goddess send happiness on ye both and all your people& mdash;and many
children.& rdquo; Cormac turned seaward. He was mor e ready to be off and
away, and no love was on him for these weaponless people who had never
known travail. It put afog and a darkness on hismind, just the thought of
their easy lives, for when ever had he known ease or lack of strife or the
necessity of having his sword by him& mdash;aye, and shield?

& ldquo;Danu bethy light, Cormac mac Art. Danu bethy light, friends of the



Danans.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Danu be thy light, Cormac mac Art, and thou Wulfhere, and Brian.
And thou Samaire& mdash;and your self, holy druid.& rdquo;

From the ship to which he& rsquo;d returned to be by Thulsa Doom, Bas
nodded.

Cormac boosted Samaire onto Quester and swung up. He gave her a swift
crude fondle while there was none to see, and turned to aid Brian aboard.
Then the Gael looked down at Wulfhere, who had turned to look back
toward Daneira. Heavy laden, the two sons of Danu wer e lugging Nor se
utensilsinto the woods.

& ldquo;Fareyewell, Wulfhere Hausakluifr,& rdquo; Cormac said.
& ldgquo;Many children. Oh& mdash;and may your goddess Danu shed her
light& mdash; & rdquo;

Wulfhere swung to glower up at hisfriend. &ldquo;May plague fall on ye and
therestless wormsinfest your anus, son of an Eirrish pig-farmer!&rdquo;
And the Dane swung aboard with such vehemence of motion that
Quester&rsguo;s planking creaked and water sloshed.

And thistime they held out again to the open sea and, with sail opened to the
wind, stood forth northwesterly for Eirrin. The water gurgled past the hull as
If delighted to be bearing them homeward. It was a journey that might take a
few days& mdash;or months, for none could ever be certain. Reckoning was
wor se than imprecise, and only gods might know or control the

weather & mdash;which controlled both the sea and all those aboard its
undulant plain.

A wind huffed without undue enthusiasm acr oss the sea south of Britain, so
that Quester&rsquo;s green-latticed sail stood out nicely like a

mer chant& rsquo;s belly. The lsle of Danu was left well behind and the
voyager s wer e alone, asin a gigantic empty chamber that surrounded them
on four sideswith water and sheltered them only with aroof of sky that was
nigh the same colour asthe demesne of Manannan mac Lir.

The world was blue, green-blue, and white.

In the heavens Behl added the warm yellow of his smile. Cormac and his
companions wor e no armour, now. Mail and leathern coatswere stored in
thelittle compartment under the steering platform astern. They had buckled
their weapon-belts on again; the sea was ever unpredictable and none wanted
his most valuable possession swept overboard amid some emer gency of wind,
and wave... and three aboard had survived a volcanic eruption that brought



new land onto this same ocean.

Nor could they bring themselves to store away shar p-edged steel, even though
their dread enemy was now a helpless captive.

Scarlet tunics made in Daneira wore Brian and Wulfhere and Cor mac, and
on the chest of the latter & rsquo;s new gar ment flashed the Moonbow on its
silver chain. Rather higher up on the night-dark robe of Thulsa Doom rode
hisidentical Chain of Danu, though with the M oonbow upside down; on him
the goddess frowned and from him she turned away her face. The deadliest
creaturein theworld sat at the mast. He was not bound. Nor could he change
form or launch attack on mind or body; he worethe necklace. He sat still at
the mast as he& rsquo;d been bade by his master. The undying wizard wasthe
creature of Cormacé& rsquo;swill, now, as before hiswill had commanded
theirsand brought so much horror and agony on them all.

The ship slipped rapidly acrossthe sea under swollen sail, straining toward
Eirrin. Thoseit boretalked of what it might mean, thisbeingin a

& ldquo;different dimension.& rdquo; It waslike unto the world they& rsquo;d
always known& mdash;with differences.

&ldquo;What differences?& rdquo;

They could not be sure. Perhapsin theworld or dimension they had quit, the
Isle of Danu was as uninhabited as they& rsquo;d supposed.

& ldquo;Mayhap,& rdquo; Bas said. & ldquo;Mayhap in our own dimension all
that we now know of the People of Danu after our ancestors supplanted
them& mdash;did not take place. Mayhap therethey are not ruled by a
woman at all. Or do not exist.& rdquo;

& ldquo;L et ushopethey do,&rdquo; Brian said, with a glance at their
captive.

&Idquo; And that a queen rules them,& rdquo; Samaire added.

Wulfhere chuckled. & ldquo; A niceness, if Thulsa Doom himself made it
possible for usto be hisweird for all and all, by bringing us here, whererules
the crowned woman to end hisfoul existence! & rdquo;

& ldquo;If such doesrule here,&rdquo; Samaire said, for she was awar e of
the improbability even more than the others.

& ldquo;But... where,& rdquo; Brian wanted to know, & ldquo;is here?
& rdquo;

& ldquo; A plane of existence where at least one island does not exist,& rdquo;



thewoman said, idly fingering the dark-bordered hem of the tunic made for
her in Daneira; it was an almost yellow green. & ldquo;Remember theisle
that was suddenly not there and thereby told Bas we had been dragged here
by Thulsa Doom, in his attemptsto escape us.& rdquo; She looked with
malice on the undying mage. He sat moveless, an unwilling but helpless slave
of the Chains of Danu; a slave of Cormac mac Art.

& ldquo; A place where a Norseman named Thorleif, son of Hordi, once slew
Wulfhere,& rdquo; Cormac said.

&ldquo;Hmp! That | refuseto believe! | could slay such as Thorleif all day
and still havetime for Daneiran maidensthe whole night through!& rdquo;

&ldquo; They are so far astern now that not even their isleisin view,& rdquo;
Brian said from thetiller, where he was nervously, proudly in

training& mdash;so long as the sea remained gentle. Nor was his statement
made without some small wistfulness. He stared asea, his hair like a cloud
about his head and his flaxen eyebrows all but invisible in the sunlight.

&ldquo;An it betruewhat Thorleif avowed,& rdquo; Bas said,
& ldquo;regoice, Wulfhere. For elseit&rsquo;stwo of yethere&rsquo;d bein
this plane& mdash;which isnow our abode for good or ill!& rdquo;

& ldquo;Blood of the gods! Bas& mdash;think ye | be here& mdash;l mean...
that there be two of me here?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Ha! Anintolerable world then, two of ye, son of an Eirrish raiser of
pigsi& rdquo;

& ldquo;Wulfhereold friend and drinker with Britons, much as hate& rsquo;s
upon meto tell ye of it and spoil your insults, my father was after being of the
descendants of High-king Niall the Great, one of the ua-Neill of Connacht. It

was no pigs my father raised. Nor in truth was he afarmer at all.&rdquo;

& ldquo;Nonsense, by Thor&rsquo;sred beard! All the Eirrish raise pigs!
Why, pork issurely the national dish and pigs& rsquo; bladdersthe only toy
of the young!& rdquo;

Samaire& rsquo;s voice camein weary practicality, a whisper that forced
them to fall silent in order to hear. &ldquo; Truly there might be... another
Samaire here, and another Cormac, and Brian, and you too, Bas?& rdquo;

& ldquo;Aye& mdash;but, Behl be praised, only one Thulsa Doom!& rdquo;

& ldquo;And only one Wulfhere,& rdquo; Cormac said, & ldquo;Behl be
thanked nigh equally, if Thorlef did indeed kill you& mdash;him. Who could



abide two of ye, with your ever-itchy beard and your babbling?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Yelook thirsty, Wolf of Eirrin. Could | be aiding yeinto the water
that ye might quench your pigfarmer & rsquo;sthirst? Simple matter to hold
ye by your heels& mdash; & rdquo;

Samaire slapped her high-booted leg. & ldquo;An ye two put not an end to
your constant childness, it& rsquo;sa mother ye& rsquo;ll make me feel yet,
the hapless dam of two bicker some boys! & rdquo;

Wulfhere contritely ducked his head& mdash;in the manner, indeed, of a
chastened boy. Cormac seemed not to notice her words. He& rsquo;d gone all
thoughtful, and gazed contemplatively at the skull-faced abomination sitting
with back to mast. The Gael fingered the Moonbow on his chest.

& ldquo; Thulsa Doom! It is my bidding ye obey, and naught else.

& ldquo;Aye.& rdquo; Therewasonly resignation in that word from lipless
mouth.

&ldquo;l want information of ye, monster!& rdquo;

Thered pointsin the eyesockets of Thulsa Doom& rsquo;s
death& rsquo;s-head stared at Cormac mac Art. But they were without their
usual fire of malice, for Thulsa Doom& rsquo;s mind was no longer hisown.

&ldquo;Ye& rsquo;ll provideinformation, an | demand it.& rdquo;

The mage& rsquo;s voice bore no semblance of happiness, though his hissing
malevolence was also missing. & ldquo;Aye. | will tell you what |
can.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Be there escape from this dimension of yours, a way back
to& mdash;our own world?& rdquo;

&ldquo;l am trapped here. You are aswell, as you came through with me
though totally by accident. We cannot return.&rdquo;

That felt like a blow to the stomach, and Cormac heard gasps from the
others. Hetried, hopefully but with hisvoice bordering on the desultory.
&ldquo;And if we order yeto return us, blackheart?& rdquo;

&ldquo;l cannot. The dlip-through, the & Isquo; gateway& rsquo; | have so
long used is destroyed. Never have | been so sorely held fast asye held me,
with swords, and with that man of Behl striving with his powers. | strove
mor e mightily than ever | have before. Thus by accident | torethe
dlip-through, and brought through all with me& mdash;even these ships. And
thus destroyed the link between thisdimension and that other. | know. |



stroveto go back there, with you here. | could not; no means exists.& rdquo;
The mage broke off and stared straight ahead.

&ldquo;More,& rdquo; Samaire urged.

& ldquo; Thulsa Doom!& rdquo; the Gael snapped. & ldquo;Heard ye not
Samair e?& rdquo;

Thistimethe wizar d& rsquo;s wor ds emer ged bitterly, defiantly. & ldquo; She
does not wear the chain linked in the Beyond to thisone! & rdquo;

&ldquo;| do. Speak. Add to what ye& rsquo;ve said.& rdquo;

& ldquo;You cannot return,&rdquo; Thulsa Doom said at once,

& ldquo;because | cannot. Nor could | guaranteeit if your coming through
had not destroyed the means of transference, for it was all by accident and
my desperate striving to break the hold of swords and the druid. Be assured
that | brought you not here by design, Cormac mac Art who was my greatest
enemy!&rdquo;

Cormacé& rsquo;s half-smile was grim. & ldquo; For once, monster, | & rsquo;m
believing ye. Well then, we must make the most of it. Thisdimension does
differ from our s?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Aye. It isthe same, but some things have not happened here. Others
have happened herethat have not, will not in the other plane that was your
home. Thereisa, afork, a branching, in history. Both nature& rsquo;s for ces
and sorcery had do with that branching, long ago. Now there are two worlds,
lying parallel and each invisibleto the other. This one became my escape ...
for herel did not survive death, so long ago. M ost things are the same. That
would not have remained so, for & mdash; & rdquo; the sorcerer broke off.

&ldquo;For what, mage? Answer!&rdquo;

& ldquo; & mdash;for | would have taken possession of thisworld, and ruled
it,& rdquo; Thulsa Doom said. & ldquo; From Rome.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Rome! & rdquo; Brian echoed.
&ldquo;Aye.& rdquo;

&ldquo;ln thisworld... Romefell not? Rome still rules... even
Britain?& rdquo;

& ldquo;No no. All those things& mdash;ar e the same; all major mattersare
the same. No& mdash;it was my plan, my hope, to rid your world of your self,
and this one& mdash;and then to rule this plane. Rome would be the best
capital& mdash;for | would have replaced the leader of those who called



themselvesfirst & Isquo; Friends& rsquo; and now are known as

& Isquo;Christians.& rsquo; Their chief priest or bishop isin

Rome& mdash;from there he seeksto rule, but of course does not. |

will& mdash;would have done. The Pope whose image | would wear would
never die, would rule forever, and soon all would believe in hisfaith and his
claim of direct descent from him chosen by their god.& rdquo;

& ldquo;A lovely plan,& rdquo; Cormac mac Art said quietly. & ldquo;An
undying dead man... ruling a world devoted to the Dead God, | 0sa
Chriost!&rdquo;

&ldquo;That island that was there but not here,& rdquo; Brian said
apprehensively, for hewas moreinterested in the immediate and the per sonal
than theinconceivable: unending world rule. &ldquo;lt isnow... here? It is
gone?&rdquo;

Into the silence, Cormac said, & ldquo; Answer questions from us all.& rdquo;

&ldquo;lt isnot here& rdquo; Thulsa Doom said. & ldquo; It was never
here.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Nev& mdash;oh gods! Eirrin... beit here?&rdquo;

&ldquo;Aye. Eirrin exists. Britain exists. Norge and Dane-land exist. Rome
left the shores of Britain some eighty years ago. Al-ric, king of the Visigoths,
took and sacked Rome in the four-hundred and tenth year of the era of the
Christians. It isthe same. The August date was the same. Eirrin&rsquo;s
kingdoms are the same.& rdquo;

All eyesaboard Quester were fixed on the mage now, all earsdrinkingin his
dull-voiced reluctant replies asif they were ale and all were dying of thirst.
The searippled alongside the ship, and gurgled in its wake.

&ldquo;Brian,&rdquo; Cormac said. &ldquo;lsthere... another Brian
her e?& rdquo;

& ldquo;No.& rdquo;
Brian gasped and jerked asthough struck.

& ldquo;He put to sea three year s agone, the skullface said, & ldquo;and has
never been seen since. Indeed he never will, as he was slain on the coast of
Alba by Picts& mdash; & rdquo;

&ldquo;Dead! & rdquo; Brian said in a broken croak, and held up his hand
before hisface. It shook. He stared at that quivering hand, asthough for



assur ance that heindeed lived.

&ldquo;Then all ye need do,& rdquo; Basreminded the youth, & ldquo;is
pretend a bit& mdash;and return to the bosom of an overjoyed family! Any
errorsye make, in memory, can be laid to captivity or some sea battle.

&ldquo;That,&rdquo; Brian said very quietly, &ldquo;l have
experienced.& rdquo;

They were silent, gazing upon the youth from Killevy up in Airgialla. All
remembered how he& rsquo;d had to do death on hisbest friend Ros, another
youth whose mind was possessed by Thulsa Doom and whoé& rsquo;d been
striving to slay Bas. Cormac, whose mind bore scars, knew that act had
etched oneinto Brian&rsquo;s brain, too, and Cor mac felt both remor se and
guilt, for it wasin following him that Brian had come upon such horror and
had manhood thrust upon him, ten or so yearsall at once.

& ldquo;And Wulfhere?& rdquo; Cormac asked.

& ldquo; Aye& mdash;has Thorleif slain me here& mdash;my, uh, other self, |
mean? Odin&rsquo;s god-like patience but thisisa thorny matter to think
on& mdash;even to try to talk on!& rdquo;

The death& rsquo;s-head moved dlightly to face the giant. & ldquo;lt istrue.
And aye, was Thorleif of Norge slew you, years past. Thereisno other
Wulfhere here.& rdquo;

Wulfhere stared, then rose and stalked aft, to mutter to Brian that it was his
turn at watch and tiller.

& ldquo;And... mysalf?& rdquo; Cor mac was asking.

& ldquo;Another Cormac mac Art existsin this plane,& rdquo; Thulsa Doom
said, and it was asif the words wer e a palpable force that rocked Cormac
wher e he sat, on a rowing bench. & ldquo;No less scarred, no less skilled with
weapons, no less deadly, this Cormac mac Art of Connacht. Heisyou; you
are he.&rdquo;

After atime of silence while he thought on that, hardly with under standing,
Cormac glanced at Samaire. He looked again at Thulsa Doom. & ldquo; |



would know whether & mdash; & rdquo;

& ldquo;Cormac!& rdquo;

At her cry, Cormac broke off to look at Samaire.

& ldquo; Ask no more about yourself. It is... eerie. Awful. Please.& rdquo;

After a moment, he nodded. &ldquo;And yourself, dairlin girl. Areyewanting
to know about your self?& rdquo;

&ldquo;l & mdash;| & mdash;& rdquo; She bit her lip, looked at Thulsa Doom.
&ldquo;Aye! & rdquo; she said, of a sudden. &ldquo;l must know, and then
it& rsquo;s no more questions 1 & rsquo;ll be asking. It ispossible that here |
am married yet to that prince who was my husband, in Osraigh... or that |
died in childbirth... or... was slain by those Nor se who, captured me from the
shores of Leinster. Such things are possible, wizard?& rdquo;

& ldquo;Aye, all such things are possible,& rdquo; Thulsa Doom said.
& ldquo; But& mdash; & rdquo;

&ldquo;Hold!& rdquo; Shethrust out a stopping hand. &ldquo; Tell meonly if
thereisanother Samaire Ceannselaigh here, daughter of Leinster&rsquo;s
dead king.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Aye.& rdquo;
Again her teeth worried her lip. & ldquo;And... my brother ?& rdquo;

& ldquo; Feredach your brother rulesLeinster, him whoiscalled an Dubh
& mdash;the Dark.& rdquo;

& ldquo;My& mdash;other brother. Ceann of the Red Hair.& rdquo;

& ldquo;He was slain by those Nor se ye spoke of, on the soil of Eirrin near

the coast, whilst heresisted his kidnaping& mdash;and yours. They carried
you away, once they& rsquo;d knocked away your sword and over power ed
you& mdash;and threw him into the sea along the L einsterish coast.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Ceann!& rdquo;

And even though Ceann mong Ruadh was alive in her own dimension,
Samair e wept, mour ning him, and commenced the keening in the manner of
her people. Wulfhere turned, cast anxious looks about asif seeking escape.
He& rsquo;d had to givelisten aforeto the Eirrish mourn-keening; Samaire
did it too well for his sensitive ears. Brian and Bas both looked asif they



wanted to go to her; both looked at Cormac, with anxiousness on them.

The Gael said, & ldquo; Weapon-companion!& rdquo; and his voice was
sharp.

Samaire stiffened and firmed her mouth. She stilled her lamentsfor the
Ceann of this dimension, a Ceann she had never known& mdash;and for that
Ceann of the other plane, whom she& rsquo;d never see again. And him
waiting at Tara for their return with spoilsto finance his plotting against his
murderous brother!

&ldquo; Thereisthat which I must know,& rdquo; Cormac said,

& ldquo;despite Samaire& rsquo; s warning and my agreement. Thulsa Doom,
blackhearted monster and my slave& mdash;answer. Am | welcome in this
Eirrin, by the High-king on Tara Hill?& rdquo;

The mage& rsquo;s single word was the most awful and shattering he had
uttered; the ugliest word in any language. & ldquo;No.& rdquo;

Then for along while the ship scudded over the plain of the sea, and there
wer e no wor ds spoken aboard her. Only the sun smiled; only the waves
rippling past the hull chuckled. Samaire turned her back, and began to weep,
though quietly. Cormac merely stared at the decking beneath hisfeet. Brian
managed to look anguished and angry all at once.

At last Cormac mac Art began to speak, in alow, disconsolate voice.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;ll not be asking if herel am trenfher na Eirrain, Champion
of Eirrin, which I won by such great effort& mdash;in my own dimension from
which ye& rsquo;ve stolen me, scum of the ancient world! 1t& rsquo;sfor
Eirrin we& rsquo;re bound, and to Eirrin we go. Once again must | be
someone else& mdash;and not my old & Isquo;Partha mac Othna& rsquo;
either, lest that name betray me. It& rsquo;sdirectly to one of the Door ways
to the Tuatha de Danann | must take Thulsa Doom.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Oh, Cormac! & rdquo;

Henodded. &ldquo;l know, dairlin girl& mdash;but it& rsquo;s unwelcome in
my own land | & rsquo;ve been, for a dozen years of my life. Blowsto the spirit
| & rsquo;vetaken before, aswell. | shall abide; | shall survive. Asto

your self& mdash; & rdquo; He looked about at hislittle group of friends,
weapon-companions, all. & ldquo;Y e others can and will go to Tara.
Woulfhere, ye can be taking Odin&rsquo;s Eye, though it follows uswith such
docility. Though... once the High-king knows who ye be, Samaire, for your
cousin Aine Cumalswife will recognize ye o0& r squo;cour se, all will be well for
ye. And for Bas, and Brian, aye and for Wulfhere, your friend from among



the Danes who became friend of Eirrin by rescuing ye from the Nor semen, ye
seel & rdquo;

&ldquo;In your company,& rdquo; she said. & ldquo;Aye. Mayhap then you
too will be welcome at Tara Hill, my love.& rdquo;

Cormac tightened hisjaw and stiffened a bit, for she had not used those
wordsto him afore, with others present. &ldquo;Bas, of course, will... no
mind. No matter. That be the way of it. It iswhat must be done.& rdquo;

And again therewas silence, for all knew hewasright, and firm on it. Nor
did any dare ask the enslaved mage where that other Cor mac, that Cor mac of
thisdimension was, or what he did. It was Wulfhere who broke the somber
quiet that over shadowed them like brooding thunder clouds.

& ldquo;Ye& rsquo;ve taken leave of your senses, son
of& mdash;Eirrin.&rdquo;

Cormac swung to stare; all followed his gaze, looking at the giant Dane who
stood astern with hisfiery beard moving restlessly in the breeze.

& ldquo;Blood-brother! 1& rsquo;ll not be going to the hall of Eirrin&rsquo;s
High-king, and | a Dane, in anyone& rsquo;s company! Likely | &rsquo;d
never leave alive& mdash;and that means|&rsquo;d be taking twenty or forty
of Eirrin with meinto death! Oh no, Wolf. Nor thistimewill | betaking afine
ship in quest of a crew& mdash;whilst ye go alone with... that, seeking a
Doorway ye may not find, to people who may not exist, who may or may not
beruled by awoman!& rdquo;

& ldquo; Wulfher e& mdash; & rdquo;

& ldquo;Call me blood-brother!& rdquo; Wulfhere snapped. & ldquo;l go with
you. Thistime aye, | will suffer these feet to tread the soil of your land. It was
in afilthy prison we met, you and |, and we broke free together, and we took
ship together, and we sailed together after. | owe you my life& mdash;and you
owe meyours, for it&rsquo;s morethan once or even twice each of us had
only just saved the other from ax or sword. But for you | & rsquo;d have
ridden a Valkyrie& rsquo;s horselong ago.& rdquo; Wulfhere stood solidly,
stared and spoke stolidly. & ldquo; We take Thulsa Doom to the Door way,
Cormac mac Art an cliuin& mdash;blood-brother!& rdquo;

Cormac was obviously considering, though it was obvious there was nothing
to be gained by raising argument. And true, in the decision he had announced,
Cormac had felt much alone; egregiously alone. He knew loneliness,
alone-nesswell; he& rsquo;d shared hislifewith it as other men with an
ever-present dog. He could bear it. And... he&rsquo;d be passing glad for the



company of hislongtime comrade.

&ldquo;lt isa matter of which Doorway we seek, then,& rdquo; hesaid in a
low voice, and they began to think and to discuss that problem, for Cathbadh
had named them a choice of two locations.

Thetwin hills called the Breasts of Danu indeed resembled the mounded
bosom of a woman reclining supine. They stretched long across the land but
eighteen of the Roman miles northeast of the River Kenmare, which emptied
into the sea down in the southwest of Eirrin. Therethey could go ashore,
without danger of recognition.

The hill of Bri Leith waswell north, sixty mileswest of Tara Hill and south of
Tailite. From Tarathey must crossthreerivers, the Boyne and the Deel and
the Inny& mdash;and hills, and the bogs aswell, or skirt them. It was Bas
who then suggested that they could sail Quester down south of Eirrin, enter
the Shannon and make their way up it to L ough Ree; thence up itslength and
onto the broad Shannon again, until they could make landing but a few miles
east of Bri Leith and Long-ford.

Problems attended either choice. At last it was Cor mac who decided. In
manner most positive he stated what they would do. For gladness was on him
to be positive about something, in thisnew life forced on him by arelentless
enemy who hated him only for the man he& rsquo;d been in atimeincredibly
long, long gone by.

& ldquo;Wewill port at Balbriggan, but twenty or so milesfrom Tara. Ye
otherswill go directly there, and to the home of your cousin Aine, Samaire. |
and Wulfherewill skirt fair Tara, calling ourselves by other

names& mdash;and taking Thulsa Doom to L ong-ford, and the Doorway at
Slieve Bri Leith.&rdquo;

Fast on the heels of hiswords came another voice. & Idquo; Release me,
Cormac mac Art, release me now, and | renounce all vengeance on
ye& mdash;and these your friends.&rdquo;

Cormac stared at the death& rsquo;s head, and he was tempted.
& Idquo;Join me! Rule thisworld!& rdquo;

& ldquo; Thulsa Doom, no man but would be a fool to place faith in any such
promise from you. And ye& rsquo;ll not be ruling thisworld, mage. No.
It& rsquo;snorelease ye& rsquo;ll be having of me, whilst | live.& rdquo;

Brian saw a matter for laughter, and seized on it, for in all wakesthetime
comes for gaiety. & ldquo;Sure and it& rsquo;s a sea of interesting looks ye



three will be receiving, moving through our green Eirrin and one of ye with
no face! & rdquo;

Cormac showed him the pale reflection of a smile, and that seen dimly asin
an old and filthy mirror of weathered bronze.

& ldquo;No, Brian. For Thulsa Doom can be assuming any form he
wishes& mdash;isit not true, mage?& rdquo;

& ldquo;Aye. Theform of any person | have seen.& rdquo;

Cormac nodded. & ldquo; Then it& rsquo;s a decent visage ye& rsquo;ll wear
in Meath of Eirrin, monster, not that hideous shining skull! It&rsquo;s green
your robe will be, and the symbols of Behl and Crom on ye& mdash;for | and
Wulfherewill travel respectably, in company of what all will seeasa
druid!&rdquo;

PART TWO

The Kingdom of Danu
Chapter Eight:

IntotheEarth

&ldquo;Eirrin,& rdquo; Wulfhere Skullsplitter said, & ldquo;is wet. The
weather & rsquo;s less damp asea.& rdquo;

& ldquo;lt&rsquo;s a healthy lot we of Eirrin are, meaning the weather
agreeswith us,& rdquo; Cormac told the grumbling Dane. He waved a hand.
Misty grey-blue sky; green plain sweeping into deep woods with
multicolour ed leaves, green hill patching into brown; distant blue mountains.

& ldquo;For sea-dogs,& rdquo; the Daneretorted, & ldquo;mayhap Eirrin is
healthful .& rdquo; He looked about. & ldquo; Aye, and mountains ever in view,
no matter which way oneturns. Thisland hasa million rivers, a million foul
dark bogsthat give off worse air than the grave, and two million

mountains.& rdquo;

& ldquo; Forget not the clouds ye& rsquo;ve grumbled of ,& rdquo; Cormac
said, a bit wearily.

& ldquo;Ah! The clouds& mdash;they rush about overhead driven by
ever-changing air currentslike antsfrom a kicked hill. And... it&rsquo;s



ever wet.&rdquo;
& ldquo;Misty,& rdquo; Cormac said.
&ldquo; Wet.& rdquo;

Cormac mac Art compressed hislips. He knew it was not the weather or the
scenery of Eirrin that had Wulfhere a-grumble so. Both men were weary.
They& rsquo;d been at the hill of Bri Leith for two days, and now they
trudged, rather than strode. Wor se, because of the autumn chill and the
dampness and Wulfher e& r squo;s nagging at Cormac about his native

land& mdash;even unto the clouds over head& mdash;they had been here two,
nights. Despair hovered over them like a vulture,

They had walked. And walked. Up the hill and down the hill. Around it and
around it, wading through gor se and dagger bushes and fur ze. There was no
sensein splitting up in their search for the Doorway to the Danans& rsquo;
subterrene demesne; Wulfhere would not find it. He could not. The
Doorways, Cathbadh had said, would reveal themselvesto him who worethe
Sign of the M oonbow& mdash;and only to him. Only to Cor mac, then.
Otherwise the entrances wereinvisible, the protection of the Tuatha de
Danann within the earth from those who had displaced them and lived on its
surface. The two men must remain together. They roamed together, and
Wulfhere grumbled aloud.

Cormac remained outwardly taciturn... and grumbled in his heart.
With them always came the apparent druid who

& ldquo;Bas& rdquo;; twice Wulfhere had, and then launched into a vicious
hailstorm of curses. That had put thought on the Gadl.

& ldquo;An any should separate us, Cormac told Thulsa Doom, &ldquo;it is
my command that ye resume your own wor se than ugly form at once. The
robe and form of Cutha Atheldane, and the skull that is all we know of your
face. Ye be understanding?& rdquo;

& ldquo;l understand.& rdquo;

& ldquo;And ye& rsquo;ll obey, though we& rsquo;ve separated and | not there
to order or see?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Aye. | must.&rdquo;
And they trudged on.

&ldquo;An isdand,&rdquo; Wulfhere said, & ldquo;is a piece of land afloat but
anchored on the bosom of the sea. Aye, and completely surrounded by the



water.& rdquo;
Cormac said nothing. They trudged.

