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Preude

Between youth and maturity comes a time of questing and discovery; between apprenticeship and
mastery comes journeying. Of the strange apprentice years of the magesmith Elof their great and
terrible achievements and their uncanny ending, the Winter Chronicles tell in the Book of the
Sword. But when that storm was past, and months of sickness drew to an end, the desire of his
heart awoke in Elof once more, and he was free to heed it. And it is of that desire, and the long
guest it led him, even along the byways of the years, that is told in the Book of the Helm.

Chapter One - The Kindling

It was the seawind woke him, as his head drooped lower over the close-scrawled book. Through the
open upper door of the amithy it gusted, flattening the hearthfire, guttering the rushlamps, and it breathed
asudden chill upon his bare neck. He sat up sharply, blinking in the wavering lamplight, with the queasy
alertness of the suddenly awakened. He had been elsewhere, somewhere far away, black marshes or
bleak mountains, chasing ashadow out of his past, a shadow that vanished before him, shifted shapein
his grasp, reformed and reappeared at his back, forever close, forever out of reach...

There came the soft thud of abook closing, and impatiently he shook off the moment of nightmare. "How
goesthe night?* he asked, without turning his head.

"At itsaccustomed pace," came Roc's cam reply. "An hour before the middle hour it has reached, by my
glass. Time you were abed, by 11s iron command. Marjaand old Hjoran are off long since. And
tomorrow ismy lord Kermorvan's day; deep, if you would be fresh for that."

"l cannot deep.”
"A grand mimic you were, then, but aminute gone..."

"I mean, | dare not. Not now, with my mind so weighed down by thoughts and cares. My very dreams
are poisoned.”

"Y ou've found naught to help you, then?"
Elof shook hishead. "No, nothing. And you?"'

Roc rose, ssumped over to a bench heaped with great tomes, and dapped down the one he had been
reading upon the highest pile. "The same. Much fascinating, much | do not understand, but nothing
bearing upon your concern.” He peered at the boxes of scrolls beside Elof's table, and leaned over his
shoulder. "Not so many of those l€eft, either. What's that one al about? Doesn't look promising. Pity our
late unlamented master didn't bring more of his precious library south with him. I1t'll all be moldering away
inthe old tower now..."
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"If the duergar have not seized the place,” said Elof. "Or... others™

"The Ice, you mean?' said Roc softly, and glanced involuntarily out into the dark beyond the stable door.
"Doubt the books have much to tdll it."

"Aye, but there are other things there. We did not find that helm | made, the Tarnhelm, among the
Mastersmith's effects. And that too was awork of power..."

Roc shrugged. "It had its uses, for passing unseen. And somehow shifting place, if what you saw the night
of itsmaking wasright..."

"It was," answered Elof, heavily. "And on the Ice, dso. Hereisascroll Ingar must have consulted in
planning the helm—seg, it bearsthe very chalkmarks from his soiled deeves..." He stopped amoment,
caught his breath. Roc said nothing. "Thisis atreatise on the power of masks, with annotations by the
Mastersmith of much he learned among the Ekwesh, of transforming the wearer into hisown living
symboal. If | understand aright, such transformation must be the root of the helm's whole power. You
remember the virtues he had me set upon it? Of conceal ment, of change, of moving subtly and
unseen ... It wasthat which haunted my dream, the understanding at last how that helm must act, how
powerful it truly is. The helm isamask, a perfect mask, a conceal ment shaped by its wearer's own image
of himsdlf. Let him think of shadow, and heis unseen. Let him think of ashape, and it masks hisown. Let
him think of being somewhere else, and heis masked in that thought; heisthere..."

Roc swallowed. "A fell power to wear with alight heart. | think of many places | would as soon never
be. Ach, but the duergar'll know what to do withiit, if any can..."

"l do not think they haveit."

Roc eyed him sharply. "Y ou've reason, by your tone. What then?'

Elof sighed deeply. "Y ou saw as| did, that last hour. Two swansflew up, flew eastward...”
"Y ou made but one helm.”

"Karawore acloak whenfirst | met her, ere the helm was made, and its lining was black swan's down.
But Louhi wore no such cloak. And why would they ride horses over such rough country, and when
vigting an dly, if both could shift their shgpe and fly? It may be, it may well be that Louhi came that night
to command the Magteramith to make her something that matched Karas power." He stood up, and the
precious parchment crumpled in the convulsion of his powerful fingers, the rod of thick wood at its center
creaked and snapped. Helooked at it in annoyance, and cast it down upon the table, twisted as the
ruined black blade before him. ™Y ou see now why | must follow her so urgently, whoever, whatever she
truly is? Once more agreet power of my making is put into evil hands. Once moremust | find it, and if
need be destroy it. And sheismy only link to Louhi. Evenif | did not wish to free Kara, till | would have
to follow her, find her. Evenif | did not love her."

Roc pursed hislips and looked away, as he might from the sudden blaze of hisforgefire. Gently herana
finger dong the tortured meta before him. "Well, for such atask you'll need your strange sword made
whole, right enough. Few in the world could have cloven asthat one did in your last need.”" He stretched,
and yawned loudly. "But for now, do you try to rest, at least. Tired eyes may misswhat's plain by

daylight”

Elof breathed out along breath, and nodded. " True enough. Very well. I'll try, but not this moment. I'll sit
up awhile and mend the hilt, a least, if theres no more to be done now. Work of the handswill clear the
brain."



When Roc had gone Elof smoothed out the crumpled scroll and stowed it carefully. Then he sighed, and
turned to the hilt. The sheer force of the blow that had twisted the sword had shivered loose the plain
glvered wires of the grip; gone wastheir cloudy, stormy sheen, racing and beautiful asthe marshland
skies beneath which they were made. He thought a moment, reached for his precious tool pack and bore
it to aworkbench by the window. There Marja, old Hjoran's girl journeyman, kept her work. Instead of
the blackened instruments of the forge, delicate grippers, thin files and fine-tipped burinswerelaid out in
neat racks, for Marjawas an accomplished jeweler. Elof chose adelicate blade and from a side pocket
he drew afold of stiff leather; afew dry leaf needlesfell from one end, and he opened it with minute care.
Withinit lay adry sprig of the redwood tree, dmost naked of its needles save for one small twig, and this
he carefully severed. Helaid it upon a polished stone dab, brushed acrossit asubtle paste of eggwhite
and gums thinned with strongest spirits, and laid acrossit alight leaf of hammered Slver, finer than finest
parchment. He breathed gently on this, till aghostly outline of the twig showed through, and then with
fine-tipped tools he began to smooth it down, patiently working it close around the outline of every
needle, turning it over and adding more ledf till the twig was wholly encased, enshrined.

Now it looked like the talisman it had been. Little power seemed left toit, but it wastoo precious athing
to discard entirely. While there are leaves on it, even withered and dead, something of the virtue of
forestswill cling toit... He smiled. "But no autumn wind shall unfix theselast leaves. A Slver season
setsthemin place, and | will bear them with me wherever | go." These words he spoke over hiswork,
and then unwinding the wires he fastened the twig about the grip, and set the wirestightly in place above
it once more. It felt as solid as before, but Elof scowled as hetook it in his hand. What was it without the
blade it bore? He tossed it down in disgust. The night was silent now, save for the rising whine of the
wind, bearing with it the distant sound of the waveletsin the harbor, the clopping hooves of some
benighted rider on the cobbled streets. Sleep seemed further fled than ever from hismind, so sharply the
need to learn spurred him. Impatiently he snatched up another scroll. It proved to be awordy treatise on
extracting metals from ores, and, save for along chapter on the strange forces set moving by iron and
copper in corrosives, it was dull stuff. And before him on the table sat the sword, the precious blade he
had not made for himsdlf, but had taken from along-dead hand. It lay there like a mute accusation. Was
he worthy to wield such athing, if he, asmith of craft and power, could not reforge it?

"But how? How?' He pushed the scroll aside and took up the cool metd in his hands. If metal it was, in
truth. For no furnace would hest it, no file bite upon it, no hammer subdue its stubborn strength. Not al
his smitheraft, dl hislong study, al his strength of mind or arm, neither the flames of hisforge nor thefires
of his need could make that blade anew!

"Greetings, worthy smith!" A sound of thunder rang through the smithy, rattling the heavy door onits
hinges, still grester was the impact of the voice. The blade flew from Elof'sfingers, the bench he sat on
overturned as he sprang to hisfeet in fury and fright. But the latch was up, the lower door aready
swinging open, and Elof's anger dackened as he saw what manner of figure stood there, haf hesitant in
the shadows of the Strest.

The man was old, that was obvious. In the dim light from the forge hiswide hat shadowed hisface, its
battered brim drooping across one eye, but it only served to stress the whiteness of the windblown locks
and beard beneath. So a so the heavy mantle, that had once been dark blue and was now sorely stained
with travel. The shoulders beneath were bowed, and he leaned upon a great staff of smooth dark wood,
crowned with its own bark. A strong support but hard, perhaps, to manage; Elof forgave him his clumsy
knock.

"Greetingd" said the old man once again, and bowed courteoudy. "A wayworn guest asks hospitality of
your hearth awhile, that shone out warmly from afar in these nightbound streets.” The voice was gruff yet
deep and resonant, with more than atrace of the northern burr. Elof smiled at his old-fashioned courtesy,



but till he hesitated.
"Whoisit that asks? Who has sought out my smithy in al this great town?"

The old man stepped dowly through the door, asif that had been invitation enough. The Seabreeze
frisked in with him, whipping up the forge charcods, pulling puffs of smoke from benesth the chimney
breest. "A wanderer only, so theworld might call me. For indeed far and wide | have wandered, many
long leagues acrossitsface. And further ill, it seems, | must go.”

/ doubt as far as/, thought Elof wryly, but said no such word, and moved to usher the ancient gently out.
A beggar oncewithin is harder to turn out, and the city wasfull of northern beggars now, young and old,
who had dipped past the gate guards; he could not feed them al. Also, of this oldster's face he could see
only agreat hooked beak of anose with abright dark eye aboveit, and in that agleam he did not
atogether trust. Elof laughed, and fumbled & hisbelt for acoin, enough for anight'slodging. "Wdll, if
you're called awanderer, thelast | would beto detain you. Hereisams, but | cannot..."

The old beggar paid him no heed, but advanced into the smithy with that same dow stride, his mantle
sweeping odd swirlsin the dust. Elof stopped, Sartled, and let the coin dide back into his pouch. He
must once have stood very tdl, this ancient; even now his head was on alevel with Elof's, and the pae
mottled hands that gripped the great staff were long and muscular. In the trembling fireglow his shadow
loomed enormous againg the smithy wall. "Good man greetsthe journeyer gladly, aye, o it wassaid in
the Northlands, was it not? For | hear them in your fair speech.” Elof blinked at the mild rebuke, but
sought to bar his way nonetheless. The old man ignored him, and turned toward the hearth. "So it was
ever with me, in the old days. Men made me welcome then, gave me food and drink and even gifts. True
men, they, not scared to admit astranger. Trouble fears, that trouble wills, thusthey said, and opened
their doorswide."

"Troubles| havel" sighed Elof, resenting the nettl€'s ing. "Why do you come to worsen them?”

"I would only sit by your hearth,” grunted the old man, lowering himself sowly and wearily onto the
brick seat, sghing ashelaid hisback againgt it and basked in the warmth. " Sol Since it is grudged me,
this scant ret, | must fee you for it asbest | can, with wisdom. Much | have seen, learned many things
strange even to men of lore; counsel of mine haslifted gnawing care from many men's hearts. Ask of me
what you will!"

Elof sghed. "Nothing isgrudged,” he said firmly, "but | have many labors. Take theadms| offered, and
leave meto them. | need no counsd that you could give..."

The old man tossed his head contemptuoudy, and Elof caught aglimpse of hisface, lined but hard like
some ancient tree. "Are you so sure of that?' demanded the stranger sternly. "Many who deem
themsdveswisefail only to know the extent of their ignorance!” He poked his saff clumsily at apile of
bound books. "Y ou, you bury your nosein dead words. Y ou seek some secret, that is plain. Words hold
many, that istrue. But not dl!" Again that dark eye flashed from benesth the ruined brim, quizzicd,
mocking, and lit upon the crippled sword. "Ann. Y ou seek ameans to mend that blade. .."He chuckled.
"A fine strong lad like yoursdlf, can you not Smply hammer it straight? No? Then however did you make
itinthefirg place?'

Again the dart flew straight and keen; Elof felt hisearsburn, his cheeksflare, and cursed benesth his
breath. "Y ou do not know," mused the old man, cocking his great head to one side. ™Y ou cannot have
shaped the blade for yoursdlf, then. Itisnot... yours.

Elof glared at him. "It isno man'selsg, | found it, where it had lain buried beyond sight or memory—"



The old man shook his head queruloudly, his shabby hat flapping. "So! Found isnot fredy given. Yet
sometimes even agift must be earned, must it not? A horse that one must learn to saddle beforeriding, a
boat to rig before sailing. It isnot for meto say, but such gifts might be given to teach the given new craft,
or make him aware of that he dready has. Thustruly he wins both the gift and the skill for himsalf, and
gandsfree of dl obligation save gratitude.”

Elof stood very ill. The forgefire was crackling now, whipped up by abreeze sharp asastorm's
outrider. He looked askance at the old man, hard to make out against the smoky glare behind him. " Skill
| have sought..."

"Aye, in books of another's wisdom. They have their place, perchance. But | had dways heard that
magesmiths of the north were such men as ever sought new truths, new wisdomsin the very ebb and flow
of natureitsdf.”

"Ayel" sad Elof fiercely, stung now to the quick. " So we do! The masteramiths, the great among us, they
harnesswith their craft the many forces of thisworld. To heights and depths they put forth their hands,
and grasp them, bind them in cunning work. The true mastersmith fears not to snatch those forces even
from the hands of the very Powersthat wield them!”

The old man laughed softly to himself. Then, with a speed that startled Elof, he hauled himsdf up
one-handed upon his great staff and with the other clawed up the black blade from the table, heedless of
its hair-fine edge. Outraged, Elof sprang to seizeit, only to stop short with agasp asthe great aff,
twirled effortlessly about, tapped against his breastbone. The hand he raised to dash it aside faltered at
the dight cold sting where it touched him. Hisfingers closed more gently round the bark, found it amere
wrapping over ashape beneath, and chill meltwater coursed in hisveins. It was an edge he touched,
narrow, hard and tapering. This staff at his breast, hard on a strange wound's scarless Site, was atall
spear, and in hands deft to widld it.

The old man nodded softly. "Proudly spoken, my wise smith, to set your kind against the Steerers of the
World. Y et know you of what you spesk?' He straightened suddenly, effortlesdy, and the black
shadows seemed to flutter round the forge, chill-winged on the freshening wind. "Over thisworld was set
their dominion ere it was shaped. Over seaand land they rule, over sky, over stone, cloud and mountain,
forest and lake, plain and river, over al that lives, plants, beasts, men. And over thelce." The great staff
that was no staff stretched out in awide sweep before him, asif to score some mighty secret on the
flagstones, asif to encompass the wide world. On the outflung arms the mantle billowed asif in thewinds
of the heights, and flew like a banner from the shaft. "High and wise they are, and surpassing strong, the
least and weakest past measure of men. In their dightest glanceis seeing, their least thought knowing,
their smallest gesture... power." Outheld like some vast scepter, the staff's head glanced lightly against
the flaring forgecods. The smithy rang with ashattering sound, ablast of thunder that flattened flames and
gpat sparks stinging and sizzling into the smoky air. The floor shook, flagstones heaved, and agreat blade
of glaring light leaped between hearth and chimney; athunderbolt burst benesth the roof. Wind shrieked,
smoke rolled in blasted tatters across the room, the lamp, blown out, topped and shattered; the tools
ranked upon thewall jangled and chimed. But amid this stood the old man, stern, unmoved, cold asa
winter sky, hisdark eye glittering in the shadow of his hat.

There was silence then, the strangely unquiet silence, il reverberant, that comes after cataclysmic sound.
Andinit, digtant, faint but very clear, Elof heard what might be an answer, afaint crackling rumble borne
from far off down the shrilling Seabreeze. The gusting air, sobbing and rattling at the door, pressed chill
againg his giffened spine, and he began to shiver violently.

"Wel, cunning smith,” demanded the old man quietly, "do you repent now of your pride?"



Mutely, holding his eyes on the old man with utmost intengity, Elof shook his heed. But the strange
wanderer only leaned wearily on the great staff once again. Shrouded till stood its crown, but in the
rippling shadow thefirdight cast upon the wall the shape of abroad spearhead stood out clear.

"Well enough that you should not. For—as | have heard thewisetell it—it is only those of the Ice, those
who fail in their trust, who desire daves, servants, subjects. The true Steerers cannot, being themselves
doubly servants, to acause and to an end. And that end is best served by those men who need their help
least." He sighed, and turned toward the door. "1 cannot fee you for your hearth-gift; you need no
counsel of mine. | depart in your debt, as before.”

Elof stared. "Asbefore? How <0, for | never laid eyeson you till now? And counsd | need! For | il
don't know how to reforge the sword..."

The Wanderer had reached the open door; there he paused to look back, the picture of way-weary age.
Y et his eye gleamed brighter than ever, and what lurked below the tremor in his stern voice seemed
nearer mirth than misery. "Y ou should not think to mock me! Have you not told me of it, you who aspire
to clutch the forces of the world in the palm of your hand? The answer lies open to a child—were not
children wont to fear!" He gestured contemptuoudy with hisempty hand, and hismantle fell away from
hisarm. Benesth it gleamed blackness as dark waters under the moon, a breastplate and the hilt of avast
black sword. Then the old man ducked through the door and was gone.

"You!" yelled Elof. A sudden crazed anger seared away awe and fear, and he ran headlong for the door.
"You again! Raven! Stay, you Wanderer, you get of a—"

From the blackness a bird's harsh scream answered him, awordless essence of mockery, and the swift
ring of shod hooves upon cobbles. And he knew that one of those hooves he had shod himself. Out into
the Street he burdt, but it was avale of blackness, many great storehouses and tall granaries of the
Merchant's Guild stood here, and their shadows blanketed it deep. Only at the far end, by the harbor, he
thought he saw for an ingtant the gleaming flank of that lofty warhorse. But it flickered again, and he saw
it was only the herdd of the approaching storm, lightning that leaped from cloud to cloud glittering against
the pale stone. Thewind blew hard in hisface, the first cold droplets stung him; it was thunder, not
hoofbeats, that drummed afar. The Wanderer had vanished as he had come.

The digtant lightning awvoke areflection at hisfeet. There, glinting on the cobbles, lay the black blade. He
snatched it up and stared at it, caught and baffled: what could the old fox have meant, to claim its secret
was dready his? A third of itslength from the tang was so sadly wrung and twisted that the rest stuck out
at the crazy angle of abroken limb. Thusindeed it felt to him, and one not yet set or splinted. Had it not
defied every art he could summon up? Even the secrets he had learned of the duergar, who could ook
deep into the very form and structure of metd, had failed him. And if it was not metal ? It had to be metd,
it felt like metal, it could not be obsidian or any other glass, or any of the odd stones savages and poor
men had once used. And yet, ashe played it in hisfingers, he became less sure. That gleam was
undimmed, its edge undulled; even long years sunk in amarsh had failed to fault them. Could the hardest
metal endure thus? But how to test it? With alodestone? Many metalswould not answer one, With
corrosives? To succeed would be to damageit.

Elof stood there, his head whirling like the sormwind, and fought for cadm. One might ignore what an old
beggar mumbled, but surdly thisweird being said nothing without purpose. How might those words apply
to him? He did not know what wisdom he lacked. He had the blade as a gift, but a gift that must be
earned with new and daring skill. He could not assume that the lore of it was to be found in books, but
more likely among the ebb and flow of nature. How? Where? Somehow he had said it himsdlf! In fury he
hammered at hisbrow asif he might reforge the mind within.



The storm crackled asit drew nearer the land. Above the harbor wall the dark outline of the Tower of
Vayde stood out stark againgt the coruscating clouds: it woke intrusive memoriesin him, of fear and
blood and pain, and of love found and lost. He strove to force them down and concentrate his thought. In
angry defiance he had prattled of a magesmith being able to put forth his hand and grasp. ..

"Roc!" he yelled suddenly, and whirled round. Sipping on the cobbles, he dashed back into the smithy,
ydling for hisfriend and wondering why he had to; that levin-bolt should have had the whole household
hurtling from their beds. But the corridor was empty, and when he flung wide the door of Roc's chamber
his friend was till around hummock beneath the bedclothes. It was Marjawho bounced up first from
beside him, angrily clutching afur counterpane about hersdif.