After atime he could not bear the silence that followed the Dane& rsquo;s
remark, and he said, & ldquo;Aye.&rdquo;

& ldquo;Eirrin,&rdquo; Wulfhere said with pleasure, & ldquo;with all its
riversand lochs and fens and thrice-damned bogs, and with its mountains all
along the coast so that the whole land slopesinward to the center. Eirrinis
water, completely surrounded by land.& rdquo;

& ldquo;And L och-linn of the Danesis perfection itself,& rdquo; Cormac said,
hanging onto histemper only with effort. & ldquo;Which iswhy ye left so long
agone and never return. Come, blood-brother, it& rsquo;sonly weary of this
sear ching ye& rsquo;re after being. There& rsquo;s more grass under my two
feet thisinstant than in all of Loch-linn... and more moisturein a lungful of
theair of Britain than in all Eirrin&rsquo;s sweet air!&rdquo;

Wulfhere only sighed, without reply. The other man wasright; in thissort of
situation, he& rsquo;d have muttered darkly even about the paradisic | sle of
Danu. He sighed anew. With all its anxious womenfolk... he should have
remained there!

They walked slowly along the hillside, stumping, one leg long and the other
short, for it was easier than walking up and down, up and down. Though
their movements were not quitelistless, they were hardly energetic. Nor came
thisfrom lack of sleep. Though the nights were cold and heavied with the
added chill of dampness and their limbs and backs complained at

mor ningtide, both men slept well enough. The livesthey& rsquo;d led had

har dly accustomed them to soft beds and the war mth of night-fires. If ever
men could sleep anywhere, under any conditions, and indeed nigh at any time
at will, the Wolf and the Splitter of Skullswere among their number.

Nor did their captive provide any problem. It was the growing feeling of
fruitlessnessthat preyed on their minds.

Despair was a brooding shadow that hovered over them and their thoughts
weredark with it. Surely they had trod every inch of this mocking hill, and of
the greensward at its base. They had found no Doorway, not even a cave;
therewas no sign. They were weary of the search, and nervousthat it wasto
come to naught.

Samaire, with Bas and Brian, had reluctantly parted their company and gone
on to Tara. With Thulsa Doom in the likeness of Bas as he was now, the two
weapon-men had struck westwar d& mdash;afoot. Neither was accustomed to



hor ses, and Cor mac hated that sort of transport that made a man& rsquo;s
tailbones and thighs sor e& mdash;and wor se next day. Too, he stated a
further reason for walking. What would they do with their mounts once they
discovered the Doorway and entered the earth? The hor ses could not remain
tethered. Nor could they be turned loose to roam free and doubtless cause
conster nation and damage for others. Nor, on this mission, was there a way
to hire someone, even a boy, to accompany them and return the mounts once
the Doorway was found. He& rsquo;d likely become a flying gibbering idiot
when his employersvanished... and might well be waiting with an army of
angry, fearful men and stern druids when Cor mac and Wulfher e emer ged
from below ground. If they emerged, after & mdash;how long a while within
theearth?

And so they had walked, and, waded, and forded, and slept out in damp chill,
and now two days and two nights had passed here, and the third day still
brought them nothing to lift sagging spirits. And so Cormac mac Art was
mor ose, and Wulfhere grumbled about Eirrin and its clime.

Yester evethey had conferred. For two days, confident, excited, they had

mer ely walked about, hither and thither, each expecting at any second to espy
the object of their quest. When whim struck, one announced and both
hastened to that place, only to experience a renewal of disappointment.
Cormac felt no qualm about asking Thulsa Doom for the location of this
Doorway. But Thulsa Doom did not know.

L ast night they had decided to do what they should have done on arrival after
their trek from the coast: put the quest on a systematic basis. Walk every
inch of the hill. They would not admit defeat and leave this area until they had
walked, one behind the other, around and around over every finger & rsquo;s
breadth of the hill and its perimeter.

With them trudged the cause of thisanguish and so much else that was
unpleasant and evil, him whose death they sought, and him dead befor etimes.
His green robe was a mockery that rustled as he walked. Nor, seemingly, did
Thulsa Doom tire.

&ldquo;An wefind it now,&rdquo; Wulfhere said from behind the Gadl,
& ldquo;we& rsquo;ll have to decide whether torest erewe... goin. My
belly& rsquo;s begun to growl.& rdquo;

& ldquo;When hasit not? When have ye not? Wulfhere! & rdquo; Cormac
jerked and cameto a halt so that the Daneran full into hisback. & ldquo;lt...
it betimeto make that decision,& rdquo; Cormac said, in a voice that was not
without a bit of quaver.

All weariness flowed from mac Art& rsquo;slimbsand spirit as he stared at



it: awound had opened or appeared, huge and gaping in the hillside. A dark
hole it was, twice the breadth of his shouldersthough several inches shorter
than his height. But a moment ago had been naught here but grass. Now
gaped the cave, closer to him than the length of hisforearm. It yawned
darkly, a cavern into the hill but a few steps above its base. Wide enow for
two men to walk abreast& mdash;two short men. And women. And the
animalsthe Tuatha de Danann had taken with them from the face of Eirrin...

Thediffused sunlight spilled into the cave for a little way, then paled to grey.
The grey became black. There was no gauging the depth or length of this
tunnel into Eirrin&rsquo;s depths; there was only blackness.

& ldquo; Cor mac?& rdquo;

Stepping a half-pace downward, Cormac turned to look at Wulfhere. He
swept an arm at the gaping holein the earth, large enough to be visible for
many many feet, much less these few.

Wulfhere turned his gaze that way. He frowned. He turned the frown on his
companion.

& ldquo; See ye nothing, itch-beard?& rdquo;

& ldquo; The hill,& rdquo; the Dane said. & ldquo; And grass.
Cormac& mdash; has the damp and our frustration got to ye, man?& rdquo;

Cormac looked again. The cave was there. With a glance at Wulfhere, he
stepped forward. Within the holein the hill of Bri Leith, heturned to look
again at Wulfhere Hausakluifr, and him who appeared to be Basthe Druid.

& ldquo;Cormac!& rdquo;

Wulfhere& rsquo;s eyes had gone wide. He hurled badly shaken glancesthis
way and that. Cor mac saw those eyes fall on him& mdash;and knew that
Wulfhere saw him not, from a distance of lessthan a body length. Cormac
mac Art remembered, and stepped forth. Waving aside the Dane& rsquo;s
excited demands asto what had happened to him, he explained: Cathbadh
had advised that the Doorways to the Danans would reveal themselvesto him
who wor e the M oonbow.

&ldquo;ltis... there?& rdquo;
&ldquo;lt isthere, Wulfhere.& rdquo;
&ldquo; The... Doorway.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Aye. The Doorway to the People of Danu. We have found our
goal.& rdquo; He looked again into the blackness that Wulfher e could not



see. & ldquo;Y e have but to tread in my tracks, and& mdash; & rdquo;
& ldquo; Cormac mac Art.& rdquo;

It wasthe voice of Bas; both men turned to look at him& mdash;or rather, his
likeness.

& ldquo;Forget thisill-advised adventure, Cormac mac Art. Ye know not
what liesin that dark pit. Your own doom, perhaps. Think you a Gael will be
welcomed by those the Gaels droveinto thisland& rsquo;s subterranean
depths, into the cold and the dark? Take from me this Chain of Danu; free
me, and neither Wulfhere, nor Eirrin, nor any born of Eirrin anywhere will
suffer the slightest from me& mdash;aye, you and yourswill be the chosen
people! And too any othersye name, elsewhere. Richeswill be yours, Cormac
mac Art... no more exile, no more wandering... shall there be again one
named Cormac mac Art who rules supremein Eirrin?& rdquo;

& ldquo; Thulsa Doom! Hush. Say no more. Keep silent.& rdquo;

Knowing hiscommands wereirresistible, Cormac turned from the mage at
once. He found Wulfhere looking thoughtfully on him.

& ldquo;Ye& rsquo;d not be king over thisland, blood-brother ?& rdquo;

& ldquo;lt& rsquo;s nothing that one says and no promises of his|&rsquo;d
believe, blood-brother.& rdquo;

Slowly, Wulfhere nodded. & ldquo;lt istempting, though.& rdquo; The Dane
was musing aloud.

& ldquo;Oh aye. Aye, temptation ison me. Doubtless other s have been
tempted. | hold myself no good man, Wulfhere.& rdquo; Cormac held up his
hands befor e his face, and there were scarson both. He examined the palms
and dark long fingers. &ldquo;lt& rsquo;s much blood these hands have
spilled, Wulfhere.& rdquo; The Gael& rsquo;svoice wasinordinately quiet.

& ldquo;Widows have been created to weep because of the son of Art of
Connacht. Had that Art not been slain, murdered with treachery done on him,
none can say what might have been. But... to be given the choice now of
allying myself with purest evil, or of strivingtorid thisworld of it... no choice
exists, Wulfhere. 1t& rsquo;s no bad man | am, either.&rdquo; Cormac
gestured to the caveinvisibleto the other. &ldquo;We enter, Wulfhere. Isit
still with me ye go?& rdquo;

Wulfhere was smiling. & ldquo;Was you said the words, Cormac. | see no
cave& mdash;but | can see whereye go, Wolf. And | follow.& rdquo;

At last the torchesthey& rsquo;d brought would be put to use. Cormac



entered the Doorway. Wulfhere followed. Aye, and now he could see: sunlit
Eirrin behind, and the black darkness of the cave before. The huge Dane had
to stoop even mor e than hisfriend, but thiswas no time to make complaint.
With Thulsa Doom in the likeness of Bas of Tir Connail, they entered the
cavern.

They walked between gloomy walls of earth and stone, on a floor of the
same. It was bare and hardpacked and dustless beneath their feet. Uplifted
torches surrounded them in a bright yellow glow that was engulfed by
darkness but a few paces ahead. They advanced; the dark retreated, but was
ever there, lurking, waiting, closing in behind them as they ranged downward
into the earth.

Wulfhere glanced back, and his helmet clonked dully against a low ceil of
solid stone. He saw only the darkness; they had followed the cavern
downward, and its mouth had vanished.

& ldquo;How can people, live down here, in this blackness? Cormac... there
cannot be people down here!& rdquo;

Cormac said nothing. Doubts plucked at his confidence and his hopes, too,
but he& rsquo;d go on until uncertainty became certainty& mdash;one way or
another. An there be a crowned woman down here, he mused, sureit&rsquo;s
Queen of the Dark sheisl!

S0, and so. Let it bethat, then. If such there were, he& rsquo;d be finding her.
Behind him paced Thulsa Doom in silence; last came Wulfhere Hausak uifr.
Cormac walked on, leading the others ever deeper into the earth. A silence
surrounded them, and it seemed ominous, brooding, a menace. Waiting.
Silence and darkness swallowed them. The air grew heavy with the odour of
damp loam.

Their footsteps and the clink of chainmail wer e the only sounds, and
close-pressing walls gave off echoes. Even their breathing seemed loud,
echoic in this subterrene silence.

Cormac mac Art knew not how long they& rsquo;d paced forward, ever
downward, but his back had begun to complain of having been so long
bowed. Many minutes, he knew; many, many minutes. He was sur e that
Wulfher e suffered even more, by reason of his great height. But the Dane did
not complain. Cormac realized, and appreciated. Wulfhere Skullsplitter was
no child. He knew when not to jest or jape or make complaints,

Aye& mdash;and surely the ceiling&rsquo;s height is proof enow of the origin
of this endless tunnel, added to the sorcerous invisibility of its mouth; this
passage was constructed for people far shorter than |, than men of normal



height... the Tuatha de Danann.

& ldquo; Cormac! & rdquo; Wulfhere& rsquo;s voice camein arumblous
whisper.

&ldquo;Aye.& rdquo;

Cormacé& rsquo;s voice, too, was cautiously low, for there waslight ahead.
They advanced toward the pallid grey glow. Now the walls ahead became
visible, in a dim pearly light that seemed to have no source and yet was like...
moonlight. It did not grow brighter asthey approached, though they were
soon ableto see more clearly. Theillumination waslike that of earliest dawn
just when the birds commenceto sing, rather than the final blush at
day&rsquo;send. Toward that light the three walked& mdash;and what they
became able to see directly ahead was a blank wall of stone.

Just asthey reached that dead end of the passage they trekked, they saw that
it was not; thetunnel split and went off at anglesto left and right. In the
broader space formed by the three openingsin the earth, they paused,
peering down each arm of the Y and looking at each other.

There came help then in the matter of choosing: from. along the leftward
passage came sound. It wasthat of weeping, in the naturally high voice of a
woman or an adolescent.

After the exchange of another glance& mdash;and onedirected at Thulsa
Doom& mdash;they turned and entered the channel to the left.

Wasit an omen of ill favour that thefirst sound they heard in this subterrene
road to the tuatha de Danann was of sobbing; that the first person they met
hereinside Eirrin was deep in sadness?

The passageway descended, angled& mdash;and they saw the weeper.

Shewasagirl or young woman, huddled on the cavern floor, closeto the far
wall with her legsdrawn up and her head in her hands.

She was entirely naked but for a bracelet, which looked like bronze.

Deciding as he had about Sinshi that this nude little weeper was more girl
than woman, Cor mac paused, lifted a hand to halt the others. His buckler
was on hisarm and hissword in his sheath. They gazed on the girl, whose
head was down while she wept with quaking shoulders and yet little sound as
though she strove not to be heard; nevertheless she had neither seen nor



heard their approach. In silence, the three trespassers of under-earth stared.
Never had Cormac mac Art seen anyone so pale.

An infant, mayhap; atoddler never out of the house. Asthisgirl of the
Danans had never been out of the earth. No sun had ever touched that skin,
nor that of her parentsor their parents before them, nor indeed any of her
forebears, for some five centuries. They and their arcane art had somehow
brought with them thelight of their goddess, for thischamber was brighter,
asthough bathed in moonlight. But not sunlight. Aye, the Danans, for so pale
was this onethat she had to be of those people of sub-Eirrin, despite her
great difference from those of the Isle of Daneira.

Though strange, the pearly colour of her hair, ever so faintly tinged with the
palest slate blue, was far from distasteful. Cor mac had seen ash-blonds afore,
though hardly often, and he had seen too those whose hair went grey and
even white erethey had lived long enough to gain the wrinkles of age; he
thought such hair beautiful.

This Danan&rsquo;s hair wasthat hue all over her body, he saw, and she
was super bly constructed& mdash;strangely no darker round her nipplesthan
theinner shell of a mussel& mdash;and attractive by the standards of any
people he knew, assuming they judged not beauty by the amount of flesh.
Though true, he had not yet seen her face.

Likethose of Daneira, this sobbing Danan was slight, lightly boned and
extremely short; five feet, if that tall.

Cormac spoke quietly, with deliber ate slowness and car e for pronunciation.

& ldquo;Whatever it isthat puts sadness on ye, we& rsquo;ll not be adding to
it.& rdquo;

Up came her head; wide went eyes mor e pale than ever Cormac had seen
even among the Norse. Her sobsended. Fine nostrilsflared aswith alittlecry
she drew back against a wall of rocky earth shored with both wood and
stones. She stared, shrinking.

& ldquo;We bring you absolutely no harm,& rdquo; Cormac said,
uncomfortablein therole of gentleness; it waslittle practice he& rsquo;d had.
& ldquo; D& rsquo;ye under stand my wor ds?& rdquo;

Silent and huge-eyed, weird-eyed, she nodded. Her head was longish, her face
thin and with pronounced bone-structure. Like those of a rabbit though nigh
without colour, her eyes swiftly shifted their skittish gaze from oneto the
other of the three men before her. Cormac knew that they were even stranger
to her than sheto them; they expected the unusual. On impulse, he squatted.



Even at a distance of two lengths of hisbody, he towered over thegirl on the
floor against the wall, her legs and armsdrawn up defensively.

& ldquo;My nameis Cormac mac Art. He of thered beard isWulfhere.
Wulfhere. Thisis... Thulsa. It&rsquo;s from... above, that we& rsquo;ve
come. And in peace... oh.& rdquo;

He had forgotten. From between tunic and mailcoat he lifted the silver chain,
with its pendent sign of the M oonbow.

The girl gasped, stared. Her head came forward atrifleto peer at the sigil.
Her gaze shifted to the chest of Thulsa Doom. She blinked and tucked her
lower lip betwixt her teeth.

&ldquo;lt isasfriend of Danu and Her peoplel come, with my blood-brother
and him who is my captive, bonded to me by the Chains of Danu.& rdquo;
Cormac smiled. & ldquo;We are not monster Gaels cometo eat ye! Indeed,
we come bearing some gifts, and begging a boon.& rdquo;

Still she said naught, but only stared.

& ldquo;lt&rsquo;sslowly I & rsquo;m talking because it& rsquo;s apart our
tongues have grown, your people& rsquo;sand mine, across the hundr eds of
years. Please do the same. 1t&rsquo;s of the Danans ye be?& rdquo;

Long hewaited for her reply; at last she said, in atiny voice, & ldquo;Aye.
Cor... Cormac mac... your hair! And his hair... and so tall ye be, all
threel& rdquo;

Cormac showed her another smile, working very hard at being gentle and

confidence-winning. &ldquo;And to usye be lovely small, child of Danu! ...
Iit& rsquo;son meto ask...&rdquo; He paused. &ldquo; See us as friends of
your self, g& mdash;will ye be telling us your name?& rdquo;

She was staring past him with those positively unsettling eyes with less colour
than the underside of a cloud. Abruptly realizing that it was not cold as

he& rsquo;d expected, so deep in the earth, he gave thought to the possibility
that the Danans of sub-Eirrin wore no clothing. But her legswere drawn up
and to one side, heels at her buttocks, thus concealing her privatesin
apparent modesty. Her armsremained across breaststhat he had already
seen were firm and high and pointy of tip, like cones of snow.

He asked her again. Her gaze snapped to his face.
& ldquo;Oh! | make apology& mdash;| was staring... the beard of...



of...&rdquo;
& ldquo;Wulfhere,& rdquo; the Danerumbled, and shejerked a little.

&ldquo;Oh! And what a voice! Your beard isbeautiful, my lord Wulfhere.
| & mdash;my nameisErris. Of the de Danann, aye. It& rsquo;s handmaid |
am, to Queen Riora Feachtnachis of M oytura.& rdquo;

Queen Riora! Thistime Cormacé&rsquo;s smilewas broad and genuine.

Chapter Nine:

Battle Beneath the Earth

Cormac gazed smiling upon Erristhe Danan, handmaiden to Riora, Queen of
Moytura. His heart surged and hefelt asif a breeze had arisen to blow warm
air over him.

A queen ruled here, beneath and within Eirrin; a crowned woman!

The queen of Moytura... Moytura: Magh Tuiredh, the site of thelong, long
ago battle in which the Danans had put defeat on the Fir Bholgs, the first
rulersof Eirrin. Asfor the other names, Errisand Riora; well, the sounds
wer e familiar, though Rory& mdash; Rudraighe& mdash;was a man& rsquo;s
name. The naming of people had taken its own cour se here, herealized.

Cormac mac Art twisted about to share an elated look with Wulfhere.

Grinning, Wulfhere asked, & ldquo; And do the people of M oytura wear no
clothing?& rdquo;

Immediately Errisof Moytura erupted anew into tears. Cormac resisted the
desireto get up and strangle the Dane...

Rising, he pulled around the sizeable belt-pouch he wor e, and fished within it
while he approached Erris. He squatted before the small huddled form. His
touch was gentle, and his hand on her shoulder looked like the shadows of
night swallowing the wan glow of the moon. She looked up briefly, stricken
and tear-stained; dropped her head to her hands again.

Hefelt foolish, proffering the necklace from the Doom-heim trove. Jewels
they had brought, aye, hopefully to deal with a queen. But of

clothing& mdash;none. All, every scrap of cloth, Samaire and the others had
taken to Tara. Yet now heremembered that he had that to offer her which
would cover her nakedness, though he hated with a man& rsquo;sinstincts
and urgesto seeit done. Naturally he and Wulfhere wor e cloaks; they had
wrapped themselves well in them, each night.

He cupped his palm under the disk of hismantle& rsquo;s brooch, drew forth



the pin, and caught thedisk in his palm. Setting them aside, he removed his
cloak, placed it over her drawn-up form, to the chin. Hetucked it around.

She stilled her sobs, looked up sniffing. For along while she gazed into his
eyes.

&ldquo;You arekind,&rdquo; she said.

& ldquo;lsit kindnessto lend clothing to someone who has none? Here, here
iIsthe clasp to my cloak.& rdquo; He considered. & ldquo;Y e have done
wrong, Erris Rioranacht? yewere stripped and...& rdquo; He looked about,
and it cameto him. Thiswas not Moytura& mdash;not yet! & l[dquo;And cast
out!& rdquo; heblurted.

She nodded, her so-pale eyes watery and leaking tears down the cheeks of
her thin face. L ooking at him, she tugged the cloak up to cover all of her save
her head& mdash;and her back, which was against the tunnel& rsquo;swall.
Shetold him.

Yes. She had been stripped, and cast forth& mdash;but not for wrongdoing.
Because she was the queen& rsquo;s favourite.

Cormac frowned and a coldness grew around his heart.

Errisof Moytura spoke more, and all elation faded from him, and from
Waulfhere, until it had ceased to exist and it was only distressthey knew.

Riora of Moytura was daughter of Riora, queen. But a year ago the queen
had died; her daughter was crowned. Riora, daughter of Riora, was queen of
Danan Moytura.

But Queen Riora did not rulein Moytura.

Her cousin Cairluh had plotted with the mage, Tarmur Roag. Cairluh and
Tarmur Roag had seized power in Moytura; they ruled.

Cormac clutched at a fleeting and unlikely hope. & ldquo;Cairluh isnot... a
womané& rsquo;s name here, isit?& rdquo;

Errisshook her head and cloudlike hair flew. Shelooked at him without
smiling, and there was less colour in her eyesthan in the nails of hisfingers.

& ldquo;Oh no,& rdquo; Errissaid, but shedid not smile at his suggestion.

Cormac sighed. &ldquo;How isit then that the people of Moytura suffer a
male cousin to rulein the place of her whoistheir rightful queen? Isyour



mistress so bad a ruler?&rdquo;

&ldquo; Sheis not! & rdquo; Errissnapped with some anger and much
vehemence, and then she softened and explained.

Tarmur Roag was a man of considerable power. A simulacrum of Riora,
created or called up by Tarmur Roag in the queen& rsquo;s precise likeness,
ruled in her stead. She& mdash;or it, was controlled, of course, by Tarmur
Roag and Cairluh.

& ldquo;Hmm. And& mdash;what differences have come of it? Does it matter
who rules Moytura?& rdquo;

& Idquo; Of course! My lady Riorais Queen! & rdquo;
Cormac nodded. Yes, yes, of course, but rulers came and went...

& ldquo;And Cairluh believesthat with the power of Tarmur Roag we of
Danu can rise up and overthrow... you who live above. The people are being
stirred up to such a belief, and all& mdash;all, men and women and girls and
boys& mdash;ar e being forced to train with weapons, to carry red death
above along with the sorceries of Tarmur Roag!& rdquo;

Cormac thought: Aye, it matters who rulesin Moytura within Eirrin! For even
though it was a ridiculous thought, a futile concept that these people could
conquer his, there& rsquo;d be much, much blood shed in the trying of it. And
he knew that the sons of Eirrin would not stop thistime until no Danan
remained alivein all theland& mdash;on or in theisle called Emerald.

Clinks and arustle announced the drawing close of Wulfhere. His voice was
a hopeful croak. &ldquo; The queen? What have the plotters done with your
mistress?& rdquo;

New tears scudded down the white cheeks of Errisas shereplied. Riora, the
real Queen Riora, languished in misery of mind and body in her own
dungeon, an ensor celed and pain-fraught captive who was mocked and
teased and preyed upon by the torturemaster. He had made brag he& rsquo;d
get a child on her ereheruined her face and body forever.

With along sigh, Cormac stared down, half-seeing. Gentle were the de
Danann of theisle; not so these of Moytura of sub-Eirrin, whose

gueen& rsquo;s demesneincluded a dungeon and a master of thetortures
administered there! He twisted partway about to stare at the face and robe of



Basthe Druid.
Thulsa Doom.

So long as helived, Cormac mac Art was in danger, and so was all Eirrin, for
it was Cormac who had brought the monster here, and him evil incarnate and
a hundred and eighty centuries old. And it was only a queen could end the
mage& rsquo;s unnatural lifethat wasnot life at all but foul un-death. And
Riora of Moytura was such a queen... and Riora of Moytura was dethroned
and crownless.

Queen Riorais... presently dethroned and crownless, Cormac thought.

& ldquo;Wulfhere... in order to end the menace of Thulsa Doom... | must
attempt to restore their queen to her throne.& rdquo;

Standing beside the squatting Gael, Wulfher e said nothing. Cormac heard his
great sigh. Then:

&ldquo;Girl& mdash;Erris. We, Cormac and |, will aid ye and your queen.
For no matter how many men it isthat Cairluh and Tarmur... Ro have
guarding her prison, we shall send them dripping goreto their goddess.
Now& mdash;what of this Tarmur Ro? Heisto befeared? Heisimpervious
to this?& rdquo; Wulfhere& rsquo;s ax hummed in the air.

& ldquo; Tarmur Roag,& rdquo; she corrected.
& ldquo;He& mdash;heisa... noneis so powerful, not even Dithorbal & rdquo;
Cormac said, & ldquo; Dithorba?& rdquo;

& ldquo;Aye. Dithorba L oingsech, the queen& rsquo;s own adviser and
himself a mage. But& mdash;& rdquo;

It was Thulsa Doom who interrupted. & ldquo; The two of ye cannot over come
this Tarmur Roag, Cormac mac Art. Release me now, O Cormac of the
Gaels, and | swear never to bring harm upon ye or your land or any of its
people, wherever they be, and all your friends, and to make you a king among
men... King Cormac... morethan aking!& rdquo;

Cormac swung and stared with hislips held tight. &ldquo;! trust ye no
farther than | could bethrowing ye, skullface& mdash;uphill! Now be silent,
and...&rdquo; Helooked back at Erris. & ldquo;Erris, prepare yourself for a
hideous sight, and remember that heis chained to me by Danu& rsquo;sown
bonds.& rdquo; He slid an arm back and down and, found her hand. It was
not cold. & ldquo; Thulsa Doom: Be silent. And give over the likeness of Bas
the Druid that ye dishonour & mdash;assume your own form, creatur e of



death!&rdquo;

The undying wizard obeyed. Therobes and face of Bas swam, went all murky
and tenuous, wer e gone. The gleaming head of death stared at them from
above the dark robe of Cutha Atheldane.

With a gasping throaty cry Errislunged up to press hard against

Cormacé& rsquo;s back. She clung there, and he felt her shudders. Wulfhere
glanced at her back, and down. His eyes widened and heraised palered
brows. The Danish giant looked away& mdash;and then at her again, asif
helplessly, to admire the young womané& r squo;s nhaked back.

After glancing at him, Cormac said, &ldquo;Best ye back away, Erris, and
swing that cloak about your self properly.&rdquo;

& ldquo;He& mdash;he& mdash; & rdquo;

&ldquo;He hasno face. Heisa mage. Heisin my control. | wear the
M oonbowé& mdash;and ye see it on him, too, downside up. Do as | bade
ye.& rdquo;

Shereleased him reluctantly, looked at Wulfhere, glanced at Thulsa Doom,
and then with the cloak held before her she squatted to catch up its brooch.
Unblushingly she swung the cloak about her as he& rsquo;d suggested, and
pinned it above her left breast. The greyish blue mantle enveloped her
completely, to the toes. Again she moved to stand close to Cormac.

&ldquo;Erris... where be this Dithorba L oingsech? It& rsquo;s he should be
asglad to be our ally aswe his, | & rsquo;m thinking.& rdquo;

She shook her head distressedly. & ldquo; Tarmur Roag mocks his fellow
mage by binding him with chains of silver & mdash; & rdquo; Her head jerked
up and her eyes wer e wide as new excitement and hope came upon her.
&ldquo;HERE, outside Moytura!& rdquo;

A smiletoyed with Cormacé& rsquo;slips; failed to manifest itself. & ldquo;Any
hands can remove the Chains of Danu, save those of the wearer of the
inverted M oonbow& mdash;why have ye not released him?& rdquo;

Her shiver was conveyed by the rippling of the encompassing cloak of
blue-grey woollen. Shelicked her lips.

& ldquo;l wasjust put forth from Moytura. Dithorbaisguarded. I...
l...&rdquo; Errislooked down. & ldquo;! was too loyal to my mistress. It is
why | was stripped and thrust out here... for them. Those who guard
Dithorba. Rough weapon men who are like blood-hungry beasts with Tarmur
Roagé& rsquo;s sor cerous bidding upon them. | was... | wasto betheir...



& Isquo;Here, wench,& rsquo; snarled those who thrust meforth,
& Isquo;provide entertainment for the lonely watcher s of Dithor ba, that they
may recreate themselves.& rsquo; Thiswasjust before you came.& rdquo;

Cormac heard the emphasis on the word & ldquo;you& rdquo; without making
any indication of reaction. Yet at her words of Danan weapon-men about, his
and Wulfhere& rsquo;s hands had gone to sword-hilt and ax-helve asif at a
signal. The Dane& rsquo;s crimson beard twitched, which meant he was
smiling, somewher e within that flaming bush.

& ldquo;And whereisDithorba, Erris... and his guards?& rdquo;

She pointed past them. &ldquo;Straight there. Along the other branch from...
from the Door to Them.& rdquo;

Cormac mac Art saw to his shield-straps. & ldquo; Say not

& Isquo;them& rsquo; with such afearful heavinesson ye, Erris... Wulfhere
and I, after all, are & Isquo; Them& rsquo;!&rdquo; Heturned to look at his
weapon companion of several years, grim and blood-splashed seagoing years
asrievers. &ldquo;Wulfhere?& rdquo;

The giant hefted ax and buckler. Anticipation lit his cerulean eyes with bloody
portentsfor the guards of Dithor ba.

& ldquo;How many guards be there?& rdquo; Cormac asked Erris.

She shook her head. & ldquo;l know not. L essthan ten methinks but no mere
two or three-five, mayhap.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Hmp, Wulfhererumbled. & Idquo;In that event, Cor mac, why
don& rsquo;t ye wait here? | & rsquo;ll be back from this encounter in a few
heartbeats...& rdquo;

Cormac gave him alook. & ldquo; Stay ye well back, Erris,& rdquo; he said,
and the two men set their feet in the direction she&rsquo;d indicated; the
other arm of the Y down the stem of which they had come from

outside& mdash;Outside. At Cormac& rsquo;s beck, Thulsa Doom fell in
behind them& mdash;and Erris stayed well back, indeed, staring at that
hairless and gleaming skull.

They moved along the subterranean hallway with the cautious silence of
great stalking cats. An occasional scuff of buskin on hardpacked earth or
stone, and a faint clink of mail were the only hints of the advance of two
weapon-men followed by a silent, faceless mage and a cloak-swathed young
woman. All three men wer e forced to stoop asthey went along that pear|-lit



passage within the earth.

It came upon Cormac to wish he had asked whether the tunnel debouched
into such a chamber or &ldquo;roomé&rdquo; asthe onein which

they& rsquo;d found Erris. Too late now. I f not& mdash;fighting in this
low-ceiled tunnel with oppressively close walls might well be to the advantage
of the Danans, Cormac clamped hislips. He had not come hereto fight the
people of Danu!

If only surprise could bewith him and Wulfhere...

They rounded a turning, and Cormac& r squo;s eyes narrowed; aye, up ahead
was an obvious widening and heightening on the other side of what resembled
a doorway notched in the earth. Dithorba L oingsech was not bound in the
tunnel itself, then, but within a larger chamber. Good! They approached more
slowly now, careful not to jostle each other or to make the faintest sound.

At what might be called a doorway without a door, they paused. Within lay a
chamber of stone that was nigh squar e, each wall perhapsthrice

Cormacé& rsquo;slength. Not a huge room, but big enough for the wielding of
ax and sword and buckler, and the swift necessary movement of their feet.

In thefar right corner was piled a cairn of stones, and there too was him they
sought. The Moonbow of Danu hung upon hischest at the end of itssilver
chain, its pointsdownward. This had to be Dithorba, who like Thulsa Doom
was captive of the Chains of Danu. A very short and passing thin man he was,
with a beard like dirty snow that was plaited on his chest; above, his pate was
bald and gleaming. In addition to the Moonbow necklace, the queen& rsquo;s
mage was chained to the wall itself by shackles of silver. Pitifully, the old
fellow wor e naught but a loincloth.

Gael gave Dane a querying look; Dane nodded.

And the bigger man moved. Before Cormac could step forward, Wulfhere
entered the chamber of stone. He sidestepped swiftly leftward so that there
was room for hiscompanion to enter and range himself beside

him& mdash;and it fell out that the guards werethere, to the left of the entry.

Two men squatted, and the knuckle-bonesin the hand of one struck the floor
with alittle clatter just asthe newcomers came upon them. Four others stood
about them. I nstantly a dozen pale de Danann eyesfixed on Wulfherethe
Splitter of Skulls, and every man showed shock.

A full half dozen there were, unnaturally pale, grim-faced men who wer e both
armed and armoured. Their widened eyes changed swiftly; now they flared as
unnaturally with the scarlet killing-lust. Cormac saw on the instant that



Tarmur Roag wastheir master, and that the traitorous sorcerer of Moytura
had made animals of these guards; they were mindless, fearless slayers.

Thetwo dicers scrambled up and wrapped, fists around pommels; six short
pale men faced the two who had come so unexpectedly upon them. Surprise
had been lost; Wulfhere had not immediately charged. Y et the men of
Moytura hesitated, staring at men who to them were weird of hair and
complexion& mdash;and gigantic of stature. Liketheir cousins of thelsle,
none of these Danans was above five and half feet in height.

Corselets of scintillant, superbly wrought mail they wore, chain after the
manner of Eirrin rather than the short coat of overlapping scales that
armoured Wulfhere& rsquo; s massive frame from collarbonesto upper
thighs. Thelinks were dark. Each Danan bore a sword rather than ax or
spear, and their bucklerswere ornately wrought, six-sided and inlaid and
painted and enameled asthough the makers had sought to make jewellery of
theimplements of war and red death. Shaped like crescent moons wer e their
helmets, with outcurving wings that Cor mac thought wer e surely silver,
welded onto the sides of their round helms of iron.

Asthough frozen, the Danans stared. Cor mac seized the moment.

& ldquo;lt&rsquo;sfor Dithorba we& rsquo;ve come,& rdquo; he said.
& ldquo; Stand ye back all, and live another day.& rdquo;

Wulfhererotated hiswrist so that hisgreat ax swung in readiness. The face
of mac Art twisted into a sinister and violent expression as he lifted his
buckler. In hisfist hissword wasready for theletting of Danan blood. A light
that seemed to welcome battle blazed bluein his eyeslike sword steel.

The Danans madereply in action rather than words. They came grimly,
death-hounds of the land below-earth pitting their hatred-glaring selves
against two tigers of the sea, men with hearts of wolves and thews of fire and
steel, feeders of countless eaters of carrion; men to whom the death-song was
sweeter than the love-croon of a maiden.

Wulfhere grinned and waited. Far greater men than these had been given
pause by that smile that betokened joy in battle. Not so these sor cer ously
encour aged Danans; they came on.

Grim of mien, a man of the earth launched a sword-slash with a savagery
that bespoke his unreasoning hate for these who challenged his

charge& mdash;and his blind senseless obedienceto the fell conditioning of
Tarmur Roag. Only then did the redbearded giant heave up hisweapon and
with a tremendous swipe of that outsized ax destroy sword and beautiful mail,
skin and bone, shoulder and chest so that the attacker was cloven to the



pectoral and Wulfhere was forced to fight and worry hisax free. It came
away drooling scarlet gore while hisvictim sank down with only a gasp to
mark his passage from thisworld into the next.

The man beside and just back of him was shocked at the tigerishly lithe
swiftness of the unbearded man with the dark skin. Then he knew shock
again when that scarred intruder did not chop, but thrust, in ablurring
forward motion of hisentireright arm. Steel entered the Danan betwixt his
collarbones and sank to the length of hisown hand. That hand flexed in a
spasm and his sword fell at Cormac& rsquo;sfeet. The short man&rsquo;s
body followed, twitching.

None cursed or made battle cry; the battle beneath the earth was fought in an
awful silence but for thering and scrape of arms.

Theother diminutive sons of Danu came frothing on in a ravening onslaught
so that Cormac and Wulfhere wereforced to use all skill and swiftness
against the close-bunched foe. Blue sparks flew from the edges of shield and
hacking blades and the terrible clangour of war arose.

A mighty swor d-sweep missed the Gael only because he blurred backward a
half-pace. Then forward; Danan blade rang off stonewall with an

ear -splitting screech that sent a thousand bright sparks aflying. At the same
time, Cormac& rsquo;s point whisked forth like a striking blue-grey serpent
and vanished into the eye whose socket it widened. Another sword came
rushing at his side; before he could shift up his buckler Wulfhere& rsquo;s
ax-blade came whining to shorten the deadly sliver of death by a halfscore
inches. Ten inches of Danan iron clanged and clattered off wall and floor of
yieldless stone-and three inches of Gaelic steel destroyed Danan chainmail
and opened its wear er & r squo; s stomach nigh to his backbone. A dark hand
of incredible skill and strength gave the sword a quick twist and jerked it
forth so swiftly that it was clear and rushing elsewhere ere the spate of blood
followed.

In the narrow chamber walled all about with closely pressing, echoic stone
beneath itslow ceil, the clangour of striving weapons was nigh onto
deafening.

At the doorway stood robed man and cloaked woman, watching; Errishad
forgot her fear to press against the undying wizard while she stared at a sight
she had never before witnessed. So too stared Dithorba, movelessin his
bonds amid the pile of loose stones.

A hideously grimacing head rolled over the floor of hardened earth, sheared
from Danan shoulders by the bite of Wulfhere& rsquo;s ax. At the same time,
an ugly grunt was wrenched from Cormac by the impact of the edge of a



Danan blade on his sword-arm. Hisfingers quivered, threatening to drop his
own brand.

But an inch lower and he& rsquo;d have lost the arm or been struck to the
bone at least; only the linked steel sleeve of his mailcoat saved him from that
horror. With the battle-fever on him hefelt no pain, only the blow. Promised
nevertheless a bother some arm later and a huge tender bruise, he snarled
blasphemous cur ses and drove his buckler forward with such vicious force
that it not only struck the attacker full in the face but snapped the

mané& rsquo;s neck.

Thelast Danan died instantly, to fall without a mark on him.
Chapter Ten:

TheWizard of Moytura

The deadly steel-hued eyes of Cormac mac Art were wild and glittering as he
snapped his head thisway and that, seeking the next foeman. There was
none. It wasover that swiftly, in amad flurry of hand-to-hand ferocity that
left six diminutive men of under-earth lying amid a spreading welter of blood
whilst the victors had scar ce begun to pant.

Wulfhere lowered hisred-smeared ax and glared at his comrade. Blood
dripped from hisarm; it was not from hisveins.

&ldquo;lsthat all, Wolf? | &rsquo;ve not even raised a sweat! & rdquo;

& ldquo;Blood-mad demon from the demesne of Hell& rdquo; the Gadl
accused, and grinned an ugly wolfish grimace. & ldquo;What isit ye want?
[t& rsquo;s six men we& rsquo;vejust been after hacking our way through
with steel, and ye& rsquo;re after bemoaning the lack of their number!
There& mdash;that one moves still; be a kind man and swiften his paceinto
Danué&rsquo;s armsthat he suffersless.& rdquo;

Waulfherefirst frowned in puzzlement at the seeming verbal attack. Then he
began to grin, and his ax dlit an agonized mané&rsquo;sthroat with surgical
precision. Cormac was meanwhile looking across the corpsesto therear of
the chamber of earth and stone.

& ldquo;lt& rsquo;s Cormac son of Art | am, a Gael from theland above. |
and thisredbeard are cometo release ye, man... ye&rsquo;ll aid usin the
freeing of your queen?&rdquo;

The old man blinked, and one foot shifted amid the loose stones surrounding
him like a premature burial cairn. He gazed on Cormac, and there was



anguish in his eyes. He spoke not.

Cormac mac Art frowned, looking up from his squat; he was car efully wiping
his swordblade on the skirt of a dead man& rsquo;stunic.

& ldquo;Can ye not speak? Can ye move your head, then?& rdquo;
The old man nodded.

& ldquo;Ah.&rdquo; Cormac rose and sheathed his sword.
& ldquo;lt& rsquo;s sorcery done upon ye, isit?& rdquo; He turned.
& ldquo;Wulfther e, we& mdash; & rdquo;

&ldquo;Cormac! FALL!&rdquo;

The Dane& rsquo;s shout rose high and loud with a definite note of
desperation. Cormac knew the, tone, and saw the horrified face, and he knew
thisurgency signal they had each used in past. It told him that he was sore
menaced from behind, could not meet the menace, and must betake himself
out of the way instanter. He responded with swift obedience to exigence.
Cormac did not fall; hedived to the unyielding floor with a clash of buckler
and a twist of his head that allowed helm and hair to absorb the impact.

Prone, he sensed mor e than heard the overhead whiz of some unknown
missile. He was already scrambling around to bring up sword and shield to
meet whatever malign force might have materialized between himself and the
Danan mage. Aye, materialized, for the experiences with Thulsa Doom had
conditioned him to accept the awful reality of sorcerous attacks.

It was Wulfhere and the other s who wer e behind him now, and from that
direction he heard something hard smack the stone wall near the entry; the
thrown object was not metal. On his back he faced& mdash;no one. Nothing.
Therewasonly the pile of grey and grey-brown stones, twinkling with flecks
of quartz and feldspar, around the bare thin shanks of Dithor ba.

Frowning, hismind weighted with the darkness of confusion, Cormac twisted
again. Was Dithor ba helpless& mdash;had the Danan hurled something? But
he was chained... Asprawl and raised partway on one elbow, the Gael stared
while Wulfher e stooped. The big man straightened, hefting the fist-sized
chunk of rock he had picked up.

& ldquo; This leaped from the pile and rushed at your back,
Cor & mdash;Cormac! Another!& rdquo;

Cormac mac Art lay on his back, legs extended toward the cairn, his neck
twisted so that he faced Wulfhere. At the Dane& rsquo;s wor ds his nape
crawled. There was no timeto give thought to the eerieness, though; again



danger threatened imminently. Even as he started to turn hisface again in
Dithorba& rsquo;sdirection, hisleft arm moved in arush.

Weaponmané& rsquo;sreflexes sent his buckler sweeping up in protection,
however blindly. Luck or the gods of Eirrin guided hisarm. Instinctively he
swung it up and in before his sprawled body, ere he could see what he was
doing.

There was a grating chunking impact on his shield, a smallish round targe,

and hisarm shivered. He groaned then in pain, for onto hisleg dropped the

flying stone he had providentially deflected with hisbuckler. Several pounds
in weight, therock fell on him below the hem of his mailcoat& rsquo;s short

skirt. Leather leggings afforded protection, there, but the blow was for ceful
and hefelt it to the bone.

Staring eyestold him that Dithorba remained helpless. There wasno one else
there. No one had hurled the stone. Yet it had come flying. Twice then, stones
had hurled themselves at him.

While he was starting to rise, another chunk of granite sprang at him from
the jumbled pile about Dithorba L oingsech. With a feeling of horror Cormac
saw the inanimate thing detach itself from the others, become animate.
Agleam with twinkling quartz, it came skimming at him, low so asto catch
him in face or neck.

Cormac hurled himself down and aside. Herolled. Suddenly the most
important goal of hislife was getting himself off the rough floor of stone and
earth and into a vertical position.

It had come again.
Dark sorcery stalked him.

Again, Donn, the Dark One, dread lord of the dead, roamed the world, and
again hiskeen eyes had fallen on Cormac mac Art. Again it was not man or
beast attacking him, but the mephitic manifestation of the malign power of
some wr athful wizard; the uncanny horrors of sorcery; the death that
affrighted and confounded even asit came seeking, like aloosed arrow that
could not be met with sword and ax or even intelligence-born tactic, but could
only befeared and avoided. And yet it was wor se than any humming arrow,
for such at least wasthe product of human hands as was the bow that |oosed
it and even the power that droveit.

Her e there was naught to attack, no place to hide and no hand or body at



which to direct slaying steel.
But what or who was the sour ce of this attack?

The Moonbow of Danu the Goddess still flashed dully on hisbreast, and its
rever sed mate hung still just below the collarbones of Thulsa Doom. Not from
that master of frightsomeillusions and the walking dead this unnatural
assault, then; it was another who struck, and him invisible or directing from
afar.

A huge stone shaped like a mollusc of singular size came whizzing, and
Cormac dodged convulsively.

& ldquo;Wulfhere! To your shield-side and along the wall to Dithor ba!
Erris& mdash;keep ye back, girl, for ye& rsquo;ve no defense against this
assault of rock! Thulsa Doom, move not so much as a fing& mdash; uh!
&rdquo;

So intent was mac Art on hisdirectionsfor the circumvention of the
indefensible onslaught that he was caught by it; a knobby stone just bigger
than Wulfhere& rsquo;sfist sammed into hisright bicep. Sleeve of linked
steel rings saved him from shredded skin and broken bone, but his hand
flexed and his sword dropped to clatter. Cormac stagger ed, getting his feet
back and out of the way of his own dropped glaive. With his pain-filled eyes
on the sour ce of the silent, hair-raising attack, he bent for the sword.

He paused while hereconsidered. Then heretrieved his sword& mdash;and
sheathed it. Still in a crouch, staring at the cairn asthough it were some
snarling beast or Donn-sent demon, he backed two paces. He caught up a
sword of one of the fallen Danans. As hisfingersworked, shifting and shifting
the pommel for the feel and balance of thisbrand shorter than his own, he
glanced over at Wulfhere.

As Cormac had bade, the Dane was moving warily along the wall, advancing
toward the corner; thence he would move across the chamber & rsquo;srear
wall to the corner in which Dithorba was bound.

Cormacé& rsquo;s nape prickled; a chunk of granitic rock lifted without a
sound from its piled fellows and went end-over-end at the huger target of the
redbearded giant.

& ldquo;HO!& rdquo; Wulfherecried. & ldquo; Practice does a man
good!& rdquo;

With an almost preposterously expert sweep of hisax, the giant struck the



rushing missile away& mdash;over an armé&rsquo;slength from his body.

Another followed close behind, rushing low. Cormac did not wait to seeits
effect; Wulfhere was prepared, sweating, though from neither heat nor
exertion, mac Art rushed toward Dithorba. But theinvisible attacker was not
distracted. A rock came spinning hisway, but a pair of inches above the
ground, to catch his shin. He danced, saw another chunk of stone rush off at
Wulfherewhile still another lofted itself at him, and in dodging he fell.

& ldquo;L eavethis place! & rdquo; Dithorba& rsquo;svoice wasdry, crackly
with age. & ldquo;Y e cannot free me, so long as| wear the Moonbow points
down; Tarmur Roag will put death on both of ye giants. L eave me; thisisonly
death for ye both!& rdquo;

& ldquo;Why made ye no reply be-uh-fore!& rdquo; Wulfhere demanded with
some petulance, briefly interrupting himself to fend away a platter-size stone.
It scraped across his buckler with an ear-scratching noise.

& ldquo;Go!& rdquo; Dithorba L oingsech cried. & ldquo;l held my silencein
hopes Tarmur would not know of your presence and the deaths of the guards
he set to watch over me. He knows. M or e weapon-men will come. Go, go, ye
cannot free me; ye cannot fight stones hurled by a powerful mage far from
here!& rdquo;

& ldquo;Augh!& rdquo; Wulfhere crashed against the wall. precisely in his
armoured stomach a skull-sized stone had struck the Dane, and he slid
weakly down the rocky wall with a screeching of steel scales.

& ldquo;All we need do is pluck that necklace from round your neck,
Dithorba L oingsech!& rdquo; Cormac snarled, and like a vicious animal he
used shield to bash away a flying shape of rock that twinkled asif set with a
scor e of diamonds.

& ldquo;And these chains? Be not foolish, dark man& mdash;your comradeis
already down and mor e guar ds are doubtless on their way!& rdquo;

Steel will cut silver chain very nicely, Cormac thought, but he said nothing.

Three grey stonesleapt up from the dwindled pile; they hurtled at him in a
flurry, separating naturally.

With histarge he smashed away the largest, though he heard stout wood
crack; in stooping to meet that crotch-aimed lump of rock he bent under the
second, which he heard hum past hisear. Thethird, aimed at his body, struck



his helmet with a belling crash and a shower of shivered stone.
His head ringing both at ears and within, Cormac fell and did not rise.

& ldquo;Wolf!& rdquo; the Dane called in concer n. He was getting himself
grunting to hisfeet with the aid of wall and ax-helve. And two sor cery-driven
stones rushed at him.

Cormacé& rsquo;s blue-grey mantle fluttered and bare white legs flashed.
Acrossthefloor strewn with stones and cor pses and slippery with blood
raced Errisof Moyturain alunatic dash& mdash;and in seconds she had
reached the shackled mage. As her handsrose to his necklace he swiftly bent
his head; the slave snatched away the chain and the Sign of the M oonbow.
Shehurled it to the floor of hardpacked earth.

Immediately Dithorba went rigid and his eyes closed.

A big flattened rock, just elevating to begin its assault on Wulfhere, clattered
back onto the other stonesremaining about Dithor ba& rsquo;s ankles. Nor
did more stones move.

Totally heedless of her nudity, made the whiter by the slate-hued cloak of
Cormac mac Art, Errissquatted beside the fallen Gael. He was up on one
forearm, twitching his head, staring dully down. His helmet was dented,
though no blood seeped from beneath itsrim.

&ldquo;An we... free Riora, Erris... it& rsquo;syou... who& rsquo;s made it
possible.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Oh please, please Cormac mac Art& mdash;be all right, get up get up
oh please...& rdquo;

A great burly form loomed over her, squatted beside her.
& ldquo;What& rsquo;sthis? Be yetired from thislittle fray, battle-brother?
What ailsye?& rdquo;

Cormac looked at him. & ldquo;l have a headache.& rdquo;

Woulfherelaughed gustily. Cor mac detected the trace of hysteria that denoted
relief on the Dane& rsquo;s part. The man was unequipped to cope with an
injury to someone he loved, and the men of his chill land were too sure of
their masculinity to avoid stating love for another man. Nevertheless
Wulfhere& rsquo;sway wasto lard on bluff jests as cover for nervous
concern that made him most woefully uncomfortable.

Work remained to be done, and Cormac willed himself to move. His pushing
himself was accompanied by twingesin right upper arm and left thigh. His



head seemed to tighten within a deep grey band and he staggered in along
moment of vertigo. L eaning on the Dane, he bent to retrieve the Danan sword
he& rsquo;d dropped. He frowned against the throbbing in his head as he
straightened. Cormac turned to Dithor ba.

& ldquo; See that ye move not, Dithorba L oingsech,& rdquo; he said, and he
went to the old man and caught histhin arm in avising grip.

Dithorba shrank and closed his eyes; the other man wielded sword. With five
car eful strokes of the Danan blade, Cor mac freed the queen& rsquo;s adviser
of hisfour chains. He gazed a moment at the sword; held it up for

Wulfhere& rsquo;s eyes. The Danan blade was both bent and badly notched.

& ldquo;Hmp! Ruined, by Odin& rsquo;seye! My ax would have cut through
thicker links of silver than those without taking note& mdash;much less
bending!& rdquo;

& ldquo;lron,&rdquo; Cormac said quietly. & ldquo;All their swords ar e of
iron, not steel.& rdquo; He went to one knee beside a cor pse, moved to
another. & ldquo;lron! All their helms, their armour ... not steel, Wulfhere, but
iron.&rdquo;

While he spoke and moved among the bodies, Erris moved to Dithorba. With
mor e respect than self-consciousness, she removed Cor mac& rsquo;s cloak
and swept it around the spindly old man. Naked, she stood with head
deferentially bowed. Dithorba but nodded. He stood looking from oneto the
other of the strangers, rubbing hisarms. Despite their being held immobile by
Cormac while he struck through the chains, each stroke had brought a
painful wrench. The shacklesremained, though but onelink of silver chain
dangled from each.

Danan and Gaelic eyes met.

& ldquo; Y e& rsquo;ve come from above,& rdquo; thedry, brittle old voice
said. &ldquo; A Gael, with that hair and skin and those eyes. We& rsquo;ve
not forgot what yelook like.& rdquo;

Cormac nodded.

& ldquo;But ye come not as enemy.& rdquo; Dithorba glanced at Wulfhere.

& ldquo;And... you. A giant with hair the colour of the pain-rock that yields
iron. Two from above& mdash;and not as enemies, but to set me free.& rdquo;
The old man shook his head and the plaited white beard stirred on his chest.
Erriswas a slave, and hetook no note of her while she fussed with the
cloak& rsquo;s clasp.

& ldquo;Wulfhere& mdash;Erris has better use for histunic than the man



lying yonder with no wound on him,& rdquo; Cormac said. & ldquo;Dithorba
L oingsech: my nameis Cormac mac Art. Wulfherethe Daneis my
battle-brother... my blood brother, though our mothers knew each other not.
It istorelease ye we& rsquo;ve come here. [t& rsquo;s help we can provide
each other, you and we.& rdquo;

Dithorba glanced at Erris, who was gazing with longing on the man of her
people who lay dead among the others, him with neither wound nor blood on
him, save at hisnostrils. Reluctantly, Wulfhere went to that cor pse.

Dithorba said, & ldquo; To rescue me, and aid each other. Why?& rdquo;

& ldquo; Together & rdquo; Cormac said, meeting the old man&rsquo;s
light-eyed gaze levelly, & ldquo;we must try to free your queen.& rdquo;
Cormac swung hisright arm vigor ously, against a stiffening of the bruised

bicep.

Dithorba stared for atimeinto the dlitted eyes of the dark, scarred man. He
nodded, briefly. & ldquo; Aye& mdash;| & rsquo;d set my lifeto that end. But...
why your salf?& rdquo;

Turning, Cormac extended a pointing finger at thetall, dark-robed figurein
the doorway. & ldquo; There stands a mage of much power and evil, and asye
well know this holds him mine.& rdquo; He touched the M oonbow on his
chest. &ldquo;lt isbecause of him | must have... audience with Riora of
Moytura, after sheisenthroned with her crown upon her.&rdquo;

& ldquo;l must be hearing mor e of this matter... that creature hasno
facel& rdquo;

&ldquo;Ye& rsquo;ve said Tarmur Roag knows of our presence here, and
was he hurled those stones though he be not hereto see us.& rdquo;

& ldquo;l worethischain,&rdquo; Dithorba said, picking it up. & ldquo;He
saw ye through my eyes& mdash;whether | held them open or closed.
But& mdash; & rdquo;

& ldquo;Ye spoke of his sending weapon-men,& rdquo; Cormac reminded.
& ldquo;Mayhap we& rsquo;d best be getting our selves elsewhere for
talking.& rdquo;

Dithorba& rsquo;s eyes widened and he blinked. & ldquo;Aye! There& rsquo;s
been so much, so fast... it had actually fled my mind. Aye& mdash;armed men
will be herein minutesl& rdquo; And with those words, Dithorba L oingsech



vanished.

Chapter Eleven:

The Dungeon of Moytura

Waulfhere Skull-splitter rose from a denuded corpse. He held a tunic of some
thin, shining cloth of a pearly opaline hue. &ldquo;Here, girl, ye can don this
or make covering of it& mdash;though | seem to have slipped with my dagger,
and made a dlit or two in places.& rdquo; Then asheturned hisgrin faded
and heblinked. & l[dquo; Wher e& mdash; Cor mac! What& rsquo;s happened to
him we loosed?& rdquo;

& ldquo;He... disappeared,& rdquo; Cormac said dully.

Thistime Erris&rsquo;s concern was for covering her self, not the vanished
mage or the manner of its accomplishment. She went naked to Wulfhere,
took the tunic with a tiny word of thanks, and stepped past him. Though
she& rsquo;d been naked when they found her and but a few minutes agone
denuded herself anew to clothe the queen& rsquo;s adviser, she now kept her
back turned while she slipped the soft, thin fabric of the tunic over her head.

& ldquo; Thor & rsquo;s beautiful red beard,& rdquo; Wulfhere said,

& ldquo;but 1&rsquo;d love to be asea again, facing only such trifles as gales,
whirlpools, a few boatloads of ravening Frisians and Nor se, and a simple
sea-monster or three!& rdquo;

Cormac looked at the other man with complete empathy.

Erriscameto the side of the Dane, and looked up; the man towered a foot
and a half above her. & ldquo;Again | make thanksto you for my clothing, my
lord Wulfhere& mdash;though your accidental slip of the dagger baresboth
my legsto thewaist!& rdquo;

Before either man could comment, Dithor ba was among them again.

Exclamations greeted hisreappearance; none was fully coherent. The
loinclothed man in Cormacé& rsquo;s cloak lifted bony handsfor silence.

& ldquo;l have been to my own chamber in the palace. It has been searched,
and isempty. They have not found my secret room, though, and | took not
even timeto clothe myself. Errisl Come& mdash;we must show them how
Dithorbatravels!& rdquo;

Errisdrew back, though Cormac saw that there was mor e nervousness on
her than fear. Dithorba stretched forth a hand; slowly one of hersreached out
to takeit. Bony, wrinkled old fingers gripped smooth young ones no less
white. Therewas no warning, no fading; the two Danans merely vanished.



Cormac and Wulfherejerked at the popping sound, as of two palms slapping
together.

The two weapon-men looked at each other.

And Dithorba was back. He stretched forth a hand. & I[dquo; Cormac mac Art.
Come.& rdquo;

&ldquo;What... what have ye done, man? Where are ye after being?& rdquo;

& ldquo;l & rsquo;vetold you. My secret room in the palaceisfar from here.
There Errisissafe and not unhappy that her handsome thighs are bar ed;
there we can talk and plan. Come.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Ye... ye have the ability to... to move your self, by... some
cantrip?& rdquo;

Dithor ba shrugged bony shoulder s on which Cormacé& rsquo;s cloak hung
like a sail on awindlessday. &ldquo; Time grows short. | can take with me
but one at atime. No, no spellsor cantrips. | have... such ability to travel. |
mer ely will myself to be elsewhere; someplace | have been and can seein my
mind. And | am there. It&rsquo;s my life you& rsquo;re after saving, son of
the Gaels; | cannot do harm on you! Come.& rdquo;

Cormac looked at Wulfhere. The giant& rsquo;s mighty chest heaved a great
sigh.

&ldquo;Methinksit& rsquo;s either that wetrust him, battlebrother, or
remain here and see how many of Tarmur Roag& rsquo;s Danans we can
slay erethey give us our deaths.&rdquo;

& ldquo;l see which of ye counsels well,& rdquo; Dithorba said, and Wulfhere
grinned.