She had fled with old Hjoran, late her master, out of the north when their towns were sacked by Ekwesh
marauders. When at |ast the great tide of fugitives had borne them to the Southlands they were as near
garvation asany, but by good fortune they had fallen in with Roc; remembering Hjoran kindly, and
knowing the worth of even aminor mastersmith of the north, Roc had taken them into hisown forge. The
partnership had prospered, but to what degree Elof had not guessed. Too impatient, though, to be
dtartled or embarrassed now, he seized Roc by the shoulder. "Wake up! Didn't you hesr it?'

"Hear what?' mumbled Roc.
"The crash! Thebolt! Roc, it wasthe Raven!"

"The Raven?' cried Marja, gaping wide-eyed at Elof asif he were mad. Digtant lightning whitened the
dhutters.

"The Raven?' yelped Roc, sitting up and looking wildly about. "Like you told me? The bastard's back?
Where? In here?’

"Yesl Herein the smithy!" Marjacried out and dived beneath the bedclothesin atangle of brown limbs.
"Didn't you hear? It waslike thunder... Never mind! Up with you, up, while | rouse Hjoran! There's
work afoot! | can reforge the sword!”

"Now hold hard!" growled Roc angrily, pulling hisarm free, and putting a protective arm round the hesp
of bedclothes. "Amicac's teeth, man! Y ou come barging in... | know you're al agog, but there€'s nothing
that won't wait for honest sunlight—"

"But thereid" cried Elof. "Whileit'sa hand—oh, therésno timeto explain!”
"At least send for Ils, and welll see what she—"

"No time even for that! I'm sorry, Marja, but we must hurry or it'll betoo late!™
Roc winced asthe cold air struck his bare skin. "1t'd better be good, that's al!”

It was a strange parade that scant minutes later made its uneasy way down the street toward the steps of
the harbor wall and emerged at |ast, gasping exhaustion like landed fish, into the rain-sprinkled air atop
the open summit of Vayde's Tower. The guttering linklight Marjaheld high trailed asplash of gold around
the battlements, cast her spidery shadow down across the galery where the Masteramith had lurked
among hislooted wedlth. In her free hand she bore Elof's bundle of tools, under that arm the ruined
blade, well wrapped, and in the pocket of her man's smock the hilt and fresh rivets. As she came out
under the sky shelooked back with concern at the three men stumbling and gasping up the stair behind
her, under the weight of Roc's strongest and heaviest anvil. By now old Hjoran could give no more than
token assistance, and even Roc's dour strength ebbed. But Elof drove them on up the steps like aman



inspired, taking ever more of the burden upon his own shoulders. Lightning flashed, the thunder hard on
itsheds, and he chivvied hisfriendsfurioudy up the last few steps.

"If that Raven shows hisface again,” gurgled Roc, "hell havethisdung init!"

"What I'd gladly know, lads," panted Hjoran, asthey struggled out onto the summit, "isjust how much
further therésto go?'

"Thisisthe placel" gasped Eldf, lifting hisface to the spattering rain. "And intime, it seemd”

"Here?' demanded Roc. "Why here? There's not even afireplace..." But they were glad enough to set
down the anvil, with aclang that struck sparks from the hard stone. Hjoran leaned on it, wheezing, while
Marjacomforted him.

Breathless, Elof gazed out over the harbor and the seabeyond. In the lightning's own light the
stormclouds rose up immense, bastion upon bastion, like some grest fortress of the Powers, seething with
the energiesit could scarce contain. Now their vanguard was almost overhead, and the rain was growing
heavier, sputtering againgt the link's cover. A great curtain of it, opague as a pearl, was sweeping in
across the churning sea, no more than moments away. He set histeeth and looked down into the
darkness of the stairwdl. All thetime they had struggled through it he had been willing some guidance
from it, some sign such as he had once felt there. Now there was nothing, save perhaps watchful ness,
remote and stern. A flash sent his shadow coursing down the steps; the thunder was so close he jumped.
"Thisgrows perilous!" he heard Hjoran grumble, and Marja's squesk of agreement.

"It doesindeed!" Roc said. He took the bag of tools and unrolled it on the anvil top. "L eave the gear,
Marja, get you back to the stairs, and you, Hjoran. I'll give him what help he needs..."

"It'sgiven,” said Elof quietly, unwrapping the blade. "Pass me agood hammer, if you please, the great
dope-headed one of duergar pattern. Fit thoserivetsto the hilt, there, and lay them aside with apunch to
fit. Then go with the others™

"You'resure?' growled Roc, rummaging through the clinking roll. "I smell another of your tomfool
tricks—"

"Maybe. But fool or no, none save mysdf may try. Now keep back!"

Flash and thunder al but drowned him out. Thefew hulls at anchor rocked, plunged and vanished asthe
rain lashed acrosstheir decks. "Get below!" Elof yelled. "There's no more you can do! Later | may need
you!" From the pouch at his belt he tugged the armor gauntlet he had made among the duergar, and
Roc's eyes widened in understanding, doubt and awe.

"Do you make sure later comes, that'sdl!" he bellowed, and vanished smartly into the sairwell. An
ingtant later the line of rain charged across the tower top, and dl vanished in lashing confusion.

Elof stood fast by the anvil, fighting to keep hisfeet againgt the buffeting wind, struggling to hold the blade
while hedrew on thelong gauntlet. It did minutely over hisfingers, inscribed and patterned plate molding
smoothly to the close contours of hisflesh, mail fine amost as cloth swelling and shaping around the very
joints, till hisarm was enclosed to the shoulder and hisfingers could at last close firm round the flat
faceted jewd at its heart. With that comfort he dared not pause to think, but sprang up upon the
battlements and thrust hisarm to the sky. Now he himsalf was the summit of the seawall, therewas no
higher point save the towers of the distant citadd itself. It must happen, it had to happen any moment
now!



Then athought unleashed arush of cold perspiration. Quickly he spread hisfingerswide and flat ashe
could, arching back his hand to raisethe pam. If it should light first on afingertip, anywhere but the

pam...

The storm took him and shook him, the blast yelled at him not to be afoal, hefdt it roll and swirl inthe
abyss at hisback, down along the streets far below. Or wasit at his back? He was no longer even sure
which way hefaced. All his courage was thinning and draining out of him, leached away by theicy rain.
He had carried that anvil too long, he had no sirength left; hisarm was ataut hot wire of pain, hiswrist an
agony of tension, hisfingers squaling to cramp shut. Another minute and he must abandon this lunacy,
drop down and cower before forces he should never have aspired to defy, another second even...

Thenit was asif storm and tower and adl else vanished, and an infinite whiteness opened around him, a
gpace that echoed with the single stroke of an incalculable drum. A vast weight descended, and for a
moment he held up the whole vault of the sky on hispam, lest it drop to shatter the fragile glass bubble of
aworld beneath. It was cramp, not will, that snapped his fingers shut. At once the ssorm was buffeting
him again, and he held some vast monster by the leash, that throbbed and trembled in hispalm. He
wavered, logt hisfooting and with ayell of madness legped the only way he could. Hard flagstones
dapped at hisfeet, he stumbled againgt the anvil and the black blade clattered down upon it. He was
dimly aware of voicesthat clamored to him, but the throbbing grew within hispam till it seemed the very
joints of hisfingers must yield. With hisright hand he edged the blade round to lie againgt the metd, and
groped blindly for hishammer. The short haft came under hisfingers and he seized it, feding the
comforting weight. Down above the black sword's twisted heart he brought his quivering arm, the
clamped figt vertica, closed thumb uppermost. Then, feding thefaint ripple of finerings clashing, he
dowly rdeased hislittle finger atrifle, asif hewould trickle away afigtful of sand.

Whitefire purer than the shrouded stars poured down upon the anvil, asparkling, blasting light that mere
eyelids barely barred. A hundred high fosses roared there, cataracts louder than the storm. Roc yelled at
something, but hisvoice waslost in the tumult. To the watchers at the stairhead Elof s sturdy frame stood
out againg the light in asingle sweep of mation, the huge hammer swinging high to thetop of itsarc,
descending with easy, leisurdy grace. Whilethelight till shone, the hammer plunged down into its midst,
rose and plunged again, and afountain of smoke spurted up for the storm to sport with. At the fourth
blow or thefifth the light cut off aoruptly, and Elof let the hammer fall. But the gauntlet, till clenched, he
raised now on high, and sent his own closed fist hammering down in the hammer's place. A blagting light
smote upon the anvil and legped upward to the racing clouds, agresat ringing clang shook the tower, and
the smith staggered and sank down to his knees upon the glistening flagstones.

Whether it was the fina escape of what had been captured, or smply the eye of the storm, a clearness
opened overhead. Therain dackened to afine drizzle, asif the clouds wept for their lost power. The
watchers stumbled up from the stairwell and rushed to the swaying figure before them, fearful of injuries
they might find. But though his garments smoldered in many places and hiswet hair smoked, though his
face was smudged and scorched, his eyes glittered with awild exatation. "See!" he shouted, and pointed
with his out-thrust gauntlet. ™Y ou wise Wanderer, say, do | passthetest? And you from whose hand |
took it, do you bear witnessl Say now, isit not truly mine? From adying hand it fell ruined, but by aliving
oneitismadewhole! On evil it was marred, yet it shines now straight and strong! To lifeagain it
awakens, to drikeinitsdefense! Blind the unhallowed with your dark gleam, shatter the evil, strike down
thefasal" Shaking off the hands of hisfriends, Elof surged to hisfeet saized the hilt from the flagstones
and stumbled forward. In the pae glow of the lancing flares overhead they looked after him, and saw.
Hjoran cried out. Marja squealed, and Roc swore in a hoarse whisper. Straight indeed stood the black
blade, for it was driven degp down into the very meta of the anvil.

Elof thrust the hilt down over the upturned tang and twisted the rivets home. Then, without staying to



flatten them, he braced aboot againgt the iron and gave a single convulsive heave. With a scream of
stressed metal, a shower of sparks, aloud triumphant ring, the blade tore free. The anvil, cracked now
from top to foot, fell dowly into two and clanged upon the tower's dark stones, hissing in the reviving
rain." So cleaves the smith's own blade!"

Then Elof laughed weakly and turned to Roc and the others, and embraced them; clumsily, for he would
not set down the sword. "Thank you, my friends, thank you! | am sorry it had to come so fast, and
without explanation. And Roc, I'll craft you trinkets enough to pay for afine new anvil..."

Hjoran and Marja stood dazed and speechless, but Roc, more hardened to strange matters, smply
shook his head in wonder, and set to gathering up Elof'stools. " That's no matter. Leavethiswhereit lies
for now, and let's be off here ere the heavens start some more smithying of their own!" He chivvied the
others off down the stairs, clapped Elof on the back as he passed and exclaimed at the soggy thump his
hand made. "Do you come back with us, man, you're soaked to the skin! Well find you a stoup of
mulled wine and awarm bed!"

Elof shook hishead, ill exultant. "I thank you, but no! I've trespassed enough upon you al for tonight.
I'll turn back to Kermorvan's house and my own bed, and leave you in peace.”

"Asyou will!" said Roc, putting hisarm around Marja.; "My respectsto hislordship, and well be
cheering him when he comes out onto the steps tomorrow.”

"Y ou're not coming to the ceremony?

"What, to hear a crew of windbag syndics spouting for hours?* scoffed Roc. "I'll leave the formditiesto
you and IIs, you've the heads for them. Sooner passthetimein the dehousg, if theré'sany to be had in
these daysl"”

Elof chuckled with the others. "If thereis, I'll be bound you'l find it! Save some for us, afterward!™

L etting the others press on ahead, he lingered in the musty darkness, finding its cool quietude pleasant
after the storm above. The blade in his hands was cool aso, and the gauntlet at hisbelt; scarcely
conceivable it seemed that such forces had flowed through them not long since. He thought back to the
moment of fire, to the brief glimpse he had gained deep into the matter of the sword. It wasindeed no
metdl. Long black strands had glowed within it, coiled and twisted, set thick in ahard dark binding
substance; glossy and lustrous they had seemed, like the locks of some long-dead beauty set
imperishably, save that the blade's edge was finer than the finest hair. He stopped by one of the greeat
garwell windows, where stormlight yet glimmered, and held up the sword to gaze again. But its surface
was once more amirror impenetrable. A thought struck him, and he looked at the hilt, tilting it in the light.
Once more it glimmered with racing cloud patterns, but they seemed gray no longer; they were black,
potent as the storm-clouds whose living force had flowed into the blade's reforging. "1 never named you
before," he said softly. "I cannot have been sure of you, indeed. But now | am, and for the darkness that
clingsto you | will nameyou. The Bringer of Darkness be, Herald of Night, Gorthawer in the Sothran
tongue, and may you fal ever upon the eyes of my foes!" On impulse he dashed at the air with the sword
Gorthawer, and avoice sang in the darkness, high, exultant, clearer than of old. It spoke wordsto him
that fired hisblood, made him forget a moment wetness and chill and the weary walk that lay between
him and the bed he yearned to collapse on. A dark road lies ahead,” he breathed. "But at least | have
won back one true companion on it. | wonder what others| may find?"

Chapter Two - The Casting

Thewind came howling across the Marshlands with amillion savage voices, driving dark cloudsina
swathe before it, scything down the brown reeds of autumn inits path. Again he cowered fever-ridden


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

behind the rattling door of hisforge, hearing on the blast the echoes of ancient battles upon the fens, the
distant, hungry cries of the myriad dead who lay beneath them, arisen now and hunting, hunting along the
gale. Gusts hammered on the wood like huge hands, huge as the blackened and crumbling fist from which
he had snatched that sword. ..

He awoke abruptly, and lay shivering amoment before he became aware of the soft bed beneath him,
the worn richness of the counterpane under his clutching fingers. The chill wasdl within his dream; the
Marshlandslay far behind him. But he knew he had not been wholly dreaming; he listened amoment,
with aleaden swell of gpprehension. The bedhangings were dark silhouettes againgt afaint graying of the
darkness; not even atassdl stirred, yet the howling was ill in his ears. The threadbare rug dipped
underfoot as he swung himself out of bed, the cool air stung his skin and the smooth dabs hisfeet ashe
padded over to the outward window. But thiswas narrow, and the grille stopped him leaning out far
enough to see. The house, like most of any size or age in the Old City, faced inward around itsown
guadrangle and presented as blank an aspect as possible to the outward world. He turned and sprinted
past the door curtain, out into the open gallery and up the stairsthat led to the roof. By the time he came
out among the dilapidated tiling his head was swimming, his heart [aboring, afamiliar ache burning degpin
his chest; the night's labors had spent his strength. He had to steady himsalf amoment on the crumbling
stone parapet before leaning out to [ook.

The city below lay in deep shadow, but bright flecks of firdight flickered here and there—surely too
brightly for thisashen half-light a night'send. And though the air hung il asadusty tapestry, the stormy
voiceswere clearer than ever now, closer, louder, ahungry, savage baying that made him shudder where
he stood.

The touch of something soft and animal on his bare back made him jump. " Small wonder you're
shivering," growled 1S voice. The duergar girl reached up to drape arobe round his shoulders. "On your
feet no more than amonth, and you're gdlivanting around in your skin!"

"I'mal right!" he protested, with aresentful shrug. "Thiswould be awarm day, where| was born!" But
he did hisarmsinto the garment nonethd ess, grateful for the warmth of the fur lining. The winter, they
said, had been the fiercest in the city's memory, and this spring was hardly warm yet.

"Good!" shesad firmly. "After dl, you cannot hed from feversin just amoment!” Elof smiled thinly, glad
shewas ready to make ajoke of the matter. That sudden closing of amortal wound had opened awider
gulf, that moment of strange recovery had briefly stood like abarrier between him and hisfriendswho
witnessed it, like a bare blade tossed on the table between hands poised yet hesitant. 1ls, for dl her care
of him, had grown warier than any. Only the racking sickness that had come swiftly upon him, asymptom
of humanity asit seemed, and some price paid for so terrible awound, had dispelled their doubts. They
had remembered what manner of blade struck the blow, and blamed al strangeness upon that. He did
not gainsay them; but as his mind cooled he knew it was not so. Y et even now histhoughts blurred ashe
probed them; he understood it no better himself, no better...

"The row woke me, too," she muttered, calling him back to himsdf. "What devilry are the humansup to
now? It comes thisway, by the sound."

"I don't know. | fear... Ligen!" They heard it clearly, the sound of footsteps, pounding steps sumbling
on the dawn-dlick cobbles, running as aman does at the end of his strength or aquarry alength ahead of
the pack. Around the corner of the street below staggered a young man, aboy amost, long-limbed and
very thin. He ran with the redling stride of desperate exhaustion, his copper-skinned face suffused with
blood, his breath rasping in histhroat. He dived into agap between the houses, stopped short with a
despairing flutter as he saw the stone wall of the citadel blocking the aley's end, and turned to flee. Then
he sprang back in fright as awave of yeling men with torches poured in upon him, blocking his escape.



In an instant he was overwhelmed, kicked and beaten to the ground. The horrified watchers saw arope
dung over the grille of awindow in the wall below. Struggling and screaming, the helpless youth was
being dragged over toit.

IIs cursed, turned to the stairs, but stopped. The street was four circuitous floors below; by the time they
got there, even with weapons, the victim would be past help. Elof 1ooked around desperately. Many of
the heavy roof-tiles of glazed earthenware were missng, otherslooked loose; he seized one, and it came
away in his hand. Wolfish baying laughter arose; one of the mob was about to drop the noose round the
boy's neck, othersto throw their weight on the rope. Elof poised thetile, and threw.

The sureness of hisaim startled even him. With aloud smacking sound the tile took the noose-man on the
sde of the head and stretched him flat on the ground. " Good!" ydled s, an ingtant |ater her tile clipped
the arm of the first man on the rope, and he fell down screaming among its coils. The other rioters looked
up with angry shouts,

but dropped back in darm, guarding their heads from alethaly accurate shower of tiles.

Then from the street sounded fast hoofbesats, horn-calls, shouts, and suddenly atall man on agreat white
warhorse plunged in among the rioters, calling ordersin aclarion voice. A sword was a hisside, but he
laid aout him with a huge drover'swhip, hisbronzen hair flying, and screams arose from the crowd asit
milled thisway and that to escape hoof and lash. Behind him streamed men in the armor of the City
Guard, and they fdll upon therioters, striking about with their pikeshafts.

Before the pikes the mob's killing mood changed at once to panic. They dropped their victim, boiled
about and scattered, tripping over him in their hurry to escape, and horseman and guards wheeled off to
break and disperse them. Elof breathed hisrdlief, only to see a straggler suddenly turn back, stoop over
the sprawling youth and with brutd precision thrust along knife through his somach. Elof slast throw
caught the dayer only aglancing blow to the thigh, and with a savage gesture he hobbled off. Before Elof
could react the horseman came cantering back through the melee, but the youth's writhings had gtilled. At
therider'sword apair of guards ran up. One bent over the bodies of hangman and victim, looked up to
the rider and shook his head.

By the time they had made their way downstairs Kermorvan was aready in the courtyard, leading his
horse to the stable and calling loudly for breakfast.

"I don't have such an appetite,” said Elof grimly, as he followed thewarrior into the cool gloom of the
Lesser Hdl, where awizened old servant was setting out afew plain dishes. "Not now." Ils, who had
herself cut down men without the least qualm, nodded agreement.

"Y ou should keep your strength up,” said Kermorvan dryly, tearing at theloaf of hot cornbread before
him. "After tossing half my ancestra roof into the Street, you must be exhausted.” He washed the bread
down with aswallow of strong cider and smiled, more sympatheticdly. "I know, it wasthe only thing to
be done. But jesting apart, spare the roof if you can; thosetilesare old, and costly to replace. Asfor the
boy—you did right to fell those roughs, but console yourself; it was akind of justice nonetheless. It was
that lad and two others who set on and robbed a shopkeeper, earlier this morning. An old man, who may
well die”

Almost overhead, on the high seaward towers of the citadd, ringing trumpets mirrored the sunrisein their
tone, sgnaling the beginning of the city'sday. Elof rubbed his stubbled chin. "So?When it could only tir
up more trouble between city and northerners, another riot? Y ou are sure?’

"Wetook one of hiscomplices, and he confessed. They were starving, he said, and | believe him, skin
and bonesthat heis. But they aso thought to avenge that northerner who was robbed on the outskirts



last week. Avenge! Twelve morethat | know of have died in the uproar this morning, ten of them
northerners. By now it may be more. Do you wonder | insst these things are stamped out the moment
they begin, and thoroughly? There is no end to them, they breed.”

"Aye, but haveacarel” sad lIsdarkly. "Y ou're brewing trouble for yoursalf, making yourself unpopular
with therabble. Ask Roc, ask Ferhas; they hear the gossip, and it'sthat you're too soft on the
northerners. They were herding that one here to string him up on your window. A little love gift, Snceyou
like them so much. And you're till only Marchwarden-elect, you've not the full powersyet.”