Cormac did not essay to answer the unanswer able. He took the
Danané&rsquo;ssmall, dry old hand.

He knew an instant of complete mental dissociation, asthough hisbrain were
aswirl amid blinding sulphurous mists that would swallow it and choke him to
death... and then hislegswerejarred badly, asthough he& rsquo;d taken a
downward step when he& rsquo;d surmised himself on level ground. He
straightened, feeling the spinning of hisbrain, thetingling that ran up hislegs.
Asif coming from the dark into the light, he became awar e& mdash;and was
looking at Erris.

& ldquo; A law should be passed to force yeto wear a tunic such, slitted to
your waist,& rdquo; hetold her inanely, and was instantly aware of it, for his



brain had not yet been hisown. He looked about.
He was elsewhere.

Dithorba had brought him hence from the chamber outside Moytura as
swiftly and simply asthat, and he was none the wor se for the instantaneous
transfer. They werein another room of stone, this one decorated and with a
floor of handsome, well-fitted stones, smoothly polished. The walls were hung
with draperiesin rust-red bordered with silver; the cloth was the samefine,
scintillant stuff of which Erris&rsquo;stunic was made& mdash;and indeed,
Dithorba& rsquo;s breechclout as well. Shelves and niches and an alcove had
been fashioned into the stoneitself; in them rested utensils and clothing,
various closed pots and caskets of assorted sizes. There squatted a stone
table; there a bench onto which were bound red pillows, there another, its
pillows of blue. Light illuminated the room, without apparent source. Nor was
Dithor ba present& mdash;

But hewas, and with Thulsa Doom.

& ldquo; The giant bade me bring this one fir st& mdash;he& r squo;s nigh
attacked! & rdquo; Dithorba said, and was not there.

Without patience or peace of mind Cor mac waited, and then here was
Dithorba once more, with Wulfher e Hausakluifr. The Dane grunted; hislegs
bent and he nearly fell. Cormac saw that the shorter Dithorba had
miscalculated for them both; Wulfhere had been conveyed here at a level
different from the Danan and like Cormac had... arrived off balance.

& ldquo;We must not talk loudly, though as ye see, this chamber has no door.
It ismost privately mine; to my knowledge none other in M oytura possesses
my ability to mind-travel. Yet we can be heard, for my apartment isjust
beyond that wall and through that oneisa guardpost. Too, none can be sure
of Tarmur Roagé& rsquo;s power; a man who either raised alamia or created
the queen& rsquo;s exact likeness, even unto the voice and mannerisms, is not
oneto wager livesagainst. Finally... even stone walls can be broke through,
should we be heard.& rdquo;

In seconds the wizard had clothed himself in a robe of the same cloth asthe
draperiesthat mitigated the cold grey roughness of stone walls. Cor mac was
ableto assumethat lichens existed herewithin the earth; the robe& rsquo;s
purple must have resulted from the action of stale urine on such growths. The
rust colour of the drapes, he supposed, came from just that: rust, or the
paint-stone from which cameiron. The sleeves of Dithorba& rsquo;srobe,
which fell past his ankles, wereround, open, and three-quartersthe length of
his arms. Wulfhere paid him no mind, but was staring unashamedly though



shamelessly at Erris. She appeared not to notice, which Cormac mac Art
assumed was a pose.

Behind a drape Dithor ba opened a wooden door; from within that little
chamber hedrew forth aleathern bag. It sloshed; Errislost
Wulfhere& rsquo;s attention. Soon the three men wer e appreciatively wetting
their throatswith ale, at which Erristurned up her nose. Under other
circumstances so might Cormac have done; the stuff was hardly of the best
and hefeared to ask what served as grain, beneath the earth where no sun
shone.

& ldquo;l ask again, son of Gaels. Why came you two here?& rdquo;

& ldquo; A wizard stalksthisworld, all theworld, like a plotting

spider,& rdquo; Cormac said. He pointed at the long dark robe surmounted
by the head of death itself. & Idquo; Thulsa Doom. Anciently dead heis and
raiser of the dead; master of illusion and enemy of all men; a servant of the
serpent god heis, time out of mind.&rdquo; And hetold Dithorba of the
wizard who was dead and yet not dead, and how they believed he could be
glain for good and all. & ldquo;Only the Chains of Danu hold him at bay now,
or he& rsquo;d be snarling like an animal& mdash;and wor se.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Well I know the efficacy of the silver chain and M oonbow!& rdquo;

While Cormac had spoken, Wulfherelaid buckler and ax and helmet on the
long table of stone. Leaning against it, he combed hair and beard with his
fingers and kept the corner of hiseye occupied with the watching of Erris.

&ldquo;My blade dsliced that tunic not enough,& rdquo; he muttered, when she
handed him another cup of ale. M ost valuable that cup; the Danans must have
found a vein of precious metal and mined it well, for the cup, like the chains
and thetrim of draperies and of Dithorba& rsquo;srobe, was of silver.

She gave the big man a look that was part archness and part defiance, and
turned away& mdash;though, he noted, with a swift movement that made her
sideslashed skirtsfly. Abruptly that little face was smiling back at him over
her shoulder.

&ldquo;Yebe so clever, my lord& mdash;without knowing that handmaidens
of the queen accustomedly wear only these bracelets and a girdle suspending
two long strips of cloth!& rdquo;

& ldquo;lt& rsquo;s danger you& rsquo;ve brought to Moyturathen,& rdquo;
Dithorba said, & ldquo;Cor mac mac Art of the Gaels.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Asye& rsquo;ve said, your goddess protects usand M oytura through
her silver chainsand Sign, wizard of under-earth. Now tell me of your



gqueen.& rdquo;

Dithorba did. Riora Feachtnachis she was called, the very young ruler of the
Dananswithin Eirrin; Riorathe Fair, righteous One. The story of the
treachery done on her and her intimates and advisers, and of their
Imprisonment, was as Errishad told it. Simulacrum or Riora-mimicking
lamia wor e the coral crown and sat the throne of Moytura. Through her or
rather it Cairluh ruled; hein turn was dominated by Tarmur Roag. The
gueen was endungeoned, watched over and tor mented by one named Elatha
the Whip. About her were her handmaidens and others, aswell as her
ministers and the commander of her guard. Othershad been slain.

Cormac thought on it. It occurred to him that he need not worry about
gaining entrance to the dungeon; surely this man could convey him there by
his own unique means!

&ldquo;And Tarmur Roag is power ful. What power s else have ye, Dithorba
L oingsech?& rdquo;

&ldquo;With afew little abilities learned in time,& rdquo; the M oyturan said
quietly, & ldquo;ye& rsquo;ve seen most of my powers, Cormac mac Art.
Much can be accomplished by a clever, thinking man who can disappear and
reappear where he will& mdash;unless heisfed a drug, and taken in his sleep
as| was. Oh, | am not without other abilities, but Tarmur Roag is my
superior. If only | possessed the martial skills of your extraordinary self,
Cormac of the Gaels, Elatha the Whip were no deterrent to the freedom of
my lady Queen!&rdquo;

Cormac showed the Danan his ghost of a smile. It little resembled pleasantry
or mirth, but few othersliving had seen more. & ldquo;Y e need not seek to
persuade me; ye know my purpose and the necessity of itsdoing. Ye have my
size and skills, Dithorba, so long as ye can take me anywhere at all, and that
faster than the curvet of atrout! Anywhere at all& mdash;such asinto the
gqueen& rsquo;s dungeon.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Cormac!& rdquo; Wulfhere was distracted even from Erris.

Cormac turned on hisfriend a mild look, then returned his dlit-eyed gaze to
Dithorba. &ldquo;Betherea bit of food hereabouts, L ord Dithorba?& rdquo;

The old man looked most sorrowful indeed. & ldquo;Not a morsel.&rdquo; He
sighed. & ldquo; The queen& rsquo;s own advisor & mdash;reduced to
thievery!&rdquo; And he vanished.

& ldquo;Ouch!& rdquo; Wulfhere grunted. & ldquo;Erris! | did but fondle what



normally ye wear bare& mdash;where& rsquo;s he gone now, Wolf?& rdquo;

& ldquo; To someone& rsquo;s kitchen or storehouse, thereto snatch
provender for us, poor man,&rdquo; the Gael said. & ldquo;Do ye have
animalsin Moytura, Erris?&rdquo;

Shefrowned. & ldquo;Animals... oh! 1& rsquo;ve heard of such& mdash;no.
They live on that which we cannot grow here, Cormac mac Art.
Wulfhere& mdash;please! Many kinds of mollusc we have, for we have
cultured them and coaxed them over theyearsto... modify, so | & rsquo;m
taught. And fish aplenty too, of many varieties. And lichens, and oh!

mar velous mushrooms of mor e than onevariety. Ye& mdash;ye& rsquo;ve
seen... animals? Legend hasit such were here, once, but could not survive.
Beaststhat walk like... like us?& rdquo;

& ldquo;On four legs. But whence comesthe cloth for your clothing, for these
drapes?& rdquo;

& ldquo; The mif and the great spiders,& rdquo; she said, and when questioned
she explained that the mif was a great worm that throve here within the
earth, and of itsdried slime excellent cloth was made, along of cour se with
the filaments spun by spiders Cormac did not careto see.

&ldquo;Ugh,& rdquo; Wulfhere said succinctly and with fervour.

&ldquo;An yelikenot our cloth,&rdquo; Errissaid, low-voiced, & ldquo;keep
your enor mous hands away from this| wear, then.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Mayhap we can find time and placeto remove it together & rdquo;
Wulfhere said, & Ildquo;later.& rdquo;

Cormac sighed, turning away& mdash;and Dithorba wasthere, bearing food
stolen from someone& rsquo;s very cookfire, for the pot was hot and issuing a
most savoury aroma.

Thrice heleft them, and thrice hereturned laden, and none asked questions.
They ate and drank then, four of them; Thulsa Doom required no
nourishment.

Thevisitorslearned that nay, not all roomsin Moytura were carved from
living rock as wasthis one; stone was cut and used in building, and there was
a mortaring paste they had made, too, to hold together blocks of stonein this
land of no baking sun, no softening rain, no freezing snow or ice. In a great
pool and in thetwo riversthat ran near there were creatures of sea and fresh
water, and some were of a sort never seen above. Their hides were much
used; as mining was constant and iron and silver plentiful, frames were easily
made for the stretching of hides of walrus and water-creatures even bigger .



Every scrap of cloth otherwise came from spidersand mifhe; the large
snow-hued worms fed on the gigantic mushrooms that throve here within the
earth. The queen&rsquo;s adviser, the handmaiden, and the two weapon-men
from above dined well on dishes of various fish and molluscs and mushrooms,
and when Wulfhere made brag on one dish, he was advised that it was
comprised of mushrooms, a mussel they called ab, snails and two kinds of
lichen. Whereupon the Dane deemed himself sufficiently well fed to confine
his grinding teeth to fish and a mushroom dish.

And what of the pearly light that bathed sunless M oytura?

Dithorba, who was indeed possessor of few necromantic and thaumaturgic
powers or knowledge, could not tell them. It had been devised, or brought by
thefirst settlersfrom the land above, long and long agone. It was
Danué&rsquo;slight. She shed her silvery moonish glow on her own that they
might not have to dwell in darkness but were ever in this soft twilight, and no
mor e Dithorba L oingsech knew.

Nor did he know what was meant by steel. None such wastherein all
Moytura, aland sprawling, large as M eath above, among natural caverns
and chamber s and those created by men, beneath and within a seabound land
anchored to the ocean& rsquo;s floor. Too, the working of iron was no
ancient skill with them, and it became plain, now, how long ago the Gaels had
bested the People of Danu, for all their magickal powers.

For it wasthe Gaels had brought iron to Eirrin, whose people& mdash;the
Tuatha de Danann& mdash;wer e workers and usersonly of bronze; thetin
they needed for their plentiful copper came from Britain. Since then the Gaels
had learned to modify their iron unto the making of steel, while those of
Moytura had progressed only so far, asiron. All was wrought, and
impregnated with tiny bits of slag. Apparently bars of wrought iron were not
her e packed with charcoal in containers of clay, so that with sufficient heat it
became steel. Nor did Cormac or Wulfhere advise Dithorba of the process.

& ldquo; Stedl,& rdquo; Gael said to Dane, & ldquo;cutsiron.& rdquo;

& ldquo;And these men are small,& rdquo; Wulfhere said, with a hand
beneath the table of stone; despite her protestations, Erris had taken seat
beside him. & ldquo;Umm. Fair odds for me here would be about a half-score
to my one, then.& rdquo;

Cormac gave him alook. Seeing that the man was serious, mac Art rose and
roamed the room, high-bending hislegs, swinging and cranking hisarms,

now and again bending suddenly or dropping into a squat. He had just eaten
well, and would not ask for possible danger and the necessity of all skill and



agility until he was certain hisbody wasready.

It was. His skull had been unbroken by the blow; ale and food had done away
with his headache, and a pair of bruiseswerelittleto him who had fought
with far wor se wounds and debilities.

& ldquo; The direct way would seem best, Dithorba. Will you be taking meto
the dungeon?& rdquo;

& ldquo;L oki& rsquo;swiles,& rdquo; Wulfhere swore, & ldquo;what a
request!&rdquo; Then he added, to Dithorba, & ldquo; And return instanter
for me.&rdquo;

& ldquo;He will not,& rdquo; Cormac said, while Dithorba fetched a robeto
taketo hisqueen, & ldquo;unlessthere& rsquo;s sorest need. Despite the
Chains of Danu, Wulfhere& mdash;remain ye here... with Erris.& rdquo;
Seeing the Dane& rsquo;s grin, Cormac added, & ldquo; & mdash;and Thulsa
Doom.& rdquo;

Dithorba came, carrying a robe. Helmeted, cracked shield on arm, sword girt
at hisleft hip, Cormac extended a hand. Dithorba took it; the others saw the
two men become not-there, and there was a slapping sound in the ear s of
Wulfhere and Errisand Thulsa Doom. Again Cor mac was experiencing the
unpleasant dissociative sensation, the dizzying spinning of hisbrain. Again he
stagger ed and again temporary bewilder ment was on him, as of hisjust
having wakened.

He blinked, came alert, swiftly cleared his head while his hand left the
Danan& rsquo;s and went to the pommel of hissword. Therewasreality and
security and comfort there, in the familiar heat-har dened wood with the cool
spotsthat wereinsets of bronze and silver, tooled and chiseled and all
designed and well shaped for enwrapping fingers.

Hand on hilt, Cormac mac Art looked about.

Herewas eldritch gloom. No penetration was effected by the strange light of
the moon that was Danué& rsquo;s property and manifestation. Illumination
therewas, aye, and of a sort familiar to mac Art. Thislight wasthe pallid,
ever-restless yellow of torches set in iron cressets or peg holesdrilled into
walls of forbidding and gloomy stone. Here no drapes hung to soften or add
colour totheserocky walls. There was only the stone, living stone, a mottled
grey that was darker higher up, from the greasy smoke of torches and oil
lamps and braziers. Iron poles braced the walls and there wer e shelves
formed of the outsized tap-roots of great trees, for these provided wood for
the Danans and Cor mac now under stood why mighty treesdied
unaccountably on the surface of Eirrin. His eyes swept cell-like divisions,



stone and hide and wood, with great doorson iron hinges.

To hisnostrils came the odours of smoke and sweat, and too there lingered
the acrid stenches of excrement and of urine. He knew they wer e of human
origin. And he knew that much of the sweat had poured forth in fear and
pain.

Chains gleamed dark and sinister, dark-splotched tables squatted
malignantly about the floor. His gaze paused at a large brazier of black iron,
set on iron legs above a firepit. From the pot thrust several dark stems of
iron, each equipped with wooden grips. To facilitate wielding when the irons
are hot, he mused grimly. The coals beneath the brazier were still golden and
the air seemed to quiver above them. Cormacé& rsquo;s lips tightened.

He& rsquo;d seen torture-irons before.

Too, in that grim sprawling chamber beneath the earth, there were moans.

Cormac looked about him, at the human alluvia thrown up by the changing
tide of fortune that had swept Riora Feachtnachisfrom her throne.

Some of the sounds and misery emanated from within closed cellsinto whose
darkness he could not see& mdash;though fleetingly he bethought him how
better if Dithorba had transported them into one of them. Instead, they were
in the wood-columned, stone-columned, sprawling main chamber of the
dungeon. That barn-large chamber was peopled.

There stood a well-built man rising threescore years, with a dark spot just
below hisribsthat was either a burn or a bruise; a huge splotch of yellow and
purple flowered ugly on hisright upper arm, the mark of a violent blow of
another day; from hisnipple stood a sliver of wood blackened at the end by
burning and atremble with his uneasy breathing; his so-pale beard was
shortened and darkened on one side, singed; his arms were drawn back
around a column and secured to the same chain of iron that ringed. his naked
midsection and the column, which was a mortared pile of square-cut stones
whose edges cut into the prisoner & rsquo;sarms. A few feet to hisright a
young woman lay huddled& mdash;insofar aswas possible for her, with her
bare left leg lifted high and chained to a great nail standing darkly from a
column to the ceiling; her weight was balanced on naked buttock, which was
both befilthed and marked by a whip.

Elatha the Whip, Dithorba said, Cormac thought with histeeth pressed tight;
thelord of thisdemesne of dim uglinesswas sinisterly called &ldquo;the
Whip,&rdquo; torturemaster. Closeby another woman, and her in her middle
years, stood slumped against the stone wall against which she was held,
partway erect, by chains fastened to large-headed iron pegsdriven into the



wall& mdash;or morelike thrust erethey had cooled into drilled holes, so that
the pegs sealed themselves there; the tatters of clothing that hung on her
made this prisoner a mor e piteous sight than had she been naked. To her had
been done that which was unspeakable, and Cormacé& rsquo;sjaw quivered
with the grinding of histeeth. Staring in helpless fascination upon the
loathesome demonstrations of the work of Elatha the Whip Cormac turned...

Standing against another wall, shackled there so that she was agonizingly
spreadeagled, stood a moaning maiden who was young and shapely; though
she wor e a sort of breechclout of filthy once-white, Cormac saw that it was
neither tied nor bound by brooch but that wooden slivers pinned the mocking
scrap of cloth to her hips; onelovely apple-firm breast was fire-blackened
and aterrible bruise marked her swollen cheek. Near her a young man was
chained, with dlivers of wood thrusting from beneath histoenails and
whip-stripes dark and ugly across his muscular stomach. But a few feet from
them was a sort of machine, a device for constant torment. It was of ssimple
construction, for nothing complicated was necessary to the creation of human
misery.

Up into the bottom of a long table constructed of strips of wood had been
driven scores of slim iron nails, so that a tiny portion of the tip-end of each
protruded upward; on that toothily ugly table of torturelay a naked man, and
him not young. Stiff and straight he was bound there, and he had been beaten
sever ely across bare and flaccid buttocks. Beside that sombr e table of
anguish stood another Danan, and him unbound.

Thiswasthe largest man Cormac had seen among the Danans, power fully
built with muscle-knotted arms and legs and chest; even his height was a
thumbé& rsquo;slength greater than that of most of these people of Danu. On
one burly thigh a dagger was sheathed. At hisleft hip hung a short slim
sword. Hewore only aleathern covering for hisloins, something like walrus
hide it was, while great thick leather bracers encased each thick wrist. His
ankles and feet were encased in buskins of leather that was dark with sweat
and smoke& mdash;and bearing darker splotchesthat mac Art knew were
from the flying spatters of the blood of others. Scarless and of a sternly
hostile mien, thisman held a whip longer than Cor macé& rsquo;s body.

The big man was staring at Cormac and Dithorba. & Idquo;Elatha! & rdquo;
Dithorba said, in an emotional whispering burst.

Elatha the Whip but stared at the two who had appeared in hisdemesne
within therock of under-earth. Hiswhip trailed from hishand like a
menacing black serpent ready to leap with cold determination to bring pain



and scars.

& ldquo;Bastard,& rdquo; Cormac snarled, & ldquo;sired by a pusdemon and
whelped of a fly-swar ming sow!& rdquo; And his sword came sliding up from
its sheath.

Elatha said nothing. His lips twitched; perhapsthat was a tiny passionless
smile. His arm shifted; hislong whip trembled along the stone floor behind it.
He snapped it back then and, striding two paces forward as he brought it
whistling forward, the torturemaster sent hisleathern serpent of tor ment
rushing at Cormac mac Art.

The Gael seemed only to twitch, fading rapidly aside while instinctively,
jerking up hisshield to save hisface from an incredibly aimed lash. With a
great drumming sound the whip struck hisbuckler, and itstip came snapping
over to send a slash of fireinto hisforearm.

Pain was a shock; so too was realization of the Danan& rsquo;s skill and the
vicious deadliness of hiswhip. Blood dripped whereitstip had bit, for that
long whip ended in a knot about a V-shaped plug of iron.

& ldquo; Get ye back, Dithorba! He& rsquo;ll slash out your eyes! & Idquo;

Dithor ba back-paced; Elatha the Whip said nothing but only smiled. A
seemingly gentle twitch of hiswrist sent hiswhip scurrying snakelike acr oss
thefloor to him. Cormac started forward. The whip snapped back, again
came racing forward. With the same leftward sidestep and the same swift
jerking up of hisbuckler Cormac again saved his face& mdash;and again his
forearm was opened to let his blood fall to increase the number of dark spots
that covered the floor of the hell-chamber. He bit hislip against groaning out
his pain.

Blood of the gods! He durst not rush thisdemon of a whipmaster; the devil
had absolute control over his serpentine weapon and knew precisely how to
protect himself against sword-charge by thetaller man; either Cormac
remained at bay or charged into maiming lashes, or backed& mdash;to be
followed and cut open& mdash;or used brain as he seldom had to in what he
saw as simple one-to-one encounters.

Already Elatha& rsquo;s lash was snaking back to him in response to a flick
of histhick wrist. Cormac pondered, poised and trembling like a hound with
the nervousness of the hunt on him. From their dlitted sockets his sword-grey
eyes glittered as he stared at the Danan whipmaster.

Thetwo were some ten feet apart. Cormac knew he dared make no rushing
Wulfhereish charge, despite hisinclination to do; he&rsquo;d be cut open or



worse ere hereached Elatha. Thetorturer would but haveto retreat a bit
then, to place the same distance between them... having gained greater
advantage by theinfliction of a wound. Silently he stood, daring, mocking;
come to me, hisgrim little smile taunted, try it!

Cormac held hisground, hiseyesflicking thisway and that. Hisbrain
pondered, worked, propounded ridiculous hopes and suggestions. He was
helplessto attack; he must hold on the defensive, though he was hardly
accustomed to it.

Again Elatha attacked. Swiftly he backed a pace, again strode lunging
forward with his sweeping lash, so that the force and strength of his
wrestler & rsquo;s body backed and drove the long whip.

Twice had Cormac dodged leftward; to theright he moved thistime, and in a
cat-like pounce. Thejingle of mail was followed by the great loud cracking
sound of a whipé& rsquo;s snapping empty air. Elatha& rsquo;s eyes had
swerved to follow the Gael with his pale glance, but he& rsquo;d been unable
to change the direction of his powerful whip-stroke.

For thefirst time, he spoke. His voice was as emotionless as the eyes of a
serpent. &ldquo;Y e befast.& rdquo;

Cormac said nothing. Having gained thetiniest of psychological advantage,
he would now adopt the menacing silence that had been Elatha& rsquo;s.

After a moment of silence, Elatha& rsquo;s face moved in a soundless snarl
and he cut again. Once more Cor mac waited until the torturemaster & rsquo;s
brawny arm came over, and then he moved. Thistime he did not dodge, but
ran. He could not bear the inactivity of remaining only a defender. Several
paces rightward herushed, and then he charged the torturemaster of

M oytura& rsquo;s dungeon.

He was within four feet when the swift sideward jerk of Elatha& rsquo;swrist
brought hiswhip leaping over like a striking reptile. It curled around his
attacker & rsquo;s buskined right ankle. The whip wrapped but oncefor it
had not been hard-directed, in Elatha& rsquo;s desper ation.

Cormac stumbled, windmilling arms laden with buckler and brand. His
charger was broken. Elatha jerked; the whip came free without yanking
Cormacé& rsquo;slegs from under him. Asthe Gael regained his balance,
Elatha paced swiftly backward. His arm was already snapping his length of
leather to himself, and behind.

Thewhip rushed out. It slapped loudly on leather and wrapped four times
about Cormac& rsquo;sright leg. Then camethe bite of itsiron fang, and



leather legging split just above the Gael& rsquo;s knee. A gust of air leaped
from hislungs, with the sound of voicein it. He strove to prepare himself for
what must come next; there was no time. The moment the whip began its
encircling, Elatha& rsquo;sbicep leaped and he yanked.

Cormac was jerked to the floor with a crash and a grunt.

Grinning openly, Elatha the Whip transferred his stock to hisleft hand and
spun to wrap the lash once about himself. He was brought thus that much
closer & mdash;while he drew his short sword of dark iron.

Trapped a-wallow on the floor with hisleg caught and held tautly extended,
Cormac used all hisstrength and will.

He flopped onto his back; he sent his buckler racing up to meet a
downrushing blade of iron that resembled in its shortness those of the Roman
legions whoé& rsquo;d lately roamed the world they had claimed to own. Iron
blade crashed down on ironbound shield of hardened wood while

Cormac& rsquo;sown blade flicked out like a sliver of blued lightning. With a
terribleimpact like that of hammer on forge, Elatha& rsquo;s sword struck
the metal rim of the other man& rsquo;s shield. A stone had cracked the wood
of that buckler; now sword driven by powerful muscles actually ateinto its
rim, iron into iron. Despite his braced, cording muscles Cor mac& rsquo;s
buckler was driven down nearly to hisbody; the sword of Elatha was no less
notched than the shield-rim.

The sword of the Gael meanwhile rushed through the whip that stood taut
betwixt hisleg and Elatha& rsquo;swaist. Its point missed the
Danané& rsquo;s flesh by lessthan the breadth of three fingers.

Great shock showed itself on the face of Elatha the Whip, who Cor mac was
to learn had never felt pain or known any semblance of defeat or fear; the
man was accustomed to plying hiswhip and the other dread tools of histrade
on unarmed victims, and them usually with dark despair already on them. His
whip was wor se than halved; his sword had failed to find flesh and was both
notched and bent; the arm that wielded it was beset by a thousand needles
from that terrible impact.

The burly Danan spun away, and his face bore no longer an expression of
mockery, or triumph.

At the sametime Cormac rolled and stood. His leg complained, for blood
darkened the leather there where the severed whip dangled. He faced now a
man armed with a short whip and a short sword, and it notched, and Cor mac



mac Art was no longer at the disadvantage.
The Gael was made over confident ther eby.

Elatha was hardly in despair or helpless. A master of whip-wielding needed
no mor e than theyard or so of good leather strap he clutched, and he proved
it. Gone wasthe deadly iron fang at the end of hislash, but it struck thewrist
of Cormacé& rsquo;s sword arm so forcefully that it wrapped twice just below
the leather bracer and snapped the meaty base of histhumb with itsvery tip.

The Gael& rsquo;sarm twitched with ajerk; Elatha yanked;
Cormacé& rsquo;s sword flew from his open-flexing fingersto ring skidding
acrossthe floor of stone and stone-hard earth.

Elatha was smiling openly and far from prettily. His short sword leaped
beneath hisfoe&rsquo;sbuckler and its point grated hard against
Cormacé&rsquo;sribs. Only the Gael& rsquo;s armour of steel chain saved
him from death then, or from the wound that would have been the next to last.
Still he grunted and was stagger ed by the blow he felt and the grating
pressureon arib. In truth, iron point slipped between linked chain and
pierced through padded tunic to touch the skin over therib. The blade
widened back to the point; acircle of steel held it; therib did not give.

Even while hisarm was whipping around in a half-circle and his empty

swor d-hand grasping the short length of whip between himself and the
Danan, Cormacé& rsquo;s smallish round shield rushed up and around to slam
itsironbound rim into Elatha& rsquo;s upper arm.

Another man grunted in pain and another hand flexed open. A second sword
clanged to the floor. And another man jerked the whip. Elatha, struck hard in
right shoulder and yanked by left arm, wasjerked leftward and

over balanced. He stagger ed sidewise and only now remembered to release
the whip-stock.

It returned to him instantly; Cormac slammed it thudding into the other

mané& rsquo;sright cheek and then hisgut and then into the center of his
leather breechclout. Blood started from Elatha& rsquo;s cheek and mouth
from split skin and a broken molar. At the same time Elatha started to double
over, with both hands leaping to his crotch.

A mailclad forearm crashed into the torturemaster & rsquo;s mouth and his
eyesrolled loosely. Elatha went to his knees, leaning backward now; Elatha
toppled sidewise and lay groaning through shredded lips.

Panting, working his stinging right wrist, Cormac mac Art retrieved and



sheathed his sword.

Elatha& rsquo;s brand he caught up and crashed violently against a pillar of
stone so that the blade bent a quarter way in on itself. Hurling it from him,
the Gael turned to thetorturetable.

&ldquo;Elatha... bested and down!& rdquo; Dithorba said from behind
Cormac, in an elated whisper that bespoke his nearnessto disbelief.

& ldquo;Who be this man?& rdquo; Cor mac asked, having discarded his
buckler to pluck at the table-bound man& rsquo;s cords with both hands.

& ldquo;Lughan Senlac, my... my fellow adviser to the queen. Will ye not save
time by merely cutting him free, defeater of Elatha?& rdquo;

A groan escaped the oldster bound facedown on the table, his soft
buttocks-darkly marked by Elatha& rsquo;s whip.