"Till noon today only. And have | not been given every encouragement to use the rightful powers of office
to the hilt and past thislast haf-year?’

"That's not what Bryhon and his bullieswill be shouting," said Elof.

Kermorvan shrugged. "If otherswill not act speedily enough, | must, Bryhon or no Bryhon. There have
been riots enough with or without provocetion, Elof; the first camein midwinter, whileyou yet lay ill.
Then wethought it was a passing folly, abrief outburst at the inflow of northern fugitives when we were
ourselvesin need." Kermorvan shrugged. "Now we know better. Every day it growsworse, and every
day more come, as the Ekwesh rampage through Nordeney. The common folk fear; they cannot believe
our land will feed them dl. | begin to wonder, mysdlf. And so fear breeds hatred in both sides, and hatred
leadsto crime, crimeto riot—"

"And to madness, dl!" snorted I1s, tossing her thick black curls. ™Y ou men are dl daft, to wish such
miseries upon your fellows, and to suffer them so lightly. Look at us! Did we not come, we three, through
danger upon danger to succor your folk? And what thanks do we find? Oh, you, Kermorvan, you they
laud and applaud—or most of them, anyhow—you they make Marchwarden, and well they might. But
us? Even your own precious faction point the finger a Elof as some kind of northern warlock, benign
enough maybe but not to be trusted. And methey cal hisfamiliar! | can hardly walk abroad by mysdif.
And that's your friends! What your enemies say—that moonstruck Bryhon and hisrabble..."

"But that's mere malice!" protested Elof. "It's so obvious Bryhon seeks only to settle an old score. Surely
few save his own close faction bdieve—"

"Morethan you think!" said Ils sharply. Her dark eyesflashed. "They don't want to believe they were so
short a step from defeat. Nor that they had to be rescued by foreigners. And there's more like them
every day. Well, | have had enough. I go, and soon! Back to the hollow hills |, and this city may dideinto
the seafor al | care!™ The men sprang up, protesting, but 11s sat back, face set and stubborn. "Waste no
morewords! | endured thislong only to see Elof made well, and the success of my hedling." Her round
fingersknitted together amoment. "He needs me no longer. My mind is made up.”

Kermorvan sighed. "And you, Elof? What will you do, now you are well? | hope you at least do not wish
to depart. My houseisyoursfor aslong you wish it, and the city folk do respect you; with your fair skin
they forget you are anortherner—"

"Will 17"

Kermorvan flushed in embarrassment. "Do not takeit so! | meant only that you may help overcometheir
foolish distrust of northerners. Remember, the first copper skins most have seen were on Ekwesh, and
your folk look much like the reivers—too much, in eyesthat saw the horrors of the siege. But if you and |
can open those eyesto the old kinship, thereisachance..."”

Elof shook his head. "I'm. sorry. Oh, it's true enough what you say, but no. My prime purpose, my
heaviest duty, ended when that evil | unleashed was undone. Another promise clams me now. There's



another place | must go-"
Kermorvan frowned. "What place?’

"I don't know." Elof looked out into the courtyard, to where thefirst long rays of the sunrise warmed the
courtyard's cold paving. "I know only whither it lies. That way, in the path of the dawn, whither | must
go. Towander. To roam across the whole wide world, if | must. | do not wish to tarry long. | dare not.”

Kermorvan nodded. "1 understand. But you will Stay at least for today? And you, 11S? At least cometo
the ceremony, both of you, ere you settle your mindsto any of this. There you may hear something to
makeyou think..."

"| doubt that!" muttered Ils.

"Shell come!” grinned Elof. " She wouldn't missit for the world, any morethan I. Will it be you saying al
these things?'

Kermorvan stood up, rubbing at his stiff back. "I appreciate the honor of my position lessduring early
adarms... Yes, someof them, at least." He sucked in along determined bresth, and his face hardened. "1
mean to make mysdf heard. The syndics have been dragging their hedls over this matter of the northern
refugees. We must sttleit, securetheir safety, and quickly. At whatever cost.” Then his grimness faded
toasmile. "Linger over your food asyou wish, but | must be a the Syndicacy well in advance! Ferhas,
my robes! Come, | beg you, both of you! For if thisday goesas| think it may, | shall have need of my
friends." He strode away from the table and up the wide main stairs, scabbard dapping at his riding boot
asif to punctuate his shoutsfor his squire. Elof gazed around the gloomy hal, following the peeled and
faded murals, the portraits darkened by centuries of smoke from the hanging lamps.

"Hevaues us, you know," he said. "Admirers he has now, aye, and flatterersin plenty. No family at
dl..."

"I know," said Ils, and sniffed disgpprovingly. "A poor placeto grow up in, this, with only afew old
women to look after him, and hisfather's squire for atutor. A wonder he did not turn out odder than he
is"

"| think he hasfew friends as close aswe," said Elof. " And this ceremony must mean alot to him. Will
you not witnessthat, at least? Then you can tell your folk that they have one friend among our rulers, mad
and savage though webe..."

"We? Never number yourself among thesefolk! Nor among your precious northerners!” retorted Ils.

"Y ou're another breed entirely, whatever blood flowsin your veins. And him also! Heiswiseto grab
hold of his Marchwarden's place while he may, hard and thankless honor though it is. The tide of
gratitude that siwept him into it neglected to provide wealth to patch even his own roof, let done sustain
the peoplée's. In these partsit seems gratitude's abeggar child, starved into an early grave. What will be
left of it after he puts down afew moreriots? It be back to what drove him out in thefirst place, his
partisans and Bryhon's breaking each other's heads in the Streets, and the ordinary citizens damning them
both. Ferhas says there are whispers even among hisfriends. .. Only thistime there's the Ekwesh waiting
to sweep up the bitd Well, snce you insst on going to the ceremony, sowill | dso, for al my heart
counsdsotherwise. | fear, Elof, | fear..."

"You?What could you fear?'

"Anything. Nothing. This great warren of men oppresses me, it dims my wits as the sun does my eyes. |
dtart at shadows, that'sall.” She tossed ahunk of bread onto his plate. "Eat, and pay no heed.”



But asthey emerged into the sunny street an hour or so later, Elof could well understand her fedings. The
bustle and roar of Kerbryhaine the Great City swept at him and over him like an inrushing wave, carrying
with it the sound and scent of men amillionfold. From the clifflike crag of the citaddl overhead to thefirst
low dopes of the hazy hillsaround, al, everywhere, was a great sea of men, wallsand housesrising
aboveit like summits of cora adong areef, and writhing coils of smoke. Vast and sately aswerethe
works of the duergar, they stood quieter, emptier by comparison; there was no such sense of fierce
vitaity barely pent, nor of such bitter unease. Y et he understood it alittle better than 1ls, and what
aroused her contempt awoke in him ameasure of pity. The city folk had been terribly shaken, first by the
sudden and devastating assault when they had thought themsalves so rich and invulnerable, and then by
the vast inpouring of northerners fleeing the Ekwesh. The people had looked to their lords for somewise
word, some smple gesture that would turn time back to the days of their smug security. But now they
were growing impetient, beginning to suspect what might well be true—that there was no such word or
gesture, that there was no going back, ever, to what had been. In such atimeit was easy to seek
scapegoats. They had heard Kermorvan cheered to the echo as he left the house, but now Elof saw
heads turn in the crowded street; he heard, or guessed at, the dark mutterings, ribald whispers, sniffs of
gernly sdlf-righteous disgpprova, sensed fingers pointing in stabbing gestures of distrust and fear. By
popular prejudice duergar were regarded as vermin, on aleve with beasts of the gutter, and he as some
kind of necromancer for walking with one. He swung aside the bag of tools that he wastaking to finish
somework for Roc, and took her arm. It was tense against his side. Nowhere among al this, not even
behind the wals they had just quitted, could she fed even remotely secure.

Fortunately, the way to the Syndicacy was not long.

Kermorvan's ancestral roof, dilapidated asit was, stood tall among the houses of the Old City, against
the rocky crags of the citaddl's northern flank. Before its gentler eastward face there opened awide
quadrangle al paved with white stone, the square of the citadel, and along one .whole side of that ranged
the massive gray frontage of the Syndicacy. High though it stood, it was outwardly stark and plain, its
only ornament aline of austere pillarswhich ran out around the greaet main doorsto support alofty
canopied porch towering on steps above the heads of the throng in the square. IIsflinched nervoudy at
the noisy crush around the steps, but strode beside Elof asif she had no troublesin the world. The crowd
parted swiftly to let them pass, asif fearing the contact, and she smiled sardonicaly. "Even vermin have
their privileges, | see”

When they entered the portico the Syndicacy's air of augterity vanished, for dl around itsinner wallswere
rich mosaics, male and femae figures depicted in swirls of vibrant color. Elof guessed by their sze and
their heroic aspect and distinctive attributes that they must represent the Powers most revered by the folk
of Bryhaine: there was Niarad with his nets, succoring mariners, and llmarinen, asit seemed, releasing
lavato shape the citadd rock, and many others he did not know. He looked in vain for afigurein black
armor or blue mantle, till IIs pointed to the summit of the great doors ahead. Abovetheir widearchrosea
great sun in gold, pouring down gilt radiance, and acrossits disc, flying with open besk, avast raven. To
[Imarinen I1s bowed asthey passed, but at the Raven Elof glared.

The doors beneath were blackened wood, of great height and thickness, and width enough to span
amost the wholefloor of the chamber within. At most timesthey stood shut tight, shielding the
deliberations of the Syndicacy from common eyes, but upon rare days such as this they were flung wide
to vouchsafe the crowd a glimpse of its solemn ceremonia. Ferhas, Kermorvan's squire and steward,
awaited them there, white mane bobbing nervoudy: he ushered them swiftly up amarble stair to places
kept for them at the front of the crowded public gallery, overlooking both chamber and doors, but
himself chose to stand some way behind. Elof smiled wryly. Even wise old Fer-has was as much acity
man as the worthies on either side who edged discreetly away; much as he valued these proven friends of
his master's, he had long held the city view of northerners as bumpkins at be<t, a worst barbarians, and



gl less could he shake off the violent prejudice againgt duergar. The conflict left him perpetudly ill at
easein ther presence. It was chiefly more traveled men, Northland traders such as Kathel Kataihan, who
held broader views;, there were not so many of thesein the city now, and among the four hundred-odd
syndicsfewer than a score. And even of those how many could Kermorvan rely upon to side with the
refugees, if the mgority would not?

Elof scanned the wide empty chamber bel ow, the banked rows of seats carved from fine stone and
gilded wood, set about with signs and blazons where the place was held by ancestral right aswell as
wedlth. The many-colored windows flecked the chamber with glowing warmth. All in al anoble sght, yet
to hiseyesit looked cold and hard, entrenched, unyielding. So aso too many of the syndics seemed as
they filed in, proud in the sweeping splendor of their robes. Too many faces reminded him of the
Headman and eders of Asenby. Strong and even capable men those had been, but blind to dl of the
world that did not concern their immediate interests; so aso these seemed, and from al he had heard, in
defense of those interests they could be selfish and quarrelsome as children.

Green robes marked the landowners and men of property, gray the scholars and officias, brown the
merchants and tradesmen, but they varied wildly in shade and pattern and ornament, sometimesasa
mark of faction, more often asadisplay of wedlth. The two great factions, once nobles and commoners,
now old nobility against new, generaly wore darker or lighter shades of their particular color, but till
they vied in ornament. Some of the gray robeswere most richly and garishly adorned of dl, while many
of the scarlet robes of the warrior order, worn over armor and the weagpons they aone might bear in the
assembly, seemed positively old and threadbare. Not so one that was borne by a dark man of great
height, taller even than Kermorvan. Light red it was, and marked &t the breast with adevice of aclaw
and broken chain. Its discreet border of worked gold and badric of golden mail bore out hisair of
prosperous ease, as did the smooth joviality with which, pausing by the doors, he acknowledged the loud
acclaim of agood part of the crowd.

At last men of the City Guard called for silence, and awide door at the rear boomed open. Syndics and
spectators dlike rose to their feet, and the crowd surged forward to see. In came the two ederly
Marshas of the city in gray robes, their faces uneasy, and behind them in scarlet and armor the Wardens
of the Eastern and Southern Marches, flanking Kermorvan as Warden-dect of the North. But a sight of
him aswelling cheer from without faltered and dwindled to agrest babble of astonishment, for the robes
he wore were not scarlet but black, trimmed and collared with heavy gold, and over his heart in gold was
traced the emblem of the Raven and Sun. The guardsmen hammered their staves on the marble floor for
Slence as the procession swept toward the center of the assembly, leading Kermorvan to atall seat one
placeto theright of the Marshas chairs. But ere they could reach it there was arustle of robes, and the
dark man was on hisfeet, his gangling frame towering over the Marshas and blocking their path.

"One moment!" he cried, his degp voice echoing through the chamber. " One moment, my lords! By what
authority do you admit this man to the Syndicacy, and lead him to a place? And by what authority ishe
permitted to bear those robes?

The astonished Marsha s gaped a him, while through chamber and square dike abuzz of dispute arose.
Many of the crowd, and even somein the gallery, howled abuse a the tall man till acrossthe floor
another man rose, in brown robes trimmed with fine furs that only emphasized his stoutness, and hisrich
mellow voice rode over the uproar. "By the unopposed vote of this assembly under the rule of war, these
sx months past—that would be how, my lord Bryhon! And in recognition and reward for great deeds
done. Whichismorethan | recal you were ever voted!"

"And those remarkabl e robes, my lord Kathel ?*

"M'm, asto them..." The merchant's voice was honeyed as ever, but it had lost something of itsfirst



certainty. "Well, they are of his choosing, and | know of no law that prevents him.”

Kermorvan raised hishead camly. "My lords Marshd, they are the robes my great-grandfather last wore
in this assembly, aswas the ancient and unquestioned privilege of our line. By what authority has that
been changed? And by what authority are these questions asked?"

"By the urgent need to question adecision forced through in haste and folly,” said Bryhon with equa
cam. "And consequently, perhaps, to impose some grave pendty.” Sharp whispers, astonished and
aghast, ran across the chamber, echoes rustling like dead leaves in the domed roof, and outside the
crowd rumbled contention and discontent.

"But—but he has not yet taken his seat in the assembly!" blustered the leading Marshd, astout,
red-faced old man with bristling white moustaches; hisblue-gray eyeswere not penetrating like
Kermorvan's, but bulging and opaque.

"Lookslikeadead fish," muttered IIs, "only with fewer wits."

"Let him stand, then," said Bryhon quietly, "as must al brought hereto our judgment.” A wild chorus of
dispute broke out, and Elof could hear that neither in chamber nor in crowd wasit dl on Kermorvan's
sde; scuffleswere breaking out, and files of guardsmen went hurrying down to ded with them erethey
spread. The harassed Marsha conferred with his colleague, a younger edition of himsdlf; they shook their
heads at Bryhon and Kermor-

van dike, and when the guards had eventualy enforced silence they announced that all should take their
seatsfor now, but without ceremonial, and Bryhon should have the right to speak. He smiled and bowed
gracioudy, and stepped to the middle of thefloor.

"My lords Marshd, fellow syndics, for any discourtesy | crave your pardon. But it seemed to methe only
way to forestall what might not easily be undone. Magter Kathd, in justifying this strange act of the
Syndicacy you mentioned the matter of some great deeds done by this man. But the people of thiscity
are driven to ask, were such deeds ever done?'

"W-what foolishnessisthis?' sammered the Marshd, into ashocked silence.

"Yours, | fear," said the dark man coolly. He rounded on the other syndics, "What do those deeds
amount to? A skillful claim, aided, it shames meto say, by some within this city, to have compassed the
defest of that whole savage army which besieged us. How?' He shook his head in apparent wonder. "By
the daying of one of their leaderst And by the shattering of some savage totem, which he clamsthey
relied upon. But | ask you, look again without panic and credulity at the events of that sorry time. That
we were beaten back by the first attacks, that islittle wonder, for they came upon us without the least
warning and we a people a peace, unprepared. But given aday or so to muster our full force, to plan
our strategy, we salied out, and we drove them back into the sea. Asyou would expect! For how could
such savages stand againgt the forces of this city? Ask of yourselves, must we redlly hare after miraclesto
explain their defeat? Are we ourselves grown so savage, are we sunk to the level of smple northerners
that believe in magical mutterings over metal?* His cool eyes swept the chamber with mild scorn. "It
seemswe are. For from asideline of the battle aman stages a clever show with the corpse of adain
chieftain and a broken weapon—were there not enough of both, that day?— and with some small
encouragement wefall a hisfeet. Some encouragement, no doubt, from those who would gladly turn
aside the peoples dlegiance, that they might more easily be oppressed. Turn it aside from their chosen
leaders. From us. " The word was spoken no less quietly, but with the spitting intensity of water on hot
ded.

Elof sat slent, held inicy thral by the pattern of what was unfolded before him. It was shaped with



cunning to appedl to dl that was narrowest and most insular in the Sothran temperament, and the typical
syndic most of dl. They would know, if they remembered truly, that events had not been as Bryhon
described them; for one thing, where had the lightning come from, that blasted their walls? But he was
presenting them with every inducement to disbelieve and distort their own memories, even an open
appedl to their naked sdlf-interest, ahint that Kermorvan threatened their power.

Asif scenting success, the tal man's manner grew more jovid; he grinned, and fingered his bushy beard.
"And after al, why should we believe such aman, whom we knew even in hisfirst youth asavicious
brawling braggart? Was this assembly not on the point of trying and exiling him, save that he dunk away
in disgrace, to avoid aformal sentence and the seizure of his property? Such as he has. And what did we
hear of him then? Taesthat he had taken up with apack of starveling corsairs, and then vanished from
their ken, until, two yearslater, he regppears amid a sudden ondaught of savages. An ondaught he had
been threatening uswith for..."

"Warning," said Kermorvan, equaly quietly yet so unexpectedly thet al started. "Warning, not
threstening.”

Bryhoninclined hishead. "Asyou will; it mends nothing. Warning us, then, for yearsin an attempt to
spread a panic, panic that would bring him power. Asin the end, it seems; it so conveniently hasl” The
changein hisvoice was startling, so loud now that it overbore the first cries of protest. “Those
brown-skinned relverstook us by surprise, that istrue. But have you not, any of you, asked yourselves
how such athing might come to pass? How a pack of sea-roving savages could dare assault, let lone
manage to breach, the walls of the greatest city in thisland? How ese" Bryhon answered himself smply,
"save by treason?' And helooked from Kermorvan up to the gallery, straight at llsand Elof.

Elof felt hisears and face flame hot asif he bent over aforgefire. He sprang to hisfeet at the gdlery rall
and shouted, "And do you call me atraitor? What manner of man, then, skulks on city walls at dead of
night? What manner of man triesto murder those he meetsthere in secret, though dl they ask isto be
brought before authority? And there's witnesses enough for that!"

The crowd seemed to snarl like adide of falling rock. Kermorvan flashed him a sudden warning glance;
IIs plucked him down by the deeve. Bryhon did not so much aslook at him; his voice was calm and
smooth asthe stuff of hisrobe.

"Which brings usto the manner of this singular return. Did he come openly and in brotherhood, offering
to take his place among us as an equa? He did not. At dead of night he came dinking over an embattled
wall. And he camein strange company. A northern vagrant, the first of many, and, though one would
hardly credit it, a creature of the mountains, arace accounted as savage as the maneaters and still more
beadtlike."

A rush of memoriesawokein Elof, of halsrich and noblein the hollow hills, clam rivers mirror-dark
under stone, strong faces lined with lifetimes of wisdom and grest craft. Of afolk who had succored a
desperate unknown in flight from his own destiny, and set the power in his handsto forge it anew—

Hewas ready to spring down, to spit his contempt in Bryhon's face and dash hisfist after. But to his
aurpriselIsat hissderemained cam, though her heavy brows were drawn tight. "Be sill!" she hissed,
and he remembered suddenly how much older than him she must be. "We are but ciphers here, conceits
in adebate, no more. It isnot for usto answer, but Kermorvan."

"Then may he do so soon!”

Bryhon gestured at Kermorvan. "What do you think the ancestors he vaunts before us would have made
of himthen? Muchwhat | did, | fear. And if in the days since that return he had proved me wrong, with



al my heart | would have made amends, and been the first to follow him today. But has he? What has he
brought us since? Help and wisdom in our need? Hardly. Instead he has encouraged a flock of carrion
crows to settle upon our aready devastated fields, under guise of akinship long forsworn. His pack, for
do they not hang upon his every word? And how many more of them are there to come, when the
Northern Marches arein his hands? Shall the Northlands be emptied for usto feed? See how the
half-savages he shidds steal among you, the northerners who scuttle southward from their cannibal kin.
See how they dip the very bread from before the mouths of your hungry children, the smallest wesdlth
from your pocket, the roof from over your heads. A strange way to treat acity he professesto carefor!
Either heismad, or he has apurpose. And what can that purpose be?' He waved ahand in Kermorvan's
generd direction. "1 am grateful to him, in hisarrogance. For so vast was his pride in what he thought his
hour of triumph that he has saved me the labor of convincing you. For he stands revedled in his purpose!
Ishenot clad inits colors?’