& ldquo;Lord Lughan,& rdquo; Cormac muttered, & ldquo;l loosen these
knotsrather than slicethem, for the reason that Elatha the Whipless will
soon replace ye on thistable.& rdquo;

After a moment of silence, Lughan gasped hisreply. & ldquo;Be not
concer ned... with haste. A tiny space of time more on this... restful bed will
not finish me. To theend ye state... | can wait!& rdquo;

Chapter Twelve:

TheGuardian

The prisonersof Cairluh and Tarmur Roag wer e free of bonds and cellsin
Moytura& rsquo;s dungeon; their former torturer lay groaning and sweating
on his own fanged table. His weight, his greater development of chest and
belly and thighs pressed the ends of the scores of upward driven nailsinto his
flesh mor e deeply than they had bitten Lughan Senlac. Therewere no guards
in the dungeon; prisonerswere weak and helpless, and Elatha was proud and
jealous of hisreign.

Cormac mac Art held the shortened whip he had taken from him who had
wielded it to such agony, even to the deaths of some. For Cormac and
Dithorba had found two in the cellswho need not be freed; they had died of
whippings that had torn them open and ruptured internal organs,

& ldquo;Dithorba and | have business elsewhere. Herelies him who put sore
torment and indecent horror on ye all. Who will take thiswhip?& rdquo; He
stretched out his hand, the whip lying acrossit like a napping ser pent.

It was the young man who stepped forward, he who bor e the marks of that



same strap of leather across his muscled belly and who limped from the
wooden splintersthat had been forced under histoenails. Dithorba had
identified him as an officer in the household staff of Queen Riora, by name
Tathill; the young woman bound near him was his sweetheart. Per haps he
would bear no physical scars of thisimprisonment; she would, all her life.

&ldquo;! will wield that black eel on the creature who madeit sting so
well,& rdquo; he said quietly and with strain, & ldquo;and yield it up to
whomever wantsit else.& rdquo;

& ldquo;l,& rdquo; a weak voice said.

Cormac gazed not with shock but with sadness on the speaker, the older
woman in rags, with the marks on her of obscene torments and mockery.
Surely, the Gael thought, such as she would not have dreamed of vindictive
whip-wielding befor e she& rsquo;d been brought to thisgrey domain of pain
and degradation. It hurt him only that he had not put his cloak on again, that
he might clothe her in it. Elatha& rsquo;s foul breechclout he would not offer
her. Guardsor other keeperswould be outside bound doors, though
obviously no sound of the battle here had reached their ears. At their dicing
most likely, Cormac thought, and turned to look after Dithorba. The old
mage was walking back into the dimmer area of the dungeon, hisrobe
flapping and the one he& rsquo;d brought for his queen hanging over hisarm.
He paused at the doorway of a wooden enclosure, and looked within. Cormac
saw the man stagger asif struck, and heard his gasp.

And he heard the weak girlish voice: & ldquo;Stay back!& rdquo;

Cormac had taken a perverse pleasurein leaving the freeing of two men until
last; they wer e the strapping, handsome Commander Balan of the Royal
Guard and Torna, long Riora& rsquo;stutor and now most favored adviser.
Now the Gael turned from the still bound pair and strode back past the
torturetable and light. Dithorba stood in dimness.

The chamber into which he stared was a squar e someten feet on a side; a
chamber of royal sizefor theimprisonment of Moytura& rsquo;sroyalty.

The slim young queen was within. She wore only a spiked girdle and collar of
iron, both drawn tightly and held by cinch-pins. Her straw-coloured hair was
dragged back and bound to the cruel girdle behind, so that her neck was
constantly strained. Riora of Moytura was bound astride a great stone whesl,
like a millwheel, that abraded her inner thighs and displayed her lewdly. Aye,
and she& rsquo;d been marked by Elatha& rsquo;swhip. The dragging back
of her tresses strained her face so that her brows were unnaturally arched



and her cheekbones threatened to thrust through taut skin.

Tinted only by the faintest of tawny hue, her eyes swiveled from Dithorba at
Cormac&rsquo;sarrival. She stared at him.

When the Gael started forward, Dithorba stayed him.

& ldquo;Lady Queen, a Gael from Eiru above, Cormac mac Art hisname. He
and a companion saved Errisfrom becoming a toygirl to a squad of six
rapacious guar ds set over me, and slew them all. He freed me, and hasjust
defeated Elatha though he bear s wounds of the long fangwhip. All this, lady
Queen, in quest of your freedom. The sounds my lady queen now hears ar e of
Elatha& rsquo;s own whip on his own foul body.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Talk and talk,& rdquo; the Gael said. & ldquo;Why stand we
here?& rdquo; Again he started forward.

& ldquo; Stand ye back!& rdquo; the queen bade him, and she winced at the
pain the exertion put on her. Her hands were behind her back, her legs
bracing the upright millwheel, to which ropes bound her. She softened the
command: &ldquo;& mdash;friend of Danu and M oytura& mdash;and
Riora.&rdquo;

& ldquo;Your pardon for the questioning of a weapon man, lady queen... but
why must we stay from your self?& rdquo;

&ldquo; This| have... borne,&rdquo; she said in the voice of strain for ced
upon her by the back-drawn hair. &ldquo;l can... longer. For ye both, though,
there& rsquo;sdeath within this chamber... | am bound not only asye see...
but by the sorcery of Tarmur Roag & Isquo;as well. Aye, and guarded...
Cor-mac Mackart. Thereisa... Guardian.&rdquo;

Cormac stepped close to the doorway to peer within the large chamber. He
saw three walls of stone and one of wood; a chipped bowl of fired clay and a
dented iron cup; alength of chain. Another hung from a nail in the wooden
wall, asdid a short flail with threetails of plaited leather... or rather the hide
of some great denizen of the waters, as novas all leather of Moytura. Two
crumpled bits of cloth lay forlornly on the floor. He saw naught else, not even
a pile of stones.

& ldquo;l see naught of menace or Guardian.& rdquo;
&ldquo;l am queen, Cormac... | am not... questioned.& rdquo;

He gazed on this naked, whip-marked, painfully bound young woman with
wonder and respect. An she could talk so in these straits, she was queen



indeed!

& ldquo;Y e cannot free me. Cormac. He who comes through that door, save
for Elatha, will instantly die. Tarmur Roag... demonstrated. 1t& rsquo;s he
must be captured and forced to release me; 1&rsquo;ll have no champion
such asyour huge self slain so, for naught and to no avail.& rdquo;

Cormac was hardly huge. Herealized, though, that in Moytura he was.
Standing beside Dithor ba, he made a child of the man, both in height and
physique. A thought of hope came on him.

&ldquo;Dithorba! Can ye be mind-hurling meto her side, man?

The succinct reply shattered the Gael& rsquo; s excitement:
& ldquo;No.& rdquo;

Cormacé& rsquo;s face stiffened. After a moment, he asked, & ldquo; Then...
dareyecarry meto her, by your sorcerous means?& rdquo;

& ldquo;No!& rdquo; the queen cried.

& ldquo;In this matter, lady Queen, your commands are second to mine. It is
possible for too much nobility to be on a person, even a monarch.& rdquo;

Both Riora and Dithorba stared at thistall, darkskinned stranger to their
land who dared speak so to a queen. Cormac kept his gaze expectantly on
Dithorba, who realized the Gael still awaited hisanswer.

&ldquo;l dare, Cormac mac Art.&rdquo;
&ldquo;No, Dithorba! I forbid it!&rdquo;

Cormac saw to himself. Blood oozed no longer from his twice-punctured left
arm. Hisbuckler remained serviceable& mdash;hopefully. Hisright wrist bore
only a pair of barring lines, with neither wound nor stiffnesson him there.
Thewound to hisleg was only to the superficial meat, not into muscle, nor
had it had timeto stiffen. His Saxon knifewasin its sheath and his sword was
ready for the drawing on theinstant.

Deliberately he drew Dithorba away from the doorway, out of sight of the
piteously imprisoned queen.

&ldquo;Wegoin,&rdquo; hesaid quietly. &ldquo; The moment we alight,
release my hand, and return ye here.& rdquo; When Dithorba nodded,
Cormac turned and shouted to those othersthey& rsquo;d released.

& ldquo;Free Balan and Torna! Take up chainsand Elatha& rsquo;s dagger;
whatever armament there be, and remain ye ther e& mdash;sentries may



come.& rdquo;

Thelast was an afterthought, added in hopes their weakness might be forgot
in renewed fear that he knew led in someto renewed strength. Such surely
would be the case at least with Balan and the young man who was showing
his energy in the flogging of Elatha.

Cormac took Dithorba& rsquo;shand. & ldquo;ln.& rdquo;

He said it too loudly; from her prison came Queen Riora&rsquo;s weak
shout: &ldquo;No! It&rsquo;syour death!& rdquo;

Cormac felt Dithorba& rsquo;s hand quiver and he gripped it the tighter.
&ldquo; My command, Dithorba my friend,& rdquo; he said softly,
& ldquo;In& mdash;and leave me.& rdquo;

The familiar unpleasant sensations came immediately, and then Cormac was
jolted, stumbling. Even so hishand fled Dithorba& rsquo;s and leaped to the
hilt of hissword. On thisthird occasion of histransport by means of another
mané& rsquo;s mind, the Gael& rsquo;s brain acid eyes cleared mor e swiftly.

His staring eyes saw that Dithorba had already left him, and was peering into
the chamber from beyond the doorway. Their sorcerous means of transport
had triggered no attack, for they had not passed through the door. Cormac
stood in a crouch, feral-eyed and with sword and shield at ready. His dlitted
eyes swiveled to the side; he saw naught but Riora the Fair and Righteous.

Awkwar dly he caught her hair in hisshield-hand, betwixt head and binding;
his sword sliced swiftly through the rope that had forced her head up and
back. It was allowed to assume a natural position. Her eyes

focused& mdash;and she cried out. Dithorba& rsquo;s call of alarm crowded
close on hers.

Her Guardian had appeared in the queen& rsquo;s prison chamber.

Cormac had hardly expected to face here a foe of his own height and
apparent build, nor had he ever seen a man so helmed and armoured.

No skin of the Guardian was visible. His scalemail coat fell from neck to
knees; beneath it he wor e leggings of good mail that vanished into short
boots. Mailed gloves covered the hands that clutched sword and six-sided
shield; faced with bronze it wasand on it a death& rsquo;s head had been
picked out in awl-punched dotsfilled with black enamel. But once had
Cormac seen such an eye-covering helm, on an arrogant Roman commander.
From that visored helmet depended a camail of mail, which was connected in
front to the nosepiece of the helmet so asto conceal the tall figure&rsquo;s



entire face.
Cormac faced a grim and silent foe covered all in iron.

With some nervousness on him though without sinking heart, the Gael
remember ed to crab-step from the bound queen of Moytura. She must not
receive a chance slash.

&ldquo;lt& rsquo;syour queen this be, man. Elatha is& mdash;no more. | am
come hereto set her free, and if yeinsist I & rsquo;ll be doing it through

your self. Sheathe sword and stand Y e back to serve your queen, for she will
be free.& rdquo;

Theironclad Guardian said nothing. Cormac could not see so much as eyes,
toread their expression. Stance and ready-lifted buckler, with the upraising
of the broad long sword in mailed hand, wer e indication enow of hisreply and
intent.

The man of iron paced forward, not toward Riora but at Cormac.

&ldquo;Ye& rsquo;ll be dying then, for all your armour,& rsquo; Cormac said,
and moved but thetips of hisfingers, ensuring hisgrip on shaped hilt.

Hewould let the other strike first, move while he took the stroke on his
shield, and attack instantly and viciously. No such traitor asthis, and him
stupid besides, deserved to draw breath.

The Guardian&rsquo;sarm came around in a blur. Cormacé& rsquo;s shield
caught the swor d-edge and hisarm turned to let the sword slide on, thus
allowing the attacker & r squo;s momentum to continue& mdash;while the Gael
moved rightward and drove his blade forward. Theimpact of sword on shield
was tremendous, a jolting surpriseto mac Art&rsquo;s arm and mind, aswas
the fact that the other & rsquo;s bronze-faced buckler moved so rapidly. Yet it
did not quite catch hisrushing thrust; rather than plunging as he& rsquo;d
intended into an armour ed side, Cormacé& r squo;s blade screamed through
iron links and completely transpierced hisfoe& rsquo;s shield-arm, near the
shoulder.

Cormac yanked hisbladeforth. It waswell for him that he did not assumethe
fray to be over then, but remained mindful of the other & rsquo;slong brand
and his shield.

He had already seen; no blood marked the blade of mac Art.

Nor did his opponent seem to take note of hiswound; he backswung and
Cormac had to skip while thrusting back his shield to avoid the prodigiously
power ful slash at hisneck. Again theiron sword crashed on the



Gael& rsquo;s shield with a sound to torture the head, eardrums, and again
theterrificimpact shook hisarm and rattled theteeth in his head.

He moved two rushing paces on, for a few snatched momentsto relieve his
shield-arm... and to try to hurl from his brain the numbing influence of shock.

Again helooked at the blade of his sword; he could not believe what he had
seen& mdash;or rather not seen. It wastrue. The steel shone bloodlessly. Nor
did any so much as ooze from hisironclad foe& rsquo;s arm, which should
have been pouring scarlet, if not spurting with his heartbeats.

Still without so much asa grunt or a curse, he who had been set to prevent
the queen& rsquo;srescue struck again.

This slash came high, and Cormac at the last instant chose not to meet it with
his buckler. Nor did he counterattack with hisusual thrust; he ducked low
and chopped deeply into the Guardian& rsquo;s left thigh.

That titan in iron chain stagger ed& mdash;and back came hisarm, in a
hardly interrupted backswing.

Thistime Cormac dived away, and again he saw with hair-raising
incomprehension that his blade was unblooded. His antagonist swungto
follow; again he staggered a little on a leg that nevertheless held him
erect& mdash;and bled, not.

Mac Art did not wait but struck hard, side-armed and with all his strength.
The Guardian&rsquo;s shield dropped swiftly into line so that

Cormacé& rsquo;s blade chopped half through it. The wood held. Theiron
man was cleaving; Cormac lunged desperately forward to be within that
sweep& mdash;and to crash hisbuckler into hisfoeman. Into the junction of
arm and torso it smashed, so that iron shield-rim slammed both chest and
arm and the boss center ed between them drove into the hollow just abovethe
silent attacker & rsquo;s ar mpit.

The Guardian& rsquo;s slashing glaive struck naught but air though his
mailed arm rapped Cormacé& rsquo;s back. The Gael boreon, to hurl
backwar d a foe who should have been down and half bled.

The Danan stagger ed back with a harsh jangle of overlapping iron scales
that covered him from nose to toes and fingers. Hisleft thigh, shorn half
through, gave. He began to topple. Bracing himself, Cormac jerked his sword
arm with arapid up and down movement. With a screech of steel on wood
and bronze, the blade came free. Panting, Cor mac watched his silent foe
crash backward to thefloor.

Under such circumstances a man either yielded or died. Cormac stepped



swiftly forward.

&ldquo;Yield ye! Drop thesword or it&rsquo;sno hand | & rsquo;ll be leaving
yetowield it again against a friend of your queen!& rdquo;

A mailed leg and booted foot kicked at him. Cormac had been right. The
Guardian was stupid, without sensein him to leave off when he was defeated.

Up rushed a mailed fist to drive Danan sword at Cormac mac Art in a vicious
slash.

Though surprised, Cormac was not astounded; he had been prepared to
make movementsin response to such insanity. He backpaced two swift steps,
tarried but an instant poised on the balls of both feet, while he watched the
bigiron sword swish. It swept by in a blurred semicircle of dark blue-grey
before hisbody. The strength of itswielding carried it on; Cormac rocked
himself forward again, knees bending deeply.

Hecarried out histhreat. His slash sent hisfallen opponent& rsquo;s sword
flying. Its hilt was still grasped in mailed fist.

And the Danané& rsquo;s hard-swung shield sslammed into Cor mac& rsquo;s
hip asthough the Guardian had sustained no terrible wound to his upper
arm,

Cormac was swept violently aside; had therim rather than cloven face of that
six-sided buckler struck him so, bone would have cracked. Nor had Cormac
mac Art ever known a man who fought ever again after sustaining a cracked
hip. In pain heran to remain vertical, and slammed into the wall. That
scraping clang rose simultaneous with the clatter acrossthe room; sword in
mailed, severed hand had rebounded from the opposite wall to ring on the
floor. Cormac too rebounded, gritting histeeth against the pain in hisright
hip.

Jerking hishead and willing himself to ignore pain and dark
incomprehension, Cormac swung about to renew assault on a foe seemingly
impervious to wounds.

Hewasin the act of striking still again at the armour-covered figure
stretched on the floor when he saw that which jolted hisbrain and made him
shiver. From the stump of hissevered wrist, the Guardian poured forth no
blood.

& ldquo;Blood of the Gods,& rdquo; Cormac snarled, with no thought on him
for the singular inappropriateness of hisfavourite oath.

His brain staggering, the Gael aborted hisruined sword stroke. Sudden
intense heat prickled over hisbody and sweat seemed to leap from every



pore. In that instant he went pure professional, for so he& rsquo;d been and
was still, though in the paid employ of none. His brain moved to another level;
becameicy cold; functioned at high speed.

&ldquo;Dithorba! In and pick up his sword& mdash;cut free your
queen!& rdquo;

Already hisfoe had taken advantage of Cormacé& rsquo;s brief moments of
confusion to thrust himself to hisfeet, using both his shield-hand and hisright
stump to lever up. The hexagon of split wood and bronze was a golden blur as
he swung it violently, rapidly back and forth. He advanced on Cormac the
while, and the Gael was forced to back from that rushing wall that would

hurl sword from his hand& mdash;or smash hisarm.

To hisright Dithorba appear ed, near the fallen sword. Still the mailed hand
clung to the hilt, and the queen& rsquo;s adviser could not shakeit loose. As
dry old fingersworried at linked iron chain, Cor mac backed from a shield
swept back and forth so rapidly it was but a blurred wall.

Suddenly the helmeted head turned its armour-swathed face toward
Dithorba.

The old man had given up attemptsto free the sword of the severed hand, and
was carrying the grisly linked objectstoward the upright stone wheel astride
which his queen was bound. Still keeping Cormac at bay with the rushing
buckler, the Guardian started toward Dithor ba.

Though the shield-created wall continued to daunt him, Cormac knew the
invisible eyes of itswielder could not be on him.

Helunged forward, diving to the floor. Herolled onto his back and slashed
upward. Solid steel crashed on iron chain with terrible force, and thin rings of
iron yielded. Bearing hand and wrist and half of forearm, the hexagonal
Danan shield flew across the chamber and crashed to thefloor just at the feet
of Dithorba L oingsech.

Therewas no blood.
And the Guardian moved on toward the wide-eyed Dithor ba.

& ldquo; A creature of Tarmur Roag& rsquo;s!& rdquo; Dithorba called out, in
avoicethat rose with both fear and the excitement of incredible discovery.
& ldquo;Cormac! Thereisno hand in this mail-glove! & rdquo;

Cormac started to cry out for Dithorbato vanish; instead he took faster
action. Herolled again and chopped into the leg of hisuncanny foe, just at the



point where mail disappeared into boot.

The bearer of that awful wound but twitched at the blow, meanwhile
continuing the step. The unbleeding leg swung; came forward, down; it
buckled on impact with the floor. The Guardian teetered, leaned, fell
sidewise. Again he crashed to the floor.

Hedid not lie still. Still he fought. The woundless leg swept out and its mailed
shank just grazed Dithorba&rsquo;slower leg. With a groan of pain, he
staggered. Then thearmoured warrior began torise.

& ldquo;In Crom& rsquo;s hame& mdash;thisisinsanity!& rdquo;

Cormac& rsguo;s shout still rang when frustration swelled within him and his
eyes went shiny. Rage took him. Lunging acr oss the downed, faceless
creature, the Gael brought a tremendous stroke rushing down. Steel blade
dlid again through iron rings and so hard had he struck that the sword rang
off the floor, beneath the Guardian& rsquo;sleg. Just below the hip, that leg
leaped free of its moorings& mdash;bloodlessly.

The stump of the other leg slammed into Cormacé& rsquo;s ankle.

With a groan, he staggered and fell to one knee. His heart seemed to have
descended into hisankle; it pounded there. With an animal viciousness
twisting hisfeatures, the enraged Gael struck away the leg that had kicked
him.

L aboriousdly, the legless trunk began pushing itself up on the stump of itsright
wrist; its shield meanwhile came streaking at mac Art. Aye, itsshield, for he
knew this could be no man, but some unnatural thing, a fell product of
Tarmur Roag& rsquo;swizardry. The Danan buckler rushed at him; easily
Cormac cut the supporting arm from beneath the thing. It fell back, armour
and shield crashing.

A shudder rushed through Cormac mac Art. Without rising he chopped,
chopped again. Armless now, the unbleeding trunk writhed. Cormac& rsquo;s
sword bit into the armour ed midsection, smashed the chest. On the point then
of chopping at the neck covered by shining metal camail, the seething,
shaking Gael shortened his stroke. With fine precision, thelast inch of his
steel tore away the camail.

The veil of chain had covered nothing.
The helmet rested on nothing. Therewas no face, no head.

With horripilation a maddening writhing along his arms, Cor mac knew that
therewereno armsand legs either; nothing. There was only an animated suit



of armour, huge by Danan standards, that had come nigh to putting the
blindness of death on him.

Herose shakily, staring down at what had been hisfoe; the trunk of an
armour coat, surrounded by lopped-off pieces of man that had come from no
man; pieces of armour in the shapes of human limbs.

After along moment he gave his head a swift hard jerk. Blinking, he turned
to the nude young woman bound astride what appeared to be a millstone. He
sheathed his glaive, which was unblooded despite all its awful work. Drawing
his dagger, he swiftly freed Riora. She sagged forward. Trying to hold her
away from the hard cold steel of hisarmour, he caught her and eased her
from the wheel of her torture.

The Queen of Moytura clung, trembling as she stared down at the trunk
protion of the thing that had been set to guard her against rescue.

L egless, ar mless, headless, empty... the armour continued to twitch and
writhe.

Chapter Thirteen:

The Queen of Moytura

Riora of Moytura, queen, was slim as a willow tree and yet with soft and
rather voluptuous womanly turningsto her form. White was her skin, almost
transparent, and little more colour tinged the hair that fell to the dimples
above her backside. Though shewas slim and pale and short like all her
people, she had no look of frailty about her. Her quiverswere

under standable, as she held on to the big stranger to her land, who had dared
disobey her and had as a result destroyed her ghastly guardian and set her
free. Though he was armoured and awar e that his carapace of steel rings
could tear and bruise her skin with even his slightest movements, Cormac
could not think of her asfragile. He stood, though, rather stiffly, unableto
think of aught but her nakedness and the harshness and danger to her of his
armour .

&ldquo;You are brave,&rdquo; she murmured. &1dquo;You disobeyed me
and cameinto thishorrid cell, with no idea of what you might be
facing.& rdquo;

Cormac could think of nothing to say. Unaccustomed wor ds came; good
words. He spoke them.

& ldquo;l had seen you,& rdquo; he muttered, with gruff galantry. He would
tell her later of the urgency on him for her freedom. At present she was



overduefor the kindness of flattery.

&ldquo;He... it hurt you, | saw it. You fought on. You destroyed it.& rdquo;
She arched her back to look up into hisface. & ldquo;Y our brows... your
black hair... so fascinating! Am |& mdash;are we so, to you, Cormac of the
Gaels?& rdquo;

& ldquo;Aye.&rdquo; He gazed down into her wan, angular face and saw that
shewas both pretty and interested in him as more than saviour and curiosity
among her pale people. It came on him that there was no more colour in
Riora& rsquo;seyesthan in an inch of water held in two cupped palms.

& ldquo;L & mdash;L ady Queen...& rdquo;
It was Dithorba& rsquo;svoice; neither of them glanced hisway.

& ldquo;Dithorba has arobe for you, Queen of Moytura,& rdquo; Cormac
said.

&ldquo;l have been... naked so long. It seemsforever... Elatha ... that foul
gpider hasdaily thrown me down on thisfloor and... used me.&rdquo; She
glanced down. & ldquo;Aye, | am naked, and queen, and you are clad in iron
that is cold and hard& mdash;and it grates.& rdquo; She sighed. & ldquo;And
there arethingsto be done.&rdquo; Again she looked up into his scarred
face. Her hands pressed his arms, disregarding the chain that indented her
skin. &ldquo; The Queen of Moyturaisindebted to you, Cormac mac Art na
Gaedhel. Moyturaisindebted to you. And... my nameisindebted to you,
Cormac mac Art na Gaedhel. Moyturaisindebted to you. And... my nameis
Riora. |, Riora, am indebted to you, Cormac, and | thank you.& rdquo;

While Cor mac flounder ed for words, shereleased his arms and looked at the
other man.

& ldquo; Thank you, Dithorba,& rdquo; she said, putting out an arm.

& ldquo; Therobe, to make me more a queen and less a woman.

Ah& mdash;and it&rsquo;s mine, too!& rdquo; She smiled, astonishing
Cormac who would not have thought her capable, so soon after being
released from a stern imprisonment that had been fraught with torture.
&ldquo;Ah, Dithorba, into the queen& rsquo;s chamber to bring herself her
very own robe! How can one trust a man with such abilities?

Why& mdash;you could bein my very bedchamber at any time.& rdquo;

Dithorba& rsquo;s face was stricken. Had Cormac any doubts about the old
man& rsquo;slovefor hisyoung queen, they were dissipated now. Riora saw
it too, and immediately her smile vanished. Taking the robeto hold against
her, shereached forth with her other hand to squeeze her adviser & rsquo;s



bony shoulder.

&ldquo;Only ajest, my friend. If not before, after thisday Dithorbaisfirst
among all Moyturans!& rdquo; Then sheturned her head to look at Cormac
over her shoulder and from under eyelashes that were more pale than any
he& rsquo;d ever seen. &ldquo;First, of course... with Cormac mac Art of the
Gaels, friend of Danu and M oytura& mdash;and Rioral& rdquo;

While she turned away to don the robe, Cormac and Dithorba kept their eyes
fixed asif by honourable pact on each other.

& ldquo;Hump!& rdquo; the queen& rsquo;s voice came brightly.
& ldquo;Neither of you watching? Queen Riorais dlipping!&rdquo;

Both men looked at her with wan smiles.

Therobe was a pale blue, that of the sky she had never seen, sewn with a
complicatedly twisting design in silver thread, at bosom and down to the
girdle, which Cormac now saw was of gold thread and jewelled aswell. The
silver pattern wasrepeated at the end of each three-quarter length sleeve and
at the gown& rsquo;s hem, which fell just past her ankles. Strangely, the Gael
saw that clothed and with her body outlined and hinted at here and there, she
was mor e fetching than had she been in her shameful nakedness. Now her
stance was different, her shouldersback, and her eyestoo had changed; the
girlish woman had become a queen.

&ldquo;You said that Elatha was being beaten, Cor mac& mdash;and you
told... the Guardian that he was no more. Which isthe case?& rdquo;

& ldquo;Unless they& rsquo;ve beaten him to death, Elatha lives, bound to his
own toothy table.& rdquo;

An expression of pleasure appeared on her face& mdash;and then her
features stiffened. Suddenly her face was ber eft of all warmth and much of its
beauty. She moved forward, toward the doorway behind Cormac; he stepped
aside. Asthe Queen of Moytura passed him, she deftly plucked his dagger
from its sheath without interrupting her stride.

Aye, five feet one and not a spar e ounce of flesh on her save that of
womanhood, Riora Feachtnachiswasregal.

Cormac looked at the wheel, glanced around at the walls, at the thing on the
floor. He looked at Dithorba.

&ldquo;lt&rsquo;sall of usye must be taking from here, Dithorba, one by
one. And we& rsquo;d best start now, for who knows what guards may come,



or someone bearing food?& rdquo;

As Dithorba nodded, both of them heard outside the dungeon& rsquo;s main
chamber the sound of respectful greetingsto the queen. And Cormac, to
whom her eyes and words had shown more than gratitude but greetingsto
the queen. And Cormac, to whom her eyes and words had shown more than
gratitude but indeed the promise of more, the desire for more, thought that
which would not have made happy the woman in her:

A crowned woman! A crowned woman!

Then he and Dithorba left that chamber of torture and preternatural horror.
Just without the doorway and in the main dungeon again, they paused. Both
men stared in silence; they watched while Queen Riora, with viciousness and
obvious gusto, killed the bound Elatha. She used Cormacé& rsquo;s dagger,
and shedid not hurry her ugly work.

With Cormac& rsquo;s Saxon knifedripping in her hand, sheturned to see
hisfrown. Around her stood her people, in silence that may have been shock
or approval.

& ldquo;You look disapproving, my champion,&rdquo; Riora Feachtnachis
said. & ldquo;Would you have dealt differently with a monster who has
tortured me and forced hisbody on me twice daily for a week?& rdquo;

Cormac paced toward her, awar e of the silent stares of her advisers, her
handmaids, her Guard commander and the captain; the queen& rsquo;s
closest aidsto brain and body.

& ldquo;He deserved wor se, lady Queen. But when it isnecessary that | do
death, it&rsquo;s swiftly | deal it.&rdquo;

For just a moment she stared, her face working. Then with one hand lifting
her skirts, the queen ran to him in manner hardly regal. Clothed now and
with her hands wiped, she was heedless of hisarmour; Riora hugged him.