Elof could not guess what he meant, but that barb struck harder upon the city folk than any gone before.
There was amoment of stunned silence, and then aroar like a great wave breaking. Elof could hear cries
both for Bryhon and against him, for Kermorvan and againgt him aso, but it was asif the same fedling fed
them, aravening anger that seemed to convulse both crowd and chamber, syndics and spectators both,
asalightning flare legps from cloud to cloud. Blowsflew freely among the crowd, brawls sprang up and
spread outward like ripplesin apond. Anger rode upon the shoulders of the crowd, anger whose very
cause and moment seemed forgotten in its own mad onrush. It was like awave indeed, driven on from
behind by shouts and milling brawls. The great crowd surged forward, up the steps and spilled through
the doorsinto the Syndicacy itself. Elof shuddered as he heard the rising growl of that most savage and
monstrous of beasts, amob. Syndics sprang to their feet in fury and darm, but their shouts went unheard
inthe row. Hisformerly stolid neighborsin the gallery were on their feet dso, shouting first down into the
chamber, and then at each other and others around. Feet clattered on the stairs, and atide of rioters
gpilled into the gallery. "Mad!" shouted 11s, ducking down as blows were traded above her head and
Elof's. "Stark mad, the whole pack of—"

Then aheap of struggling, cursing bodies tumbled between them, and they were forced apart. To either
side of Elof the spectators scattered in panic, ssumbling over the stairs and each other, and he saw one
amost toppled over the low stone balustrade. "119!" he shouted, and heard afaint voice cry out, "Elof,
beware! At your back!" Hewhirled, and saw aknot of tal men forcing their way determinedly through
the crush in hisdirection, five copper-skinned northerners, al with faces hard and fell. They saw him even
as hethem, and plunged down on him; he saw sted glint among their garments, and his hand flew to his
sidefor the sword that was not there. He cursed, seized the heavy bench he had been sitting on and with
aheavetoreit free asthefirst knife reached out for him; it stuck in the wood, and he upended the heavy
seat and smashed it down upon the wielder's head. Another threw his weight upon the bench and tore it
from his hand, and the rest sprang forward. Elof looked desperately for some weapon, saw at hisfeet his
toolpack spilled open, and seized the huge hammer with which he had forged the sword. Short in the haft
it was, but terrible weight was in its high-peaked head, aslong as his forearm and cored with strange and
turbulent metal's of great weight, which the duergar lone knew how to refine and contain in safety.
Swiftly he straightened and with wild strength he swung it against the nearest blade; there was a sharp
shattering ring, and the long knife splintered againgt itswielder's hand. Icy pain lanced into hissde, hefelt
ablade snag in hisjerkin, fel back and struck out once again. With afrightful muffled sound the hammer
struck deep into flesh,

and the man fell choking and writhing to the floor. Another loomed over him with upraised hand, init no
knife but a short sword; Elof sarm was seized from behind, and the crook of an elbow snaked round his
throat. Then it was suddenly torn free, asif somebody had hurled the man away. With no room to swing
the hammer, he droveit straight into the swordsman's somach; the man doubled, and it was Elof's hand
that rose and fell, once. The cry came again, he sprang round and saw |Is by the balustrade, struggling



half-choked in the grip of the remaining two killerswho were striving to force her over. Soit was she
who had freed him! From the chamber below came the ring and clash of swords, but he paid that no
heed and barged through the crowd toward her. The killers saw him, pulled her back from the
balustrade, but instead set her before them as a shield and charged up the gallery steps toward the door.
Without stopping to think, Elof whirled hisarm and let the hammer fly, as he had thetile. A handspan
abovells dark hair it flew, and one man yelled in horror as the other's head was dashed into a spraying
pulp. 1Is arm wasfree, and even as Elof sprang and shouldered hisway through she caught her attacker
by the throat and hurled him to the ground. He sprang up, snake-lithe, unfolding a claspknife from his
deeve, but Ils seized hisarms. The knife dashed past her throat, she heaved, and her duergar strength
told. The man cartwhedled down the steps, struck the balustrade and did, screaming and scrabbling,
over itsbrink.

Elof stood gasping, staring. How many attackers had there been? Then they saw the man whose sword
and hand he had shattered run for the door, holding old Ferhas off with aknife. He had al but reached
the stairs when there came a clatter of arms beyond; he sought to spring back, but arobed silhouette
blocked the opening. With horrific suddenness a bright sword legped out between the man's shoul der
blades. Then amass of guards poured through, and set about subduing the rioters and herding them
toward the airs.

Elof looked at the dead attacker, and at the red-robed man who had run him through, now stooping to
wipe his sword on hisvictim'sjerkin. The newcomer glanced up, and raised an eyebrow. "Brawling
again, 9r smith? And in the Syndicacy, too; no tileshere! Bewarned by the fate of thisone! But it
gppearstha you took some smdl hurt; we shal cal that lesson enough.”

Elof looked down; only when he saw the bloodstain in his side did he remember the sting, and fedl it
anew. "A scratch, no more. And glad as| am to see you quelling disorder for once, Bryhon, you were
not quite timely enough. As before, we had to do most of the work oursalves.”

Red flame burned in the dark man's cheeks. "Fitting enough,” he shrugged, and kicked at the
copper-hued arm. "Northerner, day northerner. Y our friend put paid to another two brace on the
chamber floor. Perhaps heislearning wisdom. Guards, remove this carrion.”

"Northerners?' muttered Elof, following the guards who were dragging the corpses avay down the sairs.
" wonder—I grew up among them, remember? These have brown skins, yes, but look at the hard faces
of them, and the scarring! Do they not sooner resemble—"

"Amicac'sguts, yes!" roared Kathel, sumping over to the door with Kermorvan at his hedls. "Ekwesh!
And the ones down here dso! Where in Hdlla's name did they spring from?"

"Stragglers from their foraging bands, perhaps,”" said Kermorvan thoughtfully, "left behind in the rout,
dipping into the city in the guise of refugeesto seek revenge. Seeing their chance in the disorder caused
by Lord Bryhon'sunruly followers. But there is another, darker chance. They could be spies, assassins
deliberately sent among the refugees from the Ekwesh settlementsin the north. In which case..."

"We cannot afford to admit any of them?' broke in Bryhon. "It ssemsyou learn wisdom indeed!”
"Y ou mistake me, Bryhon. It proves my point, not yours.”
"And what point isthat?"

"Y ou will hear when the session begins anew. And the sooner you call your mob to hedl, the sooner that
will be. | suggest you set about it.”



A mirthless grin gleamed in Bryhon'sthick beard. "I have not yet had my full say. But better, perhaps,
that you stand convicted out of your own mouth. Speak on, then.”

"Wadl, you make progress,” croaked IIsto Elof asthey climbed wearily back up to the gdlery. "Bryhon
speaksto you instead of at you. Wonders will never cease! Speaking of which, awonder you dedlt with
that one behind you. | stroveto help, but | was aready haf throttled.”

"But you did help!" said Elof, gathering up histrampled tools from the gdlery floor. "Hewas pulled
avay—"

She shook her head firmly. "Not by me. He only turned to me after you threw him off."
"Who, then?'
But llsonly shrugged. "Perhaps he dipped.” She avoided the bloodied end of the bench as she sat.

Elof shook hishead. "I cannot explain it. But they were certainly ns, they knew their targets. What
will Kermorvan have to say about that?"

The chamber and the crowd alike were hushed as Kermorvan stepped out to speak. He looked at them
amoment, and then at Bryhon, and his gaze grew very cold. Hiswords rang clear againgt the marble of
the chamber. "' Syndics and people of Kerbryhaine! Thisday you have heard my lord of Bryheren lay
many grave charges against me. Or have you? | know thisman of old, and | took careto listen to his
actual words, not the dark things heimplied. For the most part he simply struck a spark with subtly
worded questions, and led your mindsto blow them to ablaze. For well he knows that such cloudy and
insubstantial matters are harder to dispel with solid truth! But truth isthe best | haveto offer you, and |
warn you now, it will not be the truth you wish to hear! Yet it will avail nothing to riot or shout me down.
For truth istruth, and if you stopped my voice forever it would not ater by onejot theforces| seeat
work. Save perhapsto hasten them." He looked at Bryhon scornfully. "1 have ample answersfor the
trifling charges this man made, but | will content mysdlf with an example or two only for now. Takethe
matter of the corsairs. | joined them only because they were willing to fight the Ekwesh, when dl othersin
thisland laughed at the ideathat they could be athrest, or choseto believe Lord Bryhon'sinsinuations at
that time, which werethat | sought to win military power for myself by building up afdse menace. Those
corsarsarein thiscity now, having won pardon, and we have testimony enough that they fought the
Ekwesh, and vdiantly."

Bryhon inclined his head mockingly. "I bow to your authority. They fought, aye—for booty aready riven
from our folk." Elof bit hislip; that was sadly true, though not asit was put. But Kermorvan was
undaunted.

" Did | say it wasnot s0? Y et | thought that better, much better, than nothing, for even such small
opposition might discourage the reivers from the Southlands long enough for thiscity to seeits peril. And
| could at least put the wedl th gained thereby to building up afleet. A smal hope, and as| eventually
redized, afase one. When | heard of amatter more urgent, the mysterious mindsword, | turned to that
instead. For another example, take the manner of my return. How in the world could | have returned
openly, as Bryhon suggests, to acity besieged and partly taken? What other way was there but quietly
and in darkness, when it could not be said for certain who held which part of the wall? The suggestion is
absurd, as Bryhon must know. Y et see how he used it to color the gravest charge of al he daresto bring
agang me.

Trouble passed over Kermorvan's lean features like a cloud, and his voice was stern and blesk asacold
wind from the north. "He has deftly avoided making that charge openly. But through hiswords| stand
accused, in sum, of having sought by some means or another to use the events of the Sege to seize power



within thiscity. To set mysdf up asruler, astyrant over you dl. Asyour king."