&Idquo;You are good, Cormac, trenfher,& rdquo; she breathed, calling him

& ldquo;champion& rdquo; once more. & ldquo; Good, a good man. Moytura
needs such, Cormac mac Art; Moytura needs you& mdash;Moytura& rsquo;s
queen needsyou!& rdquo;

Over her head Cormac noted the cold glare of Commander Balan.
Uncomfortably he said, & ldquo;We must depart this place, lady Queen. All
arereleased; now Dithorba must transfer usto hisquarters, where await
your loyal Errisand my friend, Wulfhere.& rdquo; He pondered; could she
end Thulsa Doomé& rsquo;s existence now, though her fair head bore no



crown?

& ldquo;You will come at once, my trenfher ?& rdquo; She did not let go the
man who stood so tall over her.

&ldquo;An he agrees, Balan and | will wait until all othersare
gone& mdash;lest our arms be needed here.& rdquo;

Riora met his eyes, nodded, and released him. Sheturned to Dithorba.
Cormac saw that she knew the old mané& rsquo;s abilities; she stretched forth
her hand to him. Seconds later, queen and mage vanished.

& ldquo;One wishes you had not bent Elatha& rsquo;s sword, Cormac mac
Art,&rdquo; Balan said.

Hewas a large man, far from unhandsome, strongly built and with
uncommonly short hair. Hewas in perhapsthethird decade of hislife. Both
bruises and the marks of hot irons darkened areas of hisribs and chest, and
his beard was singed. The man seemed unconcer ned by his nudity; his body
was good.

Cormac recognized his statement as a challenge, nor had he any desire on
him for conflict with the commander of theroyal bodyguard.

& ldquo;lt&rsquo;struth ye speak, Balan. | should not have done. Will ye be
straightening the blade, or shall 1?& rdquo;

& ldquo;l will,& rdquo; Balan said dourly, and, using hisfoot and the table of
torment on which lay Elatha& rsquo;s bloody body, he did.

The others stood by, nude or nearly, injured and weakened and some with
scars on them they& rsquo;d be bearing to the end of life. They were a pitiful
group of tortured nobles and highplaced slaves, all accustomed to the good
life around the throne, and Cormac mac Art was far from comfortable among
them. That poor girl who was Captain Tathill& rsquo;s sweetheart; could
they withstand what had been done to them here? Could he bear the awful
mar ks and scar s she& rsquo;d wear; could the very young woman stand the
knowledge that he found her far less beautiful than she had been?

& ldquo; Who will bleed for those who have bled and will bleed in yearsto
come?& rdquo; Cormac mac Art muttered, stroking the hilt of hissword with
hisfingertips. &ldquo;Elatha, atool, is not vengeance enow.& rdquo;

Before any could ask what he& rsquo;d said so quietly and grimly, Dithorba



was back& mdash;and with him Queen Riora.
& ldquo; Cormac! Wulfhereand Thulsa are gone! & rdquo;

Cormac felt asif he& rsquo;d taken a blow to the belly. Then wor ms seemed
to crawl within him. He fingered the M oonbow on his chest. He was

concer ned about Wulfhere, aye, and if the man wer e dead blood would flow
likeariver. But... Thulsa Doom in the hands of otherswas wor se, aye, and
enough to put fright in strong heart. For if some fool wereto removethe
Chain of Danu from that vengeance-driven monster and end

Cormacé& rsquo;s control over him...

Heremembered to ask about loyal little Erris, unmentioned by Dithor ba.
Riora answered in a dull voice, turning partway from all eyes; Erriswas
there, in the secret room that now had a gaping hole smashed through one
wall; shewasthere still, though without head or breasts.

& ldquo; So we& rsquo;re found out, and your enemies have my friend and my
prisoner, and are my enemies,& rdquo; Cormac snapped. & ldquo; They will
shortly come here, for they know too that Dithorbaisfree, and surely his
power s are known to your cousin and the mage. Dithorba! Wherelies a place
of safety for usall?& rdquo; He glanced about at the pitiful little group of
people become hisresponsibility. & ldquo; A safe place with food; & rdquo; he
added, for it was obviousthe prisoners had been fed but whimsically.

&ldquo;Lughan... isdead,& rdquo; the older woman said, rising from the
naked body.

Riora cameto the Gael, who had spoken so swiftly and decisively while
Balan and her advisersremained asif in shock. Cormac noted again how
Balan watched, frowning, and he saw the mané& rsquo;s Danan-pale knuckles
go even whiter around the short sword that had been Elatha& rsquo;s.

Balan has an eye for the queen, and mayhap there&rsquo;s been aught
between them, for sure and she& rsguo;s a passionate woman, Cormac
thought, and he& rsquo;d not be for getting.

It was Tornawho spoke, the only one among them who bore some fat.
&ldquo;Therear room of thelnn of Red Rory! Yeknow it,
Dithorba.&rdquo;

& ldquo; O& rsquo;cour se. But... if he be not loyal ?& rdquo;

Balan shrugged, stepping forward with some dignity despite his nakedness.
& ldquo;Cite me our choices,& rdquo; he said, and all were aware of the



sword in the naked mané& rsquo;s hand.

It was at Cormac Dithorba glanced; the Gael kept his eyes on Balan.
Dithorba devised his meaning, and he too looked at the Guard commander
for decision.

&ldquo;My lord Tornafirst,& rdquo; Balan said, & ldquo;as he must seek to
make... arrangements, with Red Rory.& rdquo;

Dithorbatook the hand of the queen& rsquo;s chief adviser. They
disappeared. The queen continued to press herself to Cormac, all heedless of
his chainmail& mdash;and Balan. Cormac was most awar e of that man, and
of the others aswell. Dithorba was soon back, alone; all seemed well at Red
Rory&rsquo;s.

& ldquo;Lady Queen? Will your self come now?& rdquo;

&ldquo; Take Balan,& rdquo; she said, and turned only partway from
Cormac, from whom shetook not his hands.

& ldquo; See that Commander Balan is clothed and armed immediately. Balan:
have thoughts of raising a for ce of men for us.&rdquo;

Balan had opened his mouth to speak; meeting his queen& rsquo;s eyes and
hearing her last words, he nodded and said naught. His gaze raked Cormac
as hetook Dithorba& rsquo;s hand, and then they were gone. Cormac had
not put his hands on the blue-gowned Riora, while hershad not left him.

Again Dithorba returned; thistime hetook young Captain Tathill. Six females
remained, and Riora and Cormac. Instantly Tathill was gone, she stretched
her self long to seek Cor mac& rsquo;s lipswith her own, all heedless of the
watching girls and woman. He saw that the woman of middle age was awar e
of hisdiscomfort. She gave him a small under standing smile across the top of
her monarch&rsquo;s head.

When Dithorba returned once more, the discomfited mac Art wrapped
power ful fingers around the queen& rsquo;s azure-sleeved arm, and let her
feel their strength. & ldquo; Take the queen now, Dithorba.& rdquo;

& ldquo;No! & rdquo;

Riora& rsquo;svoice was loud and peremptory. Regaining her composure
swiftly, she turned and coolly bade Dithorba take the othersfirst. Her arm
remained around the Gael, on the side of him away from Dithorba and her
women. He wondered if shefelt safe with him but had doubts about the I nn of
Red Rory and wasthus a wiseruler aware of her own value, or... if she
wanted merely to continue possessively holding him she had called her



champion.

Embarrassed and looking asif in some pain, Cormac shot Dithorba a look.
The old man would not meet his gaze; he was less capable of making
demurrersto hislady queen than thetall, rangy man she presently clung to.
And with her free and no emergency on them, Cormac dared not
countermand her or attempt even to argue. A sensiblereason for her tarrying
her e was too obvious.

Dithorba took Tathill&rsquo;s sweetheart, who was definitely in need of bed
and blankets and whatever these people had of poultices and potions. Five
remained; four were young and well-formed. The usurpersand Elatha the
Whip had obviously been more than pleased to imprison the queen& rsquo;s
fetching handmaidens with her.

Asthey weretaken unnaturally elsewhere, Riora pressed to Cormac and her
lips were warm and soft and partway open, seeking and moving on his mouth.
Her handsfound his, drew them inward to her breasts. In secondsthe links of
his mail were marking hisknuckles, for she pushed herself in forcefully asif
her goal werethe crushing of her bosom. Her breathing heightening, Riora
had no carefor the presence and eyes of her girls; Cormac had, but he was
soon made to forget.

Heresponded helplessly to Riora& rsquo;sinsistent lips, her urgency... aye,
and Cormac mac Art responded to the flattery, to the fact that thiswarm
body crushed so urgently to hiswasthat of aruler of men... other men. His
pulse began to bea drum in histemples.

&ldquo;Ah! Alone but not alone& mdash;| want you, Cormac mac Art! You
must remain here, remain in Moytura with me! & rdquo;

Cormac sought wor ds and sought not to be stiff. &ldquo;Much... remainsto
be done, lady Queen, erethe crown isrestored to yourself. Thefutureisfar
from now and it& rsquo;sinjury ye do your self by this behavior before your...
intimates.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Intimates! | have no intimates& mdash;my lessersl& rdquo; Shethrust
her self back from him, though with both hands still on hisarms. Her faintly
tawny eyes flashed and seemed to flame. & ldquo; Y ou dare much, Cormac the
Gad!&rdquo;

Hisface worked. How to tell any woman, much less a queen, that she put
much discomfort on him, that he was embarrassed for her? And thiswas a
danger ous woman as well, passionate and swift to change her mood. His
melancholy troubled look was not mirrored in her features, which drew and
writhed with emotion. Was it anger ? Was she acting? He did not know. He



could not know; he knew thiswoman not at all. Certainly she could be cruel
asa cat: witness Elatha& rsquo;s slow, agonized death.

Though he& rsquo;d never have expected such a feeling of himself, he was
glad that he wore mail and that Dithorba had brought the gown for her to
clothe her nakedness.

He was still seeking words when he heard the noises.

Far away behind her, chainsrattled. That scrape and creak was of a great
door & rsquo; s being opened. Now he could detect the mur mur ous undertone
of several voices, male. Aye, and those tiny clinks; he knew the sound of
weighted scabbar ds sliding and thumping against mail under the impetus of
the wear er s& rsquo; steps.

Cormacé& rsquo;sarmsrose and hiswriststurned so that his hands moved
over and in close on both her forearms. Riora mistook hisintent, apparently
not having heard the coming of men, though he was not sure whether her
eyes shoneor glittered. He forced her hands from him.

& ldquo;Men come,& rdquo; he whispered, looking past her into darkness,
that part of the dungeon that was a corridor leading, to steps and the great
door for sealingin prisoners. &ldquo; They descend steps& mdash;hear ye,
Queen Riora? Armed men approach, nor can they be other than minions of
your cousin Cairluh. Get ye behind me. Ye have my dagger still?& rdquo;

She heard them then, and in arustling whisper of skirtsRiora hurried to the
iron-toothed table whereon lay the bloody cor pse of Elatha. Swiftly she
returned, bearing Cormacé& rsquo;s knife. It was marked with blood. The
sound of muttering men drew closer and Cor mac could see on the wall well
up ahead the dance of yellow light; torchesborne by striding men.

& ldquo;Elathal & rdquo; a voice called, but the shouter wastoo far up the
passage to be seen.

Coming instantly after that call, Dithorba& rsquo;s appear ance a few feet
away brought ajerking response from Cormac mac Art.

& ldquo;Give me the dagger, lady Queen Dithorba! Men come. Take her and
hasten back for me, man!& rdquo;

Riora clung to both dagger and Cor mac while Dithorba looked confused. The
Gael& rsquo;s hand leaped out to grasp her slim wrist. Riora gasped, and his
dagger clinked to the floor. Immediately he flung the queen of Moyturato
Dithorba, and Cor mac was quietly talking the while.

&ldquo; Take her hence. Return yeto the chamber of her late punishment,



Dithorba!& rdquo;

Snatching up the knife he& rsquo;d taken long ago from a Saxon who had no
further usefor it, Cormac mac Art wheeled. Crouching, heran with a
cat-footed lack of sound into the depths of the dungeon. Behind him he heard
a squeaking sound from a human throat and knew Riora& rsquo;s protest
had been continued into a room elsewherein Moytura.

Just as hewasrushing at the doorway to that which had been Riora& rsquo;s
prison chamber, mac Art remembered her warning that the entry was
guarded by some wizar d-sent murder.

Too late now to stop, heinstead drove himself forward with a renewed bur st
of momentum. He sprang through the doorway and as far into the chamber
as he could hurl himself. He was drawing steel even while he turned.

There was no attack, no menace. Here was the great stone wheel on which
Riora Feachtnachis had been bound; herelay hisformer foe, the untenanted
suit of armour he had chopped to bits. Without, he heard the clamor of
excited exclamations of conster nation and rage; the Danan soldiery had found
the broad area that was empty of all but the corpse of him who had presided
over it.

Within the chamber was no menace; perhapsthe slayer at the door had died
with the destruction of the Guardian, or the removal of the prisoner.
Cormacé& rsquo;s dagger wasin its sheath and now he scabbarded his sword.
Stepping quickly back around the mill-wheel, he squatted. Mayhap someone
would come and but glancein, then rush back to report the place empty;
astonished by that fact, he might missthe man squatting in the shadows
behind the wheel standing in its frame of stone and wood. If not, the Gael
should be ableto hold the chamber, provided he could reach the door and
remain just within.

&ldquo; The queen!&rdquo; he heard a yell, and after an instant of silence he
heard the steady jingle and clink of mail on running men. A Danan
weapon-man appeared at the entry.

& ldquo;Dung and darkness! She& rsquo;s not here! Danu& rsquo;s
eyes& mdash; what& rsquo; s this?& rdquo;

With another crowding close behind, the Danan in silver-winged helm and
scalemail of dark iron entered. He squatted to examine the remains of the
Guardian.

&ldquo;It& mdash;it bejust armour, Din, empty armour! and hacked as



If& mdash; & rdquo;

He broke off, having raised his head to find himself looking directly into the
deepset eyes of Cormac mac Art. The Danané& rsquo;s own glims grew wider
when the man behind thetorture device stood and wasrevealed to be
impossibly dark of skin; by Danan standar ds, he was no less than a giant.

& ldquo; The queen isgone from here, traitor. It& rsquo;s soon back on the
throne she& rsquo;ll be, and best ye begin to run, now.& rdquo;

Both Danan weapon-men wer e frozen in staring silence. Then, &ldquo;You...
you.. what are you?& rdquo;

& ldquo;Him who conquer ed Elatha and that toy there at your feet, a
monstrosity set by Tarmur Roag to guard the queen.& rdquo;

The man in the doorway jerked his head back in the direction of the
torturemaster & rsquo;sgrisly corpse. & ldquo;You... you did that to
Elatha?& rdquo;

Cormac hesitated only for a moment. & ldquo;Aye, and it& rsquo;s shame on
me for letting the beast die so quickly. An ye& rsquo;d seen the condition of
the queen& rsquo;s maidens, of her high advisers and Commander

Balan& mdash;ye& rsquo;s serve no longer bloody-handed men who
conscioned such and who employed such a spider as Elatha.

Thetwo exchanged a look. & ldquo; Uh& mdash;but you... never havel seen
such skin. And& mdash;be all your hair... black? It isnot possible!
Who& mdash; what are ye?& rdquo;

& ldquo;An elemental, called up by Tarmur Roag,& rdquo; Cormac said, who
had previoudly called himself Partha mac Othna, and Curoi mac Dairi, aye
and even Kull, to an equally mazed Briton one night on a dark strand.

& ldquo;But even | could not hold with what he has caused to be done, and... |
rebelled. 1t& rsquo;sto no onel belong now, though I & rsquo;m after pledging
loyalty and aid to the queen& mdash; your queen.& rdquo;

The two men continued to hesitate, eyeing him. Believe him or no, it was plain
that neither relished a passage at armswith this over-tall stranger with the
dark skin and hair they knew to beimpossible. Yet neither wished to lose
face& mdash;or life, by means of sorcery?& mdash;by calling for the help of
their companions. No challenge had been issued, either by the Danans or the
& ldquo;elemental& rdquo;; all three swordsremained sheathed, though two
wan hands and one dark gripped their three several hilts.

One of them decided to stave off the decision a bit longer.



& ldquo;Wher e& mdash;whereis... Riora Feachtnachis?& rdquo;

&ldquo;l call her Riora, little man. It is of your queen ye speak? Dithorbal!
Behind thewhed!& rdquo;

Therobed Danan had appeared, well within the chamber and facing the
weapon-men.

& ldquo;lt& rsquo;s Dithorba L oingsech! Swiftly Dungan& mdash;seize
him!& rdquo;

Dithorba whirled; the man named Dungan shot out a hand to catch at his
robe; Cormac swung around the millwheel. Dungan released Dithorba and
reached for hissword. While Cor mac& rsquo;sright hand stretched toward
the mage, his shield drove forward asif bow-shot. Dungan& rsquo;sarm
cameup just in timeto parry the unorthodox attack with his own buckler,
shield against shield. Therewas a great crash and Dungan& rsquo;s
shield-arm slammed back into hisface. At the sametime, Cormac caught
Dithorba& rsquo;s hand. Ten fingerslinked and pressed.

Erethe man called Din could blink, his companion was down with blood on
his mouth and both the big dark man with the scars and the queen& rsquo;s
mage had vanished from the chamber.

It was a strange and motley group that gathered in the back room of theinn
of highly trusted Red Rory. Motley too was the manner of their clothing,
which included bedsheets. The innkeeper & rsquo;s own wife was tending the
hurts of the former prisoners, aided by the older woman. Balan was gone
when Cormac arrived, sent by his queen to find loyal men and bring areport
of the activities of the usurpers.

The Gael was not long in that crowded room ere he was certain the queen
had bade her girlsbesilent. They stared, large-eyed, while he bent and
wriggled hisway out of his mailcoat. His assortment of small wounds
complained. Ale there was; food, a well-fed man in an apron told them, was
coming; there could not be much bustle, so as not to arouse the attention of
the patronsin theinn&rsquo;s main room. Riora wasin a cor ner, talking
quietly with Torna. While she paused to shoot Cormac a hot-eyed ook,
Dithorba hurried to join that conference.

Cormac did not. He drank off a draught of ale, but glanced at Riora, and
approached the aproned man. The Gael carried hispouch, dlid from his
weapon-belt.

&ldquo;Yebe Red Rory?&rdquo;
&ldquo;Aye,& rdquo; the fellow said though there wasno sign of red in his



cloud-pale hair and no ruddiness on hisface. & ldquo;And you ar e the hero of
usall, he who& mdash;& rdquo;

& ldquo;Aye, all ye& rsquo;ve been told& mdash;none of which | could have
come close to accomplishing without Dithorba L oingsech, true hero of
Moytura. And see that yeremember, Red Rory: your queen isa strong and
heroic woman! 1t& rsquo;s a physician that& rsquo;s needed here, man, and
her e& rsquo;s what ye& rsquo;ll be needing to do to avoid suspicions of other
guests: go to thekitchen, cry out, emerge with your hand wrapped in much
cloth, and send for one with knowledge of wounds and the potions for
them.&rdquo;

Red Rory smiled. & ldquo;A clever hero aswell,& rdquo; he said.
& ldquo;None of us had thought of such aruse. Indeed, we all feared calling
for skilled help, that someone might be suspicious of his coming.& rdquo;

& ldquo; There are those here who have need of it. My nameis Cor mac; call
methat, not hero. Need thereisfor the placing of Captain Tathill and his
dairlin& rsquo; into aroom of themselves, very alone. Asfor me& mdash;none
others must see me.& rdquo;

Rory nodded. & ldquo; That | know, having seen your self now,
Cormacl!&rdquo;

& ldquo;In minutes, Rory, & rsquo;ll be dropping for need of sleep. Food can
wait until | wake; alittlemoreale | & rsquo;d be appreciating. First thisday |
did much walking, and that on a hillside& mdash; seeking the Door way to
Moytura, ye see. Then another and | wereforced to do death on the six set by
the usur persto watch over Dithorba. Next it was Elatha, and then a thing
created or raised up by Tarmur Roag to hold the queen. It&rsquo;shours
and hours|&rsquo;ve been on these feet and at hard exertions, Red Rory,
and | will be needed here. That must be later & mdash;| & rsquo; m nigh onto
collapsing. Ye& rsquo;ve a brewing room below& mdash;can | reach it
without being seen?& rdquo;

& ldquo;Aye, Cormac Trenfher, but& mdash;& rdquo;

& ldquo;lt&rsquo;sthere, in marvelous privacy, | & rsquo;ll be sleeping, Red
Rory. And violence may be done on that person who wakens me out of
time!& rdquo;

Within the hour a physician arrived; both Tathill and hisyoung woman had
been smuggled out to secret and private lodgings& mdash;and Red Rory had
dared lieto his queen about the whereabouts of her trenfher; her champion.
In truth that one had stretched his bruised length& mdash;and what a length it
was! & mdash;on the floor of the brewing room back of the inn&rsquo;s



kitchen. He was snoring.
The physician, as he was departing, was led there by Rory.

While he was seeing to the supine man& rsquo;s wounds, the snoring was
interrupted, lidsrose, and eyes like sword-steel stared into Danan glims.

& ldquo;Durlugh the physician,& rdquo; Rory said quickly, and a bit fearfully.

Cormac said nothing; his eyes closed; he was snoring again ere Durlugh had
finished hiswork. In several places was the championé&rsquo;s body smeared
and poulticed, and Durlugh and Rory departed. Nor was there brewing the
next day, for in theworld above that was his own, the sun came and went and
was just coming again when Cormac mac Art awoke.

It wasthen he discovered that he& rsquo;d been found by the Queen of
Moytura, and she had a wakening surprisefor him. It was her self.

Chapter Fourteen:

Tarmur Roag

& ldquo;What kind of ceremony?& rdquo;

& ldquo;All arethere&rdquo; Dithorba said. & ldquo;Cairluh, Tarmur Roag,
the ssimulacrum of Riora, the priests of Danu, and the people have been bade
to comeinto the great Squar e of the Moon before thetemple. Too, thefilays
and seanachies are present.& rdquo;

Cormac straightened. He was clothed only in his breechclout which he wore
tight. He had been exercising, hetold Dithorba, testing legs and arms,
flexibility and reflexes, after yesterday& rsquo;s exertions and the hurts put
upon him. Hisleft forearm had been wrapped again and again with the
lightweight Moyturan cloth, that his buckler would not chafe the two wounds
left there by the fanged tip of Elatha& rsquo;swhip. Elsewhere his skin was
colourful with bruises.

Herepeated the other man& rsquo;slast two words, his eyes narrowing until
they wereinvisible. & ldquo;Poets and chronicler s?& rdquo;

& ldquo;Aye. You know their function here?& rdquo;

& ldquo; The same as among my people; they keep alive the time-that-was for
the Now and the time-to-come. They are our... our history. And
Moytura& rsquo;stoo?& rdquo;

& ldquo;Aye,& rdquo; Dithorba said with anod. & ldquo; The same, Cor mac.
Tarmur and Cairluh plan something of moment, then. An announcement,
methinks. The false Riorais going to make a speech to the people, assembled



before the temple, that her words may have Danu& rsquo;s blessing.& rdquo;

Cormac considered, started to scratch hisleft forearm, realized what he was
about, and left off. & ldquo; They know of my presence here, and that you and
Riora arefree. They have Wulfhere and Thulsa Doom& mdash;oh, saw ye
them, Dithorba?& rdquo;

& ldquo;No, Cormac.&rdquo;

&ldquo;So, Tarmur Roag and Cairluh have decided to take some swift
action. Prompted by my presence and yours and the queen& rsquo;s freedom?
Aye... mayhap thefalse Rioraisabout to announce marriage with Cairluh, or
abdicate, in favour of her dear cousin?& rdquo;

&ldquo;ltisasTornaand | believe.& rdquo;
& ldquo;Balan?& rdquo;

Dithorba shook his nigh-hairless head. & Idquo; Commander Balan was for
the barracks of the Queen& rsquo;s Guard. There| dare not go& mdash;nor
have we seen or heard from him.&rdquo;

Cormac nodded, thinking. He rubbed the bruise on hisright upper arm,
staring reflectively at nothing. & ldquo; Dithorba... ye know where your queen
IS.& rdquo;

Dithor ba put on an innocent face as he looked around. & ldquo; Why nay,
Cormac. | see her not.&rdquo;

Smiling, the Gael said, & ldquo;It were better thus. Now& mdash;do you bring
Tornaherewhilst | get clothes on me, be ye so kind.& rdquo;

With a nod, Dithorba departed the brewing room; he used his feet.

A brewing room, Cor mac thought. The planning place for the restoration of a
gueen& mdash;by a foreigner! Danu, Danu, it&rsquo;s a whimsical lady ye be,
moon-goddess! A brewing room, behind an inn... and what a queen!

Heturned to the heavy framework that supported ale vats and mugs; it was
of asizeto speak well for Red Rory& rsquo;s business. Cormac walked
around it, to where his clothing lay entangled with a blue gown. He looked
down at Riora. She blinked lazily up at him.

&ldquo;Ye heard?&rdquo;

&ldquo;Nay. I... think | was unconscious for atime,& rdquo; she said.



& 1ldquo;Oh, Cormac! You are absolutely& mdash; & rdquo;

&ldquo;L ater, little girl. There& rsquo;s business afoot. Best ye rise and come
see to the business of your kingdom.& rdquo;

& ldquo;You call the Queen of Moytura & Isquo;little girl& rsquo; ?& rdquo;

Cormac smiled; she& rsquo;d but jested, and he& rsquo;d missed her point
and now called her by name& mdash;the queen! Shelevered herself into a
sitting position, reached for him; he backed away.

&ldquo;Dithorba wasjust here,&rdquo; hetold her. &ldquo;Give
listen.& rdquo;

And as he dressed and then grunted into forty pounds of linked-steel coat that
had so long been a daily part of hisattire, hetold her what Dithorba had just
reported, and their surmise. Swiftly he sketched a plan; a concept& mdash;a
hope. She considered that with an expression both stricken and yet hopeful.
Rising, she drew her soiled blue robe over her head and smoothed it as best
she could.

They had just emerged from behind the vats when Dithorba returned with the
senior adviser, Torna. Cormac began speaking at once.

& ldquo;lt& rsquo;sthe queen& rsquo;s advisersye two be, and it& rsquo;s her
champion | seem to be, now. Now methinks the swiftest action is called
for.&rdquo;

Tornanodded. & ldquo;If we beright, Cormac mac Art, in but minutes
Cairluh will have been proclaimed king by the false queen.& rdquo;

Cormac looked at Riora. & ldquo;We have a bargain, lady Queen?& rdquo;

& ldquo;We have, Cormac. Once you have accomplished my reinstatement, |
shall perform the strange task you have requested.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Your pardon, lady Queen... but will yejust be speaking it aloud for
the ear s of these your minister s?& rdquo;

Sheblinked in surprise, arched an eyebrow& mdash;and repeated their
bargain, and her strange and grisly promiseto mac Art.

& ldquo;Dithorba,& rdquo; Cormac said, & ldquo;take meto thetemple, to the
very side of the creature calling herself Riora.& rdquo;

& ldquo;lt&rsquo;son the Crescent Balcony sheis, Cormac. Theretoo are



guards.& rdquo;

Cormac signified that he under stood and was ready, and they joined hands,
and wer e gone. The moment they werethere, on the outer balcony of the
Temple of Danu, Cor mac was speaking.

& ldquo;Dithorba, time races and we catch it now or missit forever. Fetch the
gueen here man, and instantly! Then it&rsquo;sto the barracksye must go,
and& mdash; & rdquo;

But Dithorba had winked out amid a little sound like the clap of hands.

A far louder one succeeded it; aresounding cry form many, many Danan
throats. The Gael looked out on the strange city that was subterranean
Moytura, and down on thronging thousands of the People of Danu. Their
light-eyed faces wer e turned up at him, and many uplifted handswere
pointing.

Hiskneesin the partial crouch of a weapon-mané&rsquo;sreadiness, he
turned hishead to hisleft. There, othersstared at him; two. A handsome
young man in arobe white as foam of the wave, with a large collar of silver
on him, a carcanet from throat to mid-chest. It flashed with jewels. Hisrobe
was girt with a doubled cord of woven cloth-of-silver, and hisfair hair was
lustrous, clean and long-combed. At hisside, bgjeweled, in an ornately
ornamented, and purfled robe of the same marmoreal white, on her pale
locks a chaplet of silver and coral chased with gold, stood... Riora.

Nay. Not Riora. Some Thing called from an unnatural elsewhere by Tarmur
Roag! A lamia, mayhap. And mayhap Dithorba was more than right, in
giving me this new dagger!

Ready to act, he becautioned himself to look behind him; along the
white-colonnaded balcony.

No wizard was there; doubtless Tarmur Roag thought it wiseto remain out of
sight of the people whilst his plans wer e put forward by Cairluh and... the
simulacrum. Cormac instead saw three Danan weapon-men in fine ar mour
polished to high sheen, and with bronze on their wristsrather than bracers of
leather. Astheir eyes met Cormacé& rsquo;s, all threereached for their

swor dhilts.

So too did Cormac mac Art& mdash;and turned, and plunged toward her who
was Riora& rsquo;s exact likeness and him the Gael assumed was the
gueen& rsquo;s plotting cousin, Cairluh.

&ldquo;lt is done, Cairluh!&rdquo; mac Art said, biting out the words, and he
drove hissword into the white-robed woman with such force that the point



brast through her back and tented her gar ment beforetearing through it.

Cairluh stared in horror; so too did the people below. It wasthetotal and all
of Cormacé& rsquo;s plan; that he come here with all swiftness and, pausing
for naught, seek to slay the thing in Riora&rsquo;s likeness.

A chorus of screams and roars of rage swelled up from the people gathered
below, astheir eyesreported the stabbing to death of their queen by a
towering man with dark skin never got of Danan parentage.

They were still shrieking when she they thought their queen was transfor med
beforetheir thrice-shocked gazes.

The skin of that lovely Riora-face became a liquid, melting and oozing,
running. A frightful howling sound issued from her lips even asthey changed.
Then Cormac, Cairluh, three frozen weapon-men and thousands of duped
Moyturans saw the queen become a ravening snarling demonic thing that
was shaggy with red hair. The snowy robefell from the metamor phosing
body. Red too wer e the tufts of hair on the fox-like ears, though black was
the hideous snarling animal& rsquo; s face and the taloned claw-hands of the
creature.

The crown of Moytura clattered to the floor of the balcony.

Dithorba was right, Cormac thought, and he transferred his swordhilt to his
shield-hand. Iron and steel will not slay a demon, a lamia.

Far from dead the thing was, and asit pounced, Cormac drew the dagger
Dithorba had foresightedly given him and in the same motion plunged it into
the heart of the monster. A single curving claw sought to tear open hisarm; it
left instead a deep groove in his bracer of good cowé& rsquo;s hide.

With another snarl that lofted into a shriek, the thing gouted blood around
the silver dagger. Staggering sidewise, it struck the parapet that ran around
the Crescent Balcony, and fell over.

Below, the people cried out anew, and not thistimein rage. Citizens nigh
trampled onetheother in their effortsto hiethemselves well back from the
tumbling monster. It struck the green-and-white stones of the Square of the
Moon with aloud and sickening thump and a great plosion of blood.

Then all who could see stared, asthe slain demon-thing that had worn the
likeness of their queen melted again& mdash;into a shiny putrescence that



gave off the stench of a thousand dead fish.
Aye, Cor mac thought, silver slays the demonic!

No criesrose now from the populace. There were only murmurs. Again many
eyesroseto the balcony. A new silence fell, followed by more excited
muttering and isolated shouts; at the side of the demon-slaying stranger had
appear ed two well recognized figures: Dithorba L oingsech and the Queen of
Moytura.

Below, thelast trace of the demon vanished.

Stooping, Dithorba picked up the Coral Crown of Moytura, and placed it on
the head of hisqueen.

Y et no cheering bedlam arose; the people wer e too shocked and confused to
react so. Had not they seen their queen afore; had not they seen that she had
been a foul slavering thing? Now& mdash;wasthistheir Riora? And the giant
at her sidewith un-Danan skin... what or who was he, and from whence?
Was not that the Sign of the Moonbow on his chest? The queen was lifting
her armsto them...

The silence deegpened. Into it Riora called, & ldquo;l am Riora, Queen of the
Moyturans, Chosen of Danu. And thismy champion, Moytura& rsquo;s
champion, Danué& r squo;s champion& mdash; Cormac mac Art!& rdquo; And
in a natural tone she said, & ldquo; Y our voiceis stronger,

Cormac& mdash;tell them.

Hedid. The Gael bellowed out a few sentences, speaking slowly, pronouncing
carefully and knowing that to them he spoke with a frightful strange accent.
It was the content of hiswordsthat held import: heidentified her at hisside
asthereal queen, and accused Cairluh and Tarmur Roag of having done
treachery on her.

No proof was necessary. Cairluh provided it. He turned and fled, holding high
the skirt of hisregal robe to facilitate the churning of his surprisingly
muscular legs.

Again Rioralifted high her handsto her people; a queen crowned and in a
soiled blue gown. And thistime the cheersrose. After a moment of smiling on
them, she turned to the three weapon-men who& rsquo;d been coming at
Cormac and who now stood frozen, as horrified again and again asthosein
the square below.

& ldquo;In your hands| see swords,&rdquo; she said, & ldquo;and on you |
see the clothing of the Queen& rsquo;s Guards. | am that queen. Sheathe your



weapons! & rdquo;
Thetrio did. Oneféell to hisknees; his companions swiftly emulated him.

& ldquo;Basest treachery was done on me,& rdquo; the queen said.
& ldquo;And you weretricked& mdash;you thought that... creature was
| ?& rdquo;

All three kneeling men assured her that they had; from the anguished eyes of
onetearsrolled.

& ldquo;Then into the temple, Queené& rsquo;s Guardsmen, and take Tar mur
Roag, traitor to all M oytura& mdash;traitor to Danu! &Idquo;

The three guardsmen rose, bowed, and drew their iron swords.

Cormacé& rsquo;s hand hovered at his hilt while he watched those men in
crescent-shaped helmets for any hint of movement toward Riora. There was
none; their pained expressions remained. One man spoke.

& ldquo;Lady Queen... below arethe Lord Cairluh, and Tarmur Roag, the
filays and seanachies and other guardsmen. There were a score of usfor
the... the ceremony; seventeen arein the temple.& rdquo;

& ldquo;All dupes, as you wer e?& rdquo; Cor mac asked.

The mené&rsquo;s expressions showed that they did not know. Some of the
men below with the usur pers might well have been tricked into believing the
lamia was the queen. Y et some were almost certainly knowing tools of the
plotters, loyal to Cairluh and Tarmur Roag because of threats or promises or
both.

Cormac strode past Riora to the head of the stairway leading down into the
temple.

The Temple of Danu of Moytura was laid out in the shape of a crescent; a
moonbow. Nor was it huge, asthe Gael had already sur mised from the
balcony& rsquo;s length. The arms of the crescent flowed out away from him
on either side. Theroof was supported by four colonnades that mar ched
along the arms of the crescent; columns of pale stone blocks banded around
by bronze. Within the innermost lines of columns, between them and the outer
walls, hung deeply purpledrapesor curtains, trimmed in silver. He assumed a
sort of gallery or passageway lay behind, betwixt hangings and walls.

The altar rose at thefar end, in the center of the string of the moonbow.

From Cormacé& rsquo;s vantage, the statue of the goddess appear ed to be of
excellently detailed workmanship, and all of silver. Plated to iron surely, he
supposed, or to stone. The temple floor was of smooth and refulgently green



marble or a similar stone of that unusual hue. On it stood men, and they
stared up at him.

Five were priests. Just under a score wor e the helmsand armour of the
Queen& rsquo;s Guards. The central figurewas a plump man whose grey
beard was plaited, like Dithorba& rsquo;s. On the chest of his shimmering
silver robe hung a Moonbow sigil; a Chain of Danu that waslike the one
Cormac wor e. Beside him stood Cairluh. Thetraitorous cousin even so
swiftly had doffed his snowy robeto reveal himself in a coat of fine scalemail,
and sword-armed. Around the two plotters, for Cormac assumed him in the
robe of silver to be Tarmur Roag, wereranked others hetook to be filays
and seanachies; poets and chroniclersor historians. Thusin Eirrin was
history of centuries passed down, without written words.

A movement at hisside drew Cor mac& rsquo;s attention.

Both Riora and Dithorba had come up beside him. Theretoo werethethree
weapon-men, with nervousness and some anguish visiblein their faces. Along
half the length of the temple and up the steps, the queen& rsquo;s usur ping
cousin and he who had effected his schemes& mdash;or laid

them& mdash;stared at their queen and the dark, tall man beside her.

With a fine sense of royalty and drama, Queen Riora lifted an arm and
extended an accusing finger at the silver-robed sorcerer.

& ldquo;You havefailed, foul wizard! And you, Cairluh, murderous cousin!
Thisman has slain Elatha, and brought meforth from the prison where | was
tortured, with my girlsand Torna and Balan and others. L ughan has been
murdered, by Elatha the Whip! Now this same man, Cormac mac Art, slew
the monster who wore my face and body& mdash;and the people saw that
transformation; they know of your treachery and of the foul thing that bore
my face! They saw it melt and ooze away to naught, that thing you put upon
my throne& mdash;the throne of Moytura! & rdquo;

Cormac was watching car efully. He saw horror on the faces of four priests;
saw thefifth smile thinly. The poets and historians stared too in shock, and
backed from Tarmur Roag and Cairluh& mdash;all but one, him in the blue
tunic and beige leggings. Asfor the weapon-men... it was hard to be certain,
but Cormac thought that two looked shocked, horrified. Two of seventeen!

If hewasright about those two, then they wer e the only, fighting men loyal to
their queen, with himself and these three beside her. Six of us... against
sixteen with Cairluh... and Tarmur Roag with his dark powers!

It was not possible. Had one of those with him been Wulfhere... had these



men beside their queen been of his own people, or Danes... but they were not.

It was not possible. Two could put defeat on six, when the two were Wulfhere
Skull-splitter and Cormac the Wolf; six could not defeat sixteen, when as
alliesmac Art had only the small men of Moytura. And besides, there was
Tarmur Roag, and Dithorba had morethan merely admitted that theman in
the silver robe possessed power s transcending his own.

And then, horribly, there werefour, not six. Suddenly men below drew
shining blades of dark iron, and sheathed them anew in the two Cormac had
rightly taken to be without knowledge of the treachery and deception. They
fell, almost in silence.

Tarmur Roag smiled.

& ldquo;That foreigner from among those who drove our ancestorsfrom Eiru
will aid yeno more, Riora! Let him and those three beside you come down
among us, that we may see who rules Moytura!& rdquo;

While the queen stood stricken silent, Cormac drew steel and brandished the
blade in a shining arc above his head.

&ldquo;lt& rsquo;sthe Sign of the Moonbow | wear, given me by the People
of Danu driven from Moytura by your ancestors, Tarmur Roag... for
favouring ruleby a Male! Six guardsye set to hold Dithorba; they lie dead
and here he stands. Elatha the Whip daily raped the Queen of all

Moytura& mdash;and Elatha lies dead. Who of those little sniveling cowar ds
and traitors about ye will ye send to take me, Tarmur Roag& mdash;who will
come to his doom?& rdquo;

Cormac mac Art was striving as much to persuade and fire himself as he was
engaging in the standard challenging rhetoric and braggadocio of
weapon-men throughout the world. And he felt hisown spiritssurge, the
blood seeming to warm in hisveins, even while he sought to cut the
confidence from beneath those traitor ous guar dsmen below as the scythe
went through the grain-field.

Cormac descended two steps and stood in a posture of arrogance and
confidence.

Below, sixteen men stood with naked iron in their hands.

Tarmur Roag& rsquo;sarm rose and the silvery sleeve slid away from a
whitewrist as he pointed at the Gael.

& ldquo; TAKE him! To him who cuts down that foreigner goes command of



the guardsmen... the King& rsquo;s Guard!& rdquo;

The guardsmen hesitated, exchanged glances. Suddenly one started forward,
grinning. Command! Then another followed& mdash;and then all of them,

none wishing to be left behind and all hoping to put death on the foreigner or
to bethere when it was done and thus hold favour with the next commander .

While he stood on the steps and glared down at them like a snarling wolf at
bay, sixteen armed men began converging on Cormac mac Art.

It was then that the thunder ous booming sound exploded from the other end

of thetemple and filled the large chamber with rolling echoes. On the temple
floor, many men turned to stare at the tall brazen doorson either side of the
altar.

& ldquo;Balan!& rdquo; Dithorba muttered, and Cormac knew there was
mor e hope than certainty with the old man. Again someone hammered on that
faraway door.

The voice of Cormac mac Art roared out, with all the volume he could put
intoit. & ldquo;Y e unarmed poets and chroniclers of Moytura& mdash;draw
aside that none may put wound or death on Moytura& rsquo;sfinest!& rdquo;
Then he swung halfway around. & ldquo; Dithorba& mdash;use your power,
man! Open that door! & rdquo;

Frozen in indecision, Dithorba jerked, blinked. He smiled& mdash;and
vanished.

Cormac saw him reappear at the other end of the temple, saw the mage forge
swiftly forward to grasp the barson the great door. No eyes were on
him& mdash;until Tarmur Roag looked back over hisshoulder.

& ldquo;Kill that man!& rdquo; he bawled, pointing.

& ldquo;Kill Tarmur Roag!& rdquo; Cormac shouted, and without looking to
see whether the threeloyal Danans were with him, he charged down the

steps,

Now men wer e shouting, and Dithorba& rsquo;s cry came but thinly:
& ldquo; Take away your weight from the door!& rdquo;

Thethreerearmost of the traitorous guardsmen had wheeled and made for
him. One, seeing that so many wer e hardly necessary to cut down a single old
man, swung back to join hisfellows against the big dark maniac coming like
a charging bear down the steps. At that a second of those making for
Dithor ba paused, biting hislip; surely two of them wer e unnecessary for this
piddling task, and if it might be hissword that slew the foreigner who



opposed his masters... He too turned back. He joined the mass of men who
waited, crouching, swords up, for the charge of Cormac mac Art.

One man continued toward Dithorba, who was pitting all his strength against
the massive bar acrossthedoor. Again it shook and boomed with assault
from the other side. Now two othersrushed after Dithorba& rsquo;s nemisis,
unarmed both: poetsor chroniclers. At the sound of the slap-slap of their
sandals behind him, the weapon-man looked back. He was forced to pause, to
turn with upraised buckler and ready sword.

& ldquo;Would you do death on Reyan, foremost among poets of
Moytura?& rdquo; one of his pursuers demanded.

While the guardsman hesitated, full of the high respect for the poet of all men
on and within Eirrin, the bar rose& mdash;and crashed down outsideitsiron
rest. Dithorbatried to skip away but was bowled over by the inwardly
rushing door. Into the temple boiled Balan at the head of a score or so

swar ming guardsmen of unquestionable allegiance and intent.

Balan paused. His eager follower s brought themselvesto a halt at thelifting
of hisshield, though they glared about like leashed hounds with the scent of
blood in their nostrils; twenty men in scalemail armour, shields whose faces
wereetched in silver with the moonbow of their goddess, and from whose
helms projected crescents of silver; men exactly like those with Tarmur Roag
and Cairluh. Their pale eyesroamed theinterior of the temple.

They saw the poets and chroniclers of Moytura, who had drawn to one side;
they saw a mass of their fellow Queen& rsquo;s Guardsmen in number about
equal totheir own; they saw beyond them the semicircular stairswith
Cormac but two steps from the temple floor, brought to pause by their
advent; above them they saw three others, partway descended, swords naked;
and at thetop of the flight wastheir queen.

& ldquo;Balan!& rdquo; Cormac shouted into the sudden silence.

& ldquo;Behind meisthereal Riora; Tarmur&rsquo;screatureisslain! As
for these& mdash;every guardsman ye see belongsto Tarmur and Cairluh,
and they& rsquo;rejust after murdering two of their own number!& rdquo;

Balan hesitated only a moment. Then he pointed with his sword to the
traitors.

&ldquo;Yied!& rdquo;
Tarmur & rsquo;s voice bellowed out a moment after: & ldquo; Slay! & rdquo;

So it wasto be, and battle wasjoined in the very Temple of the Moon. The
Queen& rsquo;s Guardsmen wer e pitted against the Queen& rsquo;s



Guardsmen. Her commander led one band; her treacherous cousin and the
sorcerer the other. The groups closed with ar ching blades crashing through
hastily interposed shieldsin a storm of ringing iron. The two forceswere
soon indistinguishably intermingled.

Into that milling mass of sword-wielding men Tarmur Roag durst not unleash
his sor cer ous powers. | nstead, wheeling, he hurled it at the stranger who had
brought on thisthwarting of his plansand their execution. But a few minutes
agone he had been scant seconds from therule of Moytura; now all his plans
wer e endangered, aye, and hislife as well.

Tarmur Roag gestured.
A spear of dullest, shadowy black streaked at mac Art.

He both dodged and struck out at it with hisbuckler. A sensation as of ice
assailed his shield-arm as he scrambled aside, nearly falling from the bottom
step. His dlitted eyes saw that his buckler had been holed through and
through, asthough by an awl in the hands of resistless god.

His nape prickling and hisarm still atingle, the Gael sought to avoid further
such magickal attacks by rushing the two Moyturanswho had not whirled to
meet Balan& rsquo;s men but remained to brace thetall man with the dark
skin. Their faceswere set asin granite and their eyes wereice. He saw that
they were controlled men, fighting animals, like those who& r squo;d guarded
Dithor ba.

There was a whoosh over head as another long spear of darknessrushed from
the mage. Behind Cormac, gurgles sounded, and then the crashes of falling
men. He need not turn to know that the three guardsmen had paid a bitter
pricefor being so slow to follow him to the defense of their queen.

He advanced on two of their fellows, traitorsboth. They separated.

Death came and pressed him close and he hacked and smote, running a shield
and bending an iron blade with his own sword of silver-flashing steel. That
man recovered swiftly and hewed without troubling over his blade, which now
formed a definite curve.

Spitting a sulphurous oath, the Gael swept hisbattered, boled shield in a
whizzing blurring defensive arc before him; it turned the bent blade and swept
away the other man& rsquo;s so that the fellow was wrenched halfway
around. Cormac drove hisown sword forward in a terrible dissmboweling
thrust that sheared through iron scalemail and brought an ugly croak from its
victim. Hiseyes glared at the dark man& mdash;who gave his blade a
wrenching twist and yanked it free. Blood followed; dropped sword clanged



on the smoothness of stone floor; its owner sank beside his blade.

Cormac had not waited to see that man fall. Instead he strode past and
swung his blooded blade at the other man. The M oyturan fended it off with
his hexagonal shield, which lost half its silver decor thereby.

Over hisshoulder Cormac& rsquo;seyesrecorded iron ranks at clash and
stamp; blood spattered as Balan& rsquo;sand Tar mur & rsquo;s men battled
with edge of blade and point of sword. Battle-lust ruled the Temple of the
Moon and Danu could but watch as her own people fought among
themselves. Sharp-edged brands of dark iron flashed and glittered in
blue-grey streaks, and sword-hacked men fell vomiting scar | et.

The center of thetemple of the goddess became a sea, a writhing stor m-swept
sea, of shining mail and blood.

A hard-driven slash chopped a wedge from Cor mac& r squo;s weakened
buckler in a blow that jolted hisarm to the collarbone. His blade streaked his
arm with Moyturan blood as he slashed in return. The other man grunted
when his carapace of iron scales gave way at the waist to sharp steel sliver
driven by steel-sheathed muscles. Cormac& rsquo;s sword chewed deep. The
man was stagger ed by the blow but stood blinking, not realizing that his own
blood washed forth after Cormac had twisted free his blade.

The Gael started past him; the Moyturan hacked.
& ldquo; Cromé& rsquo; s name, man, know ye not ye& rsquo;re dead?& rdquo;

Cormac slammed his shield into the rushing sword. There was the booming
grating crash and screech of metal on metal, and the guardsman stagger ed
again. Hisdarker antagonist drove forward, using his shield as an advancing
wall heading a body block that would have staggered a hor se.

The charge smote the wounded guardsman like a thunderbolt. He was dashed
to thefloor. Crimson surged from his side while steel-spring muscles carried
the Gael past him.

Red chaosruled the temple, which was become a clangour ous maelstrom of
surging, hacking men.

Crumpled Moyturans of both sideslay in their glistening blood while their
soulsraced off tojoin Donn, Lord of the Dead of Eirrin. Cormac saw the air
alive with swordsthat flashed blue and sprinkled crimson drops. Staggering
from woundy blows; men yet stroveto fight on; some for queen and throne,
others because they were the controlled tools of a wizard with not a care for



them, body or soul.

The Gael saw Balan hurl an attacker from him with a mighty twisting heave
of hissix-sided shield and, while he roared out his constant cry of
&ldquo;Riora and Danu!,& rdquo; sent his point leaping out to gird into the
breast of another. An iron blade battered down on hishelm; Balan trembled,
stagger ed, cur sed& mdash;and swept his smeared glaive around in a whistling
half-circle that sliced away a sword-arm.

Cormacé& rsquo;s grin was wolfish and ugly. Balan of Moytura not only knew
how to use body and blade and buckler, the man reveled in it! Hiscommand,
the Gael mused, was theresult of no woman& rsquo;s favouritism or political
appointment!

But as Cormac looked about, the ugly little smile gave way to a frown.
Where was Tarmur Roag?

The frown became a snarling scowl; the mage had skirted the mass of men,
while none dared so much as glance aside from points and iron edges that
sought and chewed like the fangs of ravening wolves. Aye, the plump traitor
was ghosting betwixt the pillars on the far side of the great hall. He headed
for the purple drapesthat obscured the wall.

Fleeing for some hidden door, Cormac thought, and herushed after the
Moyturan wizard.

The Gael must leap high; a man came staggering back from theringing
combat to crash to the floor at hisfeet like afelled tree. Cold eyes blazing,
Cormac raced on. On his shield-side howling devils crashed their flashing
blades through bucklersand flesh; to hisright, acrossfifteen feet of gleaming
green floor, the stepsrose. A glancetold him that the queen stood still there,
with Dithorba now at her side.

|t& rsguo;s danger she& rsquo;sin, Cormac thought, should one of thetraitors
see her and bethink himself of charging the steps. A sword at her breast and all
fighting ceases& mdash;and Balan and the rest of us are butchered! But nay,
he reminded himself; Dithorba wasthere, and could whisk her out of the
danger of any traitorous attack in a twinkling.

Cormac reached the edge of the main floor; plunged past the colonnade of
bronze-bound pillars. Ahead of him, Tarmur Roag reached for the violet
hangings. The edge of Cormac& rsquo;s eye remarked a guardsman racing
toward the mage, but he knew not whether that man was Balan& rsquo;s or
Tarmur&rsquo;s.

With afreezing cry ripping from histhroat, the Gael charged Tarmur Roag



with all the speed of his powerful legs.

Having begun his action, the treacherous wizard completed it: heripped away
the heavy curtain ere heresponded to Cor mac& rsquo;s shout.

Behind the drape lay the wall, with two feet of space between. There stood a
night-dark robe surmounted by a noisome death& rsquo;s head; around its
neck gleamed a slim chain of silver and on the robe& rsquo;s breast flashed
the sigil of Danu, moon-points down. The undying wizard was otherwise
unbound. Beside him stood a redbear ded giant who looked nigh naked
without ax or scalemail corselet or round Danish helm; in chains he was, and
with a gag covering his mouth. Cormac saw that iron links secur ed
Wulfhere& rsquo;swriststo his ankles, but without play enough to allow the
Daneto get hisfingersat his gag.

That scene Cormac mac Art saw all in the flash of a moment. There was no
timefor asigh of relief at seeing Wulfhere alive and Thulsa Doom still
immobilized by the Sign of the M oonbow; Tarmur Roag turned at the
Gael& rsquo;s shout and his pallid gaze fell on the dark man who raced at
him with naked sword in hand.

At sight of him who had done such violenceto his plans, the M oyturan
wizar d& rsquo;s eyes seemed to spark yellow, as with leaping flames of hate.
He gestured viciously, as if he were hurling some missile.

Was instinct saved mac Art; piratic weapon-mané& rsquo;sinstinct caused him
to lunge sideward. Materialized from nothingness, from the air itself and the
arcane power of Tarmur Roag, along shadow-spear drove at and past him.

In that desperate dodgery Cormac lost hisfooting. He fell, armour crashing
and grating on the floor of glaucous stone.

Tarmur Roag whirled and with both hands whipped the Chain of Danu from
around the neck of Thulsa Doom. Hetossed it away, and plucked a dagger
from a sheath up the sleeve of hissilvery robe. Instantly the eyesockets of the
skull blazed thered of witchfire on a foggy night. The will of the undying
wizard had been returned to him& mdash;and with it returned his sheerest
malevolence and lust for vengeance.

Cormac rosein timeto see two things: the charging M oyturan weapon-man
had swerved to attack him, not the wizard& mdash;and Wulfhere& rsquo;s
chains did not prevent him from lifting his hands as high as Tarmur

Roagé& rsquo;s neck. The Dane grasped the mage by the throat with a
suddenness and violence that jarred the dagger from Tarmur Roag& rsquo;s



hand.

The guardsman came on for Cormac. 1t&rsquo;sno time | have for this
interfering idiot, the Gael thought, angered at the delay. He took one step
forward while he launched a swor d-cut with such irresistible strength and
savagery that it met his attacker & rsquo;s stroke and sheared through his
blade as though it had been cheese.

Half thetraitor & rsquo;s blade flew through the air to ring clanging and
skirling on the floor. The other half completed its chop, though weakly;
Cormacé& rsquo;sraging blow had nigh broken the man& rsquo;s arm along
with hissword. Now, just asviciously, Cormac kicked him up under the hem
of hismailcoat, bashed him in the head with hisbuckler astheretching fellow
started to fall, making sick noises. Then the Gael& rsquo;s sword came
whizzing back to cleave into the other & rsquo;sface at the nose. The gory

cor pse sprawled and Cormac had to set a foot against it to free his blade of
the Moyturan&rsquo;s skull.

Tarmur Roag& rsquo;s face had taken on colour for thefirst timein hislife.
It went red, then began to blacken. His eyes bulged and histongue quivered
out. His heels cleared the floor as Wulfherelifted, and a great shudder went
through the Moyturan mage. Then, as Thulsa Doom mar shaled his senses
and started past, the Dane swung that ugly corpse so asto stagger the
ancient wreaker of evil.

Tarmur Roag& rsquo;s body fell limply. Thulsa Doom rose from his knees
and turned blazing red eye-pits on the giant. In the wizar d& rsquo;s bony
hand was Tarmur &rsquo;s dagger .

&ldquo; Wulfhere!l Pig of a blood-bearded barbarian... for you | can sparea
moment!& rdquo;

A long sword of shining steel whizzed down in a blurring streak of silver. The
dagger drove at Wulfhere& mdash;and was carried away with the arm that
wielded it. No blood splashed as Thulsa Doom groaned and turned his awful
faceless head toward his attacker.

With a second wild sweep that narrowly missed the Dane& rsquo;s swelling
chest, Cormac& rsquo;s sword lifted the skull of Thulsa Doom from his
shoulders. Theflying death& rsquo;s head struck a pillar, rebounded to the
floor with aloud cracking sound, and rolled.

&ldquo;HAIL THE QUEEN! RIORA REIGNS!&rdquo;

Cormac recognized the bellowing voice; it was Balan, triumphant. He and his
remaining men had defeated their erstwhile fellow guardsmen. And Tarmur



Road lay dead. And the undying wizard was beheaded.
But he was not dead.

The headless, one-armed robe turned, stopped when its front was turned
toward the yellow-white object that gleamed on the floor fifteen feet away.

Then Thulsa Doom started for his head.

Cormac was already striking away the chainsthat linked Wulfhere& rsquo;s
feet to thewall. On one knee then to sever the length that connected the
Dane& rsquo;s ankles, Cormac saw the horror that brought silence on all else
who witnessed: thetall, headless robe bent, clutched up the skull, and set it
upon the center of its shoulders. Instantly it adhered and was fast.

A ringing peal of satanic laughter burst from the death& rsquo;s head mouth
and echoed from the temple& rsquo;s stone walls.

Then Thulsa Doom ran, with astonishing speed, toward the steps at whose
top stood the Queen of Moytura.

Bellowing &ldquo; Dithorba! & rdquo; Cormac leaped after the undying
wizard. Behind him, chains clinked as Wulfhere started to follow.

Dithorba had said he possessed but few talents beyond that of his strange
travel-by-mind. At last he demonstrated; hiswasthe Danu-given power of
Cathbadh. A wall of flame leaped up afew feet in front of the running Thulsa
Doom. Cormac saw that thefirerose not so high asthose of the mage of
Danué& rsquo;s|sle, and was pale blue rather than yellow and orange.
Neverthelessthefire-wall served its purpose. The skull-surmounted robe
skidded to a stop and back-paced hurriedly.

& ldquo;Attack!& rdquo; Balan& rsquo;svoice cried, and frozen
Queen& rsquo;s Guardsmen wer e mobilized... though only Balan and six
otherswereon their feet.

Snarling, Thulsa Doom seemed to waver, to shimmer... and became a
plaintively wailing Erris of Moytura.

Cormac was running, and his broad sweeping cut was already begun. Again
he lopped off the head of the undying wizard. It rolled on the floor, a piteous
sight to shake strong men: the head of a pretty young woman whose eyes and
mouth gaped and whose lovely pale hair flew.

And then Erris&rsquo;s head was a rattling, hairless, fleshless skull; thetrue
head of Thulsa Doom.

Once again therobed body went for its severed head... but Wulfhere,



charging past Cormac like an enraged bear, seized the headless body. Both
fell, toroll wrestling, desperately seeking crippling holds. Criesrose asthe
robe vanished, and the flamehaired giant appeared to be wrestling with a
huge growling shaggy bear ...

And then Wulfhere fought a lashing, writhing serpent...

And then awoman, her with orange-red hair and green eyes, in leathern
armour and tall, tall bootsthat rose up under her tunic, a woman who cried
out, & ldquo;Wulfhere, No! Wulfhere& mdash; & rdquo;

Shaking like a wind-blown aspen, Cor mac tor e his pouch from his belt.
Ruthlessly he spilled onto the temple floor the gifts he& rsquo;d brought for a
gueen: garnets and emeralds, a great twinkling sapphire and two sunny
amethysts, a necklace of coral and stones found only in Europe. Thetreasure
of Doom-heim twinkled and sparkled on the stonefloor. It was the sack
Cormac mac Art needed, now.

A few steps hetook, and caught up the death&rsquo;s head of Thulsa Doom,
and popped it into the leathern bag.

Ashedrew itsstrings, the wall of blue flame died without leaving so much as
a smoke-smudge on the temple floor.

The Queen of Moytura descended the steps while Cormac mac Art strode
toward them. Behind her came Dithorba. He carried a hammer, brought from
theInn of Red Rory.

A few feet away, Wulfhererolled grunting and cursing on the floor.
Wide-eyed guardsmen saw with fearful horror that he seemed to be wrestling
with the same man who approached their queen.

With a proud queen& rsquo;s sense of drama and her dignity& mdash;and an
awar eness of Cormacé& rsquo;s height& mdash;Riora Feachtnachis halted at
the bottom step but one. Thus her eyes were slightly above the level of
Cormac& rsquo;s. He extended the leather n bag, puffed bulgy with the skull it
contained. Herested it on the step at her feet.

& ldquo; L ady Queen,& rdquo; he said, & ldquo;our bargain.& rdquo;

The man with whom Wulfherewrestled shrieked in anguish and horrid
knowledge; thefinal death of the Undead wizard wasimminent.

& ldquo;Lady Queen,&rdquo; Dithorba said, and he handed her a hammer all



of iron.
Her light eyes met Cormac& rsquo;sdirectly.
&ldquo; Strikel & rdquo; he urged, almost shouting.

& ldquo;Not so fast, Cormac, Champion,&rdquo; Riora said. & ldquo; Thereis
another matter we must discuss, first.&rdquo;

Cormac stared at her. He spoke quietly, histeeth tightly together: & ldquo;We
have a bargain, Riora. My part wasto return yourself to thethrone. That |
have done. Your part ismerely to strike this bag with that hammer, to smash
the skull of Thulsa Doom.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Oh, Cormac,& rdquo; she murmured, but he gazed implacably.
Riora&rsquo;sface firmed. Shelifted her chin haughtily, and Riora spoke for
all to hear. &ldquo; The Queen of the Moyturanswill grant the boon you ask,
Champion of Moytura, Savior of Moytura... in return for that which Moytura
has not& mdash;a consort and husband for its queen, and one worthy of her
and her people. Yoursef, Cormac mac Art!& rdquo;

Chapter Fifteen:

TheThroneof Moytura

&ldquo; Lady Queen,& rdquo; Dithorba said, with reproach and accusation in
hisvoice. & ldquo;Y ou gave your word; both Tornaand | werepresent! It is
as Cormac has stated! & rdquo;

Her face stiffened still more; her jawline was asif chiseled from stone. Her
mouth, insofar as her sensuous lips wer e capable, assumed a straight line.

Her head lowered slowly, until her eyes met Cor mac& rsquo;s. Asareminder,
she tapped the head of the hammer into her palm. & ldquo; Stay with me,
Cormac mac Art, Trenfher na Moytural & rdquo;

From behind the grimly staring mac Art, Balan& rsquo;s voice roared out and
echoed from wall to wall of Danu& rsquo;stemple: & ldquo;NO man of the
GAEL S may rulethe Tuatha de Danann! There may be no such consort of
our queen!& rdquo;

Riora& rsquo;slight eyeswent cold and hard as diamonds as she stared over
Cormacé& rsquo;s head. Shelifted an arm; she pointed. & ldquo; Cormac my
darling, my champion& mdash;day that traitor!& rdquo;

Cormac backed from the steps and moved to one side. The pouch of leather
lay at Riora& rsquo;sfeet; still Wulfhere strove to hold the headless Thulsa
Doom and still the latter struggled to break free of the huge man. Cormac



turned to gaze into Balan& rsquo;s eyes, and the Danan commander stared no
less levelly. Cormac looked again at Riora, who stood with chin high and
eyes cold. He waited until shelooked again at him.

&Idquo;! will not,& rdquo; hetold her.

After along moment, Rioracried in a voice almost pitiful, & l[dquo;Who rules
in Moytura?&rdquo;

& ldquo; The queen,& rdquo; Balan called, & ldquo;and no other & mdash;and
never onewhoisnot of the de Danann!& rdquo;

Cormacé& rsquo;s voice was a mere mutter, which only Riora and Dithorba
heard. &ldquo;A girl, who knows not how to behave her self as a woman,
much less a queen... and who does dishonour on herself and her people by
breaking her word... and insisting on the impossible.& rdquo;

Riora swung her eyes and then her head thisway and that, asif seeking
approval or aid; any sort of reinforcement for her unreasonable and
egocentric willfulness. She saw none. All stared, and on the faces of some
were worried frowns-nervousness and worry both for herself and her people.

&Idquo;But... it ismy will! It iswhat | want! Can never a queen have what
she wants? Must she belong to her people and the old men who advise
her ?& rdquo;

Therewasnoreply.

& ldquo;Wulfhere,& rdquo; Cormac said, & ldquo;release Thulsa
Doom.& rdquo;

Waulfhere still struggled, for though two Danan guardsmen had stabbed his
opponent, they sought not to pin Thulsa Doom and so he was unaffected,
woundless and strong as ever oncetheir iron blades left hisrobed body.

& ldquo;Wha& mdash; & rdquo;
& ldquo;Release him, Wulfhere! & rdquo;
Wulfher e objected, and did not understand, and did as hisfriend demanded.

The headless body rose. It seemed to look thisway and that, though without
eyesor even a skull to set them in. It rose& mdash;and advanced on Riora.
The queen cower ed against Dithorba, then reached out piteously to Cor mac.



He put a symbolic additional pace between them and stared coldly at her.
Thulsa Doom approached.

Dithorba could not bear it; again a wall of weak blue firerose beforethe
stalking horror.

Thistime Thulsa Doom only paused. Then he, it, walked through thefire. His
robe caught at the hem and the yellow flame licked up. The undying wizard
reached the foot of the steps& mdash;and reached for Riora Feachtnachis.

With alittle cry, the fearful queen squatted and brought the iron hammer
smashing down onto the leathern pouch Cormac had left at her feet. The
hammer struck the bulge of the skull within; all heard it crack and saw the
bulge flatten.

Instantly the headless body twitched into gruesome shuffling movement. The
unspeakable ancient abomination that was Thulsa Doom lurched into
uncontrolled and uncontrollable movement; spastic jerks and twitches took
possession of the robe that was his sole manifestation. The queen struck
again. Thelong dark robe convulsed and stagger ed, shuddered and lurched
even asthe yellow flamesrose up its shifting folds.

Then the flamesroared up unnaturally, formed a plume of fierce
yellow-white. Straight up that jerking figurethey rosein a plume,

and& mdash;vanished. That which had been Thulsa Doom had turned to ash,
like dust that settled to the temple floor as after a windstorm during a
drought.

Men murmured; their queen crouched, staring, shivering.
Only then did Cormac return to her.

From beneath her hammer he drew his belt pouch. The bag waslimp. He
opened itsdrawstrings, widened the mouth, and upended it. The small
guantity of fine, almost transparent dust that sifted down may have been all
that remained of that fearsome skull... or it may merely have been dust, in the
bag afor etime. Nothing mor e emer ged save those few grains of dust. Cormac
held only an unornarnented leathern sack; the pouch that had contained the
dread skull of Thulsa Doom was empty.

After eighteen thousand years, a hundred and eighty centuries, Thulsa Doom
was dead; permanently dead. Evil incarnate had left the world.

Cormac stared at the woman who crouched on the stepsin a manner far less
than regal. Shelooked like an awed, fear-filled girl whose eyes begged for



under standing and comfort.

&ldquo;lt isdone, Riora. Thethroneisyours. Tarmur Roag isdead. Your
cousin iswounded and your prisoner & mdash;and from what | & r squo;ve seen
of ye, better for him he& rsquo;d lost his head to Balan& rsquo;s sword rather
than a merefew fingers.& rdquo;

She stared. Her lips moved. No sound emer ged.

&ldquo;lt isdone&rdquo; herepeated. & ldquo;Wulfhereand | must return
to our own. All theworld owes ye a debt, though I & rsquo;ll not be thanking
ye for doing that to which ye were forced.& rdquo;

Shefound her voice. The hammer clanked on the steps as her hand moved
out to clutch hisarm. & ldquo;Cormac... stay. Be King of
Moytura& mdash;King of the Danann.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l will not. I cannot.& rdquo;

Her voice lowered and her fingertips stroked the skin of hisforearm.
& ldquo; Stay anyhow, then. No crown need be on you. Tarry with
me.& rdquo;

Cormac looked around. Poets, chroniclers, priests& mdash;ah!

&ldquo;Balan! Yon man in the yellow tunic& mdash;he wants arresting and
questioning. And... all the priests save him.& rdquo; He pointed.

Balan turned; his men, so long frozen, came alive. The man in the tunic of
primrose hue betrayed himself by falling to his knees and swearing that
Tarmur Roag had forced him. The priest Cormac had singled out glanced
about and, asif evading some dread plague, stepped away from his cohorts.
They glared their malignance at him and at the Gael.

&ldquo;Hein theyellow tunic, and those four ,& rdquo; Cormac said,
& ldquo;l noted well, earlier. No shock or surprise seemed upon them at news
of the treachery done here, or of the queen& rsquo;simprisonment.& rdquo;

Balan nodded. & ldquo;Many will want questioning,& rdquo; he said.
&ldquo;Many will DIE!&rdquo; Rioracried, rising, quivering.

Cormac looked at her, and hisface was inscrutable& mdash:;unlessit was
sadnessit showed, and perhaps a trace of pity.

& ldquo;Odin& rsquo;s beauteousred beard, it& rsquo;s days | & rsquo;ve been
prisoner, and not enough food given meto nourish atitmouse! Be there food



In Moytura?& mdash;and ale?& rdquo;

Cormac smiled dslightly at Wulfhere, and he nodded. & ldquo;We will remain,
and eat and sleep and share ale with ye of Moytura... our brothers beneath
the earth.&rdquo; And on the morrow, he mused, we will hie ourselves from
this place of an unworthy ruler.

The queen turned bright eyeson him, but Cormacé& rsquo;s expression when
he looked upon her was unreadable. Then he turned from her to stride half
the temple& rsquo;s length and to pick up that which Tarmur Roag had slung
to the, floor; the Chain of Danu that had so long held Thulsa Doom.

Thelittle band of people who made their way from templeto royal palace
lear ned that they& rsquo;d hardly be going hungry; a celebratory feast had
been ordered long hour s before and wasin preparation. No matter that it had
been for traitorswho, expected to celebrate their victory in usurpingrulein
Moytura; therewas victual and ale aplenty for thetruly victorious. And the
menace of Thulsa Doom was ended.

Eighty guardsmen were found locked in an old barracks. Balan made an
assumption about their loyalty, based on the fact that the plotters had mured
them up. Of none others save the six who& rsquo;d fought at hissidein the
temple& mdash;and the three wounded others now attended by the

queené& rsquo;s own physician& mdash;could he be sure. Hence the eighty
became at once the Palace Guard, and officers were set to arranging their
shifts. None knew how many others might have been privy to the plot of
Cairluh and Tarmur Roag& mdash;and in sympathy with it. Peoples had been
so stupid before asto throw over one distasteful ruler only to install the
equally bad, or wor se, and of a surety would do so again.

Asfor Cairluh, Balan insisted that the queen& rsquo;s cousin& mdash;who
was also Balan& rsquo;s, Cormac lear ned& mdash; Cairluh receive either
medical treatment or instant execution as a mercy; the queen was for sending
her plotting cousin at once to the dungeon she& rsquo;d so recently quitted,
and him with wounds untreated. Cor mac heard her shout at her Commander
of Guardsmen, the Lord Balan. Balan never raised hisvoice. Dithorba and
Tornajoined their entreatiesto his, speaking much of what was seemly. They
prevailed.

Cormac and Wulfher e wer e given sumptuous quarters, aroom for each, and
with every inch of stone covered and disguised; the M oyturans saw enough of
barerock. The Gael soon learned that hisroom abutted and adjoined the
royal apartment. Onto an overly soft bed he tossed the Chain of Danu that



Thulsa Doom had worn. He stood gazing at it, fingering his own M oonbow.

While Wulfhere was served by ale-bearing young women, Cor mac went
seeking Balan. He obtained privacy with the commander, despite the fact that
the latter was passing busy. His queen was bathing and seeing to her self; her
advisers and aides saw to the business of the queendom.

& ldquo;lt&rsquo;s a brace of questions | & rsquo;d ask of ye, Lord
Balan.& rdquo;

& ldquo;We are weapon-men together; call me Balan. You who saved us
all& mdash;ask.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Yelovethe gueen? No& mdash;| mean: Yelove Riora?& rdquo;
Balan& rsquo;sface went rigid. & ldquo;l would Kill you for her, brother
weapon-man.& rdquo;

& ldquo; There& rsquo;ll be no need. 1t& rsquo;s among our own Wulfhere and
| will bereturning, on the morrow, however yereckon day and night in this
kingdom of twilight. And Balan: It&rsquo;sno love |l have on mefor

Riora.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Nor do you understand my loving her.&rdquo;

Cormac shrugged. & Ildquo;lt is no business of mine to say, Balan.
Have& mdash;have ye been lover s?& rdquo;

& ldquo;Nor isthat for you to ask, Cormac mac Art.&rdquo;

&ldquo;True. | have asked. | have some... semblance of a plan, Balan. Her
feeling for meisinfatuation, no more. | would know of your self.& rdquo;

& ldquo;We have been lovers. We have spoken love. We have even spoken of
marriage. Sheis... a difficult woman.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Umm. Moytura could& mdash;your pardon, Balan& mdash;Moytura
could betheworsefor her in uncontrolled rule, and far better with you as her
lover, or more. Ah. Your face hasturned to stone. | & rsquo;ll be saying no
mor e.& rdquo;

Nor did he. But the Gael held much inner conver se with himself, and was still
at histhoughts when Wulfhere had downed six huge cups and was disporting
himself in hischamber with a maid more than willing. And still the sombre
mac Art turned thoughtsin his mind; he was still pondering when a door
opened behind him. Heturned.

She was beautiful. The gown and jewels and chaplet crown on her were
beautiful, and her face with itsreddened lips and darkened brows and lashes



and eyelidsto break the Danan pallor and set it off to her advantage; Riora
the Fair and Righteous knew how to enhance the natural sensuous loveliness
that was hers.

& ldquo;l would have the Champion of Moytura escort meto the feast,
Cormac.&rdquo;

He considered. Aye, he would do that, and he did. He was awar e of many
eyes on him, morethan a few of which held troubled gazes. And the queen
and courtiers and their two guests banqueted, and quaffed ale. The Gael and
the Dane wer e plied with questions about the outer world, so that they were
ableto ask but few of their own. Cormac did learn why his head had
bothered him since he& rsquo;d set foot here, and why too the goddess-flame
Dithorba had raised, just as Cathbadh on theisle, had burned blue rather
than brightly. The air of M oytura was not good, and fire was a great danger
in thisworld without plants, though underground riversfound the sea and air
from the sea found all partsof Moytura. It wasthus simple for Cormac to
prevail upon Dithorba for a strong sleeping potion, though the mage
counseled more ale.

Considerably later, Cormac mac Art opened a door from hischamber into a
sumptuous and sprawling one that was dar kened by the drawing of heavy
drapes against the perpetual light of Danu. There awaited a sensuous woman
for her champion, and hejoined her. Once he had done what he intended with
Dithorba& rsquo;s potion, stupor replaced desirein the eyes of Riora and her
quickened breathing relaxed more and more. Then the queen was asleep.

Cormac returned to hisown room, dressed, and went along the hall to the
chamber given over to his Danish friend. Abed with no lessthan two
Moyturans, Wulfhere protested violently& mdash;and grumbling, rose and
dressed himself. Aye, the smiling young women with him knew where they
might find the lord Balan.

Balan stared at the two men in much surprise; both were dressed, and
armoured, and with their weapons by them.

& ldquo; She deeps,& rdquo; Cormac said, without preamble. & ldquo;And no,
wedid not, sheand |. Wulfhere and | leave tonight, Balan& mdash;now. Nor
do | wish to leave behind in Moytura an enemy, and for naught, and him a
weapon-man with high skill and bravery on him.&rdquo;

& ldquo;l am not so petty, Cormac mac Art.& rdquo;

Aye, the Gael thought, it iswhy yourself should be king of



Moytura& mdash;and not Riora.

& ldquo;For saving usall from torture and the slow death& mdash;and the de
Danann from misrule by Tarmur Roag through Cairluh, Cormac mac Art of
the Gaels, we and even Danu her self owe you debt.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Balan: you are better than a good man. You have a queen now whom
you aretoo good a man to serve. [t&rsquo;s no thanks| deserve for setting
Riora again on thethrone.&rdquo;

& ldquo;Be careful, my friend. | love her.& rdquo; Balan looked down.

& ldquo; Danu help me& mdash;for what you say istrue. For me her rule will
be a life of joy and misery, each giving way to the other. For Moytura, sheis
considerably the lesser of two evils. | cannot be her husband. No man can
control a queen, and I &rsquo;ll not be my wife& rsquo;s subject! & rdquo;

& ldquo;Balan: attend me, and hold rein on your self whilst ye hear my words.
She sleeps... deeply, for | asked Dithorba for a sleeping potion and gave it
her. Easy man,& rdquo; Cormac cautioned, as Balan showed reaction.

& ldquo; The morefool yourself, Balan, an ye are not by her side when she
wakes& mdash;on the morrow and every morrow after.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l like not your drugging her, but I & rsquo;ll not dispute those
words.& rdquo;

Cormac was smiling. &ldquo;Go there. Ye& rsquo;ll be finding that she hasa
gift of me, Balan... a certain necklace of silver. L overs may wish to wear a
sign, an identical piece of jewellery,& rdquo; he went on, lifting from his
breast the sign of the Moonbow he& rsquo;d so long worn. &ldquo; Thisone
iIsfor you, then.& rdquo; He slipped it over Balan& rsquo;s head.

&ldquo;Balan, be wise. Methinksye befit torule here. Love for awoman is
on ye, and she loves ye but has had her head turned a bit by a stranger. She
rules Moytura... and now yerule her, for she cannot remove her Chain of
Danu or order itsremoval. Keep them both in place, Balan, and rule both
Riora and the people of Danu! All will be happier for it& mdash;aye, Riora
included! & rdquo;

Balan was staring as the two men left him in quest of Dithorba& rsquo;s
quartersin the palace. Gazing after them, fingering the silver chain and its
sigil, Balan commenced to smile...

Dithor ba was not happy at being roused from his sleep. Had the potion not
worked? Aye, Cormac assured him, and he explained. Then he stated his
intention, and made hisrequest, and Dithorba agreed. One by one he
mind-conveyed the saviours of Moytura to thetunnel just outside the precints



of hisland.

& ldquo;l shall say nothing, Cormac mac Art. But fivein M oytura have had

knowledge of the Chains of Danu. Tarmur Roag, and the queen her self, and
thelord Balan, and my apprentice. Nor will he say aught of it, an Balan is...
wise.& rdquo;

&ldquo;And Riora can not.&rdquo;
&ldquo;Aye.& rdquo;
& ldquo;Advise the queen, Dithorba... and the king.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Farewell, Wulfher e Skull-splitter. Farewell, Cormac mac Art. Danu
shed her light on you, both.& rdquo; And Dithorba L oingsech was not there.

Thetwo men walked, not without weariness on them. When at last they came
to the mouth of the cavern in the hill of Bri Leith, they saw that it was night
outside. Nor wer e they saddened; retreating a little way, they lay down on
unyielding earth and stone, and they slept asthought they werein thefinest of
palace beds.

& ldquo; Cor mac,& rdquo; Wulfhere said on the morrow asthey emerged from
the cavern, &ldquo;ye dorealize... with him gone forever, we have no hope of
returning to our own dimension.

& ldquo;Aye. We must be seeing what thisland holdsfor a pair of scarred
sea-wolves, Wulfhere!& rdquo;

A few paces down the hill under the misty sun of Eirrin, they glanced at each
other, and they looked back.

The Doorway to the People of Danu had vanished.

Wulfhere shook hishead. & ldquo;Here we be, and the Doorway gone, and
with all we& rsgquo;ve done, it& rsquo;s nothing we have to show for it but
these two cloaks woven of cloth made by worms! & rdquo;

Cormac mac Art but smiled, and as he walked the Chains of Danu that had
been worn by Tarmur Roag and Dithorba clinked in the pouch at his belt.

Sign of the M oonbow: epilog
Yes, the Tuatha de Danann werereal& mdash;or areal legend, anyhow.

The Celts have no creation myth. Thereisa story& mdash;and certainly with
mythic additions, at least& mdash;of the succession of invaderswho vied to
become Thelrish. That tale or seriesof talesis Leabhar Gabhala Eireann:



the & ldquo;Book of the Conquest of Erin& rdquo; (or Ir-land or Ireland),
usually called smply & ldquo;Book of Invasions.& rdquo; Not even the Irish
can agree, not even scholars can agree, asto who thefirst people on those
shoreswere. Was it a Greek, time out of mind?

First there seem to have been the Fir Bholg, or Firbolgs;, whether they shared
theland with the & ldquo;L ower Demons& rdquo; or &ldquo;Demons from
Below,& rdquo; the Fomhoire or Fomorians, isnot clear. The Fir Bholg seem
to have been in control when the new people came, well before 1,000 BC.
These werethe Fir Dhomhnainn: the Tuatha de Danann, which means simply
the people of the (goddess) Dan or Danu or Dana, more latterly called merely
Anu. These people appear to berelated to the Briton tribe of the Dumnonii

& mdash;a L atinized name.

The de Danann culture was consider ably higher than that of the Firbolgs, and
they were unusually skilled in crafts& mdash;if not in arts. Asaresult, they
swiftly gained a reputation for magic, sorcery... in the same way, though

mor e seriously because of the era, as Thomas Edison was and is called a
wizard.

Dan/Danu/Dana/Anu isa mother of the gods, & ldquo;she who nurtures well
the gods,& rdquo; whose sons Brian, luchar and lucharba are the fir tri ndea:
& ldquo;men of the three gods.& rdquo; (Three was ever a sacred number
among the Celts, asamong so many earlier peoples& mdash;probably
because of the male genital triad, which has given usthetrefoil arch, the
French emblem, and many other triplethisesand thats). A deity of plenty,
Danu was the mother goddess that was so necessary. Even the Christians,
with their lonely and presumably, celibate deity & ldquo;borrowed& rdquo;
from the Jews, wereforced to elevate the car penter & rsquo;swife Miriam to
the Holy Mother Mary.

Danu evolved into Anu. She still livesin County Kerry, in away. There, the
two long mounded hillsthat resemble the breasts of a reclining woman are
called Da Chich Anann: the Breasts (or Paps) of Anu. They riseto a height of
some twenty-two hundred feet, only a few miles southeast of Killarney.

L ong befor e Saint Bridget, whose mythos borrows so much from preceding
deities, the Irish believed in their goddess Brigit or Brighitt or Bhrigid

(don& rsquo;t tell your priest or your Irish grandmother), who shares some of
her legend with Danu. Danu is partially intermingled too with the Morrighu
or the Morrighan, a war-goddess who fought with weapons and gave
instructionsin warfareto various heroes& mdash;and drearily predicted the
results of and to some extent presided over battles.

Takethem in your hands and mix them, kneading, some elements separ ating,



some falling out, othersinter mingling so that, like clay or various colors, they
areonly just distinguishable; Danu/Dana/Anu/Bridget/the Morrighan. (The
h& rsquo;syou find cluttering up Irish words ar e pronounced, as little huffs of
breath, semi-vocal). Thusthe Danans gave much to the lore and beliefs of
Erin/Eire, and provided a portion of its deities.

And so they came over sea, and twice met in battle the Fir Bholg, and at
Moyturathe newer invaders put final defeat on the Firbolgs.

In that great battle, the de Danann king, Nuadha, lost his hand to the Firbolg
hero, Sreng. Astherulesthen werethat kings had to be physically perfect,
Nuadha resigned hisreign to the Danan champion Breas or Bres (which
means & ldquo;the Beautiful& rdquo;) of the Fomhoire. Bresruled seven
year s& mdash;badly. During that time a genius artificer named Creidhne
made for Nuadha a hand, all of... silver!

Thuswas born Nuadha Airgheadlamh, Nuada of the Silver Hand, and he
reclaimed histhroneto enter legend. (I have ever been going to do something
with that story, that concept, which | love. Now | am told Mike M oor cock
has done. Blast!)

Naturally the Fir Bholg survivor s went off muttering about the de Danann
necromancers; the newcomers had after all won, and surely it was by sorcery
that they had done and that their king sported a hand all of silver.
(Temptation ison meto usethecliche & ldquo;solid silver.& rdquo; But surely
it was hollow, that, argent hand, else Creidhne must needs have invented a
pocket for Nuadhato carry it in!)

Nuadha Silverhand was succeeded by L ugh (& rsquo;fthe Shining
One,&rdquo; asort of Irish Mercury), who was supposedly the son of
Manannan, son of the Sea, the great seagod. As Lugh was an expert at all
crafts and some arts aswell, he was called L ugh Sab

Ildanach& mdash; Sour ce of all the Arts. And the People of Danu, cultured
and highly civilized and superbly skilled in crafts, ruled theisle, and their
kings slid into apotheosis and legend.

And time passed, and then came the sons of Mil.

These were Celtswho were said to have left the Emerald Isle long before
(it&rsquo;s more heroic that way), passing through Greece(?) and Spain, and
thus gaining dark hair, though retaining eyes of blue or gray. They are often
called the Milesians, which seems useless; these wer e the Gaels. (Gailioin or
Gaedhal & mdash;do you know anyone named Gathel ?& mdash;after a remote
ancestor, Gaodhal Glas, a contemporary of Moses). Perhapstheir leader was
Mil or Miledh, latinized to Milesius, and perhaps not. Perhaps hiswife was



named Scota and perhapsit was Teamhar/Tamar, and perhapsit was
neither. | havelet Cormac consider another logical possibility, in Sign of the
Moonbow. They came, well before the birth of Jesuslater called Christ, to the
isle that would not be called & ldquo;Ire-land& rdquo; for another 1300 years
or more.

The Gaels seem to have come in two waves, or to have landed

twice& mdash;possible, of course, when one remembersboth Jamestown and
Plymouth Rock and how we kids got them and their dates, thirteen years
apart, confused back in thethird grade! A great storm arose asthey
approached theidle, and they decided it was sent by the de Danann mages.
Supposedly by evoking the land itself, asthough it was a sentient entity, and
friendly to them, a Chosen People, the Gaels conquered the storm and
landed.

The Book of Invasion saysthat they made landing on Behltain or Beltinne,
thefirst of May, an important Celtic holy day. Such a convenient and
auspicious date would appear to be alater, fanciful addition, though
coincidences fo occur. (How nice of Charlemagne to have been crowned Holy
Roman Emperor on Christmas, AD 800!)

We might pause to point out that de Danann is
pronounced& mdash;approximately-& rdquo; Day DOV-nan& rdquo; and
Gaedhal is & ldquo; GAY -thl.& rdquo;

The Gaels, products of so many years and divers civilizations and lands,
landed at Bantry& rsquo; Bay. And again there waswar for the land the
Romanswould call Hibernia and luver nia/Juver na& mdash;and never never
conquer.

The Gaels are still there, and so we must agree that they won.

Yet they called their defeated foes mighty wizards, and came nearly to

wor ship them as gods, member s of a mystic mythos that grew and grew.
Particularly for the time, the outcome of the (probably long and drawn-out;
Erin&rsquo;s geography makesit most difficult to conquer & mdash;and hold)
Milesian-de Danann conflict was an unusual one indeed. The two people
seem to have struck a strange bargain for sharing the land of Eire, so that
the de Danann wer e neither wiped out nor forced to flee. The story says

& mdash;crudely put& mdash;that the Gaelsreceived the upper portion of
Eire and the de Danann the lower portion& mdash;the subterranean one!

To each of the de Danann chiefs was supposedly assigned a sidh, or
& ldquo;fairy& rdquo; mound. The Danans becamethe Sidhe, and they are
still referred to that way by thelrish. Sidhe, pronounced & ldquo; She,& rdquo;



gave way over the yearsto the Ban-Sidhe, the banshee, whose awful cry
war ns families of the imminent death of a member.

Even asthey descended into the earth beneath Erin, the de Danann ascended
into godhead. The de Danann ruler, the Dagha, became Olla thain (the Great
father.) and Ruadh Rofhessa: the Mighty Oe of Great Knowledge. The
Daghda was now a god, even as Crom and Bel/Behl/Baal was. (Yes, Crom
wasindeed a god of Ireland, just as Conan isan Irish name).

Many of the stories we call & ldquo;fairy tales,& rdquo; we know, began very
seriously indeed, or referred to very serious matters. And so with thelrish
legends of the Little People, the leprechauns... They live beneath the earth,
and are highly skilled, remember? Aye, it& rsquo;sto those cutesy little
bearded guysthat the People of Danu, across the centuries, have been
reduced.

And | alwayswanted to write about them, not as cutey-poo little guysin Kelly
green, with red hair (which looks mighty Danish, to me) and clay pipes, but as
the exiled de Danann, once possessor s of Erin, mages and wizards,

possessor s of great skills, and magic alike. Now | have.

andrew j offutt the Funny Farm Kentucky, U.S.A. November, 1976