Elof'sfirg ingtinct wasto laugh, but the deadly stillness quelled it; the crowd hardly seemed to be
breathing. Thiswas something they took with deadly seriousness. And looking at Kermorvan, he saw
that hisfriend did aso. A great hush filled chamber and gallery dike, and the slence seemed itself a
clarion, cdling from the degps of time. Kermorvan lifted hishead, and there was afierce smile on hislips,
agrim pridein hisvoice. "But why should you believe this? The child of kings | acknowledge myself. But
thiswas never their kingdom."

Elof blinked asif he had been struck, hardly aware of the uproar that washed over him. "I saw before
Andvar that he must be some great noble," he murmured to IIs, "but a king? Of where?"

"But did you not know?" hissed Ferhasin his ear, detachment forgotten in the excitement. "His name,
don't the glory shine out of that, dl aive? Y ou in the north, sir, have you quite forgot them, the Lost
Lands and their grest city of olden times, greatest there's ever been in thisland?"

"Y -yes—the Strandenburg he cdled it, the City by the Waters—but his name? He cdled himsdf plain
Kermorvan then!"

"Ah," breathed Ferhas, "and he stuck to your northern tongue? That'd be when he wasn't right sure of
you—if you'll pardon me saying, sir!" he added hadtily, with afurtive superdtitious gesture. "But you've
the Sothran well enough, Sir, can't you see now? Kaher, or ker, that'sawalled city likethis, mor, agrest
lake or sea, and mor ouhen, that's the waterstrand. So Kaher-mor-ouhen—"

"Kermorvan?"

"That wasthe city's name, g, and so of itskingly line— what remains of it. The name aone's not
uncommon, for there are younger branchesthat bear it. But Keryn, now, that's one of the kingly names,
for first-born of the true line only. Put the two together, and held have been telling you who he was at
once. It was among the corsairs you met him, wasnt it, Sr, and them sothrans? He'd not risk naming
himsdf clear in that company! T'wasn't you he distrusted, sir, twas them.”

llswas nodding dowly to hersdlf, asif at asuspicion now confirmed. But Elof stared down at hisfriend
asif he had never truly seen him before. Kings were hardly human to him, benign or frightening figuresin
childhood tales, remote figures of worship and mgesty or wicked tyranny. Thislean young fighter he had
first met barefoot upon abeach, rubbing shoulders with ahard-bitten corsair crew, hardly seemed to fit
ether image. Y et even as Elof formed the thought, that mantle of infinite age seemed to settle about the
tall young warrior once again, asit had in the courts of the duergar before Andvar their lord and hed
diminished even hisgrim presence. Kermorvan, hisface mild and cam once more, advanced to the
center of the floor, and the light from the windows gleamed in histhick bronze hair, so that helooked in
truth aking aready crowned.

"It may be, though, that you will not believe what | say. Or, more subtly, you fear that the enmity of Lord
Bryhon and hisfriendswill force meto fight for the dominion of Kerbryhaine, whether | will or no, and so
plunge the state into civil war. That indeed might cometo pass..." Heraised ahand to quell the swelling
protests, and repeated more loudly.”... might cometo pass, if— - if Bryhon forced metoit, and if |
thought such dominion worth the winning. But | do not! Never for good or ill would | seizetheir rule!
Why? Because though | dearly love thisream, theselandsin which | wasborn, | believe that the days of
their greatness are ended, that even the time of their enduring drawsto aclose. Aswell seize asandhill
around which thetideiswashing! For | truly believe that this city isdoomed. | believe that the downfall of
Kerbryhaineisat hand!"

The sense of shocked disbelief was so tangiblein the chamber, Elof dmost expected laughter. But it was



acry of fear, asmuch as anger, that arose from the crowd outside and wiped any laughter from the faces
of the syndics. Then Bryhon sprang up and rounded upon the crowd. "Pay no heed to the man! Isnot his
purpose clear? He seeksto fright you like children with shadows! To scare you, that you may come
clinging to hisskirtsl™ Now indeed cries of anger arose, asrumor of Kermorvan'swords and Bryhon's
were tossed and bandied about, no doubt with ex-

aggerations, among those too far back to hear. Again the growl of the beast awvakened, but even asit did
so0 Kermorvan strode to the door, and his commanding cry echoed across the square.

"Be «ill! Be still, and hear!" And astonishingly, the crowd indeed fell silent.

Kermorvan rounded on the syndics and pressed home hiswords as a fighter feding his enemy's guard
fater. "The Ekwesh, they are our doom! They have seen our walls breached, our strength falter before
theirs! They have tasted blood, they have tasted wedlth, and worst, they have tasted defeat and flight!
That a least will unite them, now that fell sword cannot! They will return, and soon—before the €l dest
who fled istoo old to fight, and redeem his honor in his clan! And before our scars can hedl. At bet, in
ten years—at worst, in one! And how then shal we sustain such another sege? In ten years, if we have
them, the city may build new walls, new ships, new houses— but how can it regain its sons?' The
wearinessin his voice now was more moving than any trick of oratory. "We were unprepared. The blame
for that... isnot our present matter. But, aswedll asfighting men, to thetaly of our dain it added women
and children. Within these walls more than afifth of both perished. And the country folk, being first set
upon, fared worse. L et us ponder on that, we confident syndics! Asour folk grow old and diein their
turn, who shall replace them? What doesit mean for our numbers?' The assembly stirred in deep
disquiet, but no word was spoken, not even by Bryhon. The dark man looked baffled a moment, then sat
up sharply, asif seeing Kermorvan'sintent, and looked as worried as the rest. Kermorvan nodded.

"Y ou see? Our wound festers and worsens; our numberswill dwindle further. For my part, as Warden of
the Northern Marches | would be fortunate in years to cometo raise haf the levies the last Marchwarden
had. And he and they were daughtered out of hand.” He rounded furiously upon hisaudience. "By Kerys
Gate! Need you wonder now why | wel come the fugitives from Nordeney? | would do so even without
the demands of mercy and the bonds of kinship! But those bonds exist! Look!" He gestured up &t the
gdlery. Elof glanced round to see who was meant, and redlized it was himsdlf. "Elof, my northern friend,
to whom thetrue glory of the Sege'sending belongd” Elof, fedling hisface redden, smiled sheepishly.
"But heisaso areminder, if you must have it, that northerners are our kin, asthey have been since the
founding of great Kerysitsdf. What if they are chiefly brown-skinned now? What may the skin tell
againgt the man benegth it? They at least had the sense to welcome and succor fugitives when they
themsalves were week. Shdl we be lesswise?' The rumble from the crowd had little enthusasmiiniit, but
less anger. Kermorvan nodded. "The northerners will fight beside us, and hardily, if we have the wit to
accept them.” The chamber was slent still, but Elof could fed the change of mood. He became aware
that his neighbors werelooking a him hesitantly, unsure, dmost shamefacedly. But Kermorvan did not
seem heartened; hisvoice wasif anything more sad. "Think on it, my friendsl And be ashonest as| have
known you. And yet | fear even that may not be enough.”

"What will, then!" burst out Bryhon. "The placing of aking over us? Asour ancestors of old so wisely
shunned? Never!" Other voices echoed him in angry refusal, many syndics among them. Even Kathel and
Ourhens, the other leader of the merchants, looked anxioudy at Kermorvan, asthey might at a customer
who carried the haggling too far. But Kermorvan agppeared not to notice them; he was staring into the
many-colored windows asiif into an infinite distance, agulf of yearsaswell asleagues.

"I mean, Bryhon, that we need more folk, and a greater vison. We must reunite northerners and
sothrans, Run-duathya and Penruthya, Svarhath and Arauthar that should never have been sundered. But



we must not stop there! We must unite all our scattered kin. All!"

The syndicslooked at each other in puzzlement. "But who d'you mean?' demanded Kathd. "Thereis
only usl Thosethat fled here from the Lost Lands, usfirst and northerners after! Who dseisthere?!

"That you have forgotten issmdl blameto you," said Kermorvan, with athin smile. "Few in Kerbryhaine
would remember, for their ancestors fled westward long before the victory of the Ice. But others endured
longer, until the glacierswere a the very gates of the ancient city itsdf. Then the king sent many more
westward, his queen and hisinfant heir among them, from whom I am descended. Then as now there
was strife, and many fled northward to settle Nordeney. But they recorded that the king had sent others
ead,, to the small ports they had on the coast, as we do on ours. These were not so far from the Ice, and
very small, but shielded to some degree by mountains. So perhaps their descendants aso have survived.”

The chamber rumbled with excited comment, and among it some incredulous laughter. "A few, perhaps,”
chuckled the elder Marsha. "But what are they to us? We cannot send them word, let done summon
them..."

Kermorvan'sgray eyesglittered. "Why not?

Now indeed there was laughter, and it spilled over into the crowd as Kermorvan's words were repeated.
"Why, man," demanded the other Marshd, "have you lost your learning, or your wits? Have you
forgotten what lies between? The whole span of the land of Brasayha, nigh on athousand leagued”

"Ayel" shouted Ourhens the merchant. "And most of the way through the Great Forest, by al accounts.
Such aplacethat claimed haf of those who set out westward!™

"Yet hadf were not!" Kermorvan threw back at him with asnap. "Half, many athousand, came through,
for al they set out ill prepared and in haste, burdened with families and great store of possessions. And
more than half of the northerners came through, though they were even less ready.”

"So indeed,” nodded an arid old man in plain gray robes. "But they drew no maps. They were so crazed
with fear they would scarcetak of it again.”

"All the more reason that some be drawn," said Ker-
morvan grimly. "We may be wanderers again, if the Ekwesh return too soon!"
"But there's nobody mad enough to set foot in the Forest nowadays! ™

Kermorvan smiled. "I have, though it scared me, and my friends..." He paused to catch ashout from the
crowd, that other voicestook up. "What's this? Another?"

"Try Kasse the Hunter!" bellowed arough voice from the foreground. "He's dways boasting about it!"

"Then let him come forward!" For amoment it sesemed he would not be taken up. Then adark-haired
man of middle height was more or less bundled through the throng and up the steps, and stood there
sullenly, seemingly ill pleased at finding himsdlf the center of atention. "Wdl, man? What know you of the
Forest, of Tapiaula-an-Aithen?’

Kasse scowled. "That you'd best keep that name to yourself beneath the trees, for one. Yes. I've beenin
it, and often. My master's estate stretched to its very shadow ere the Ekwesh torched it and him, and my
father and grandfather before me's hunted there. Y ou learn, there are things to do, things not to do. You
watch your step, keep your nerve and you're well, and the hunting's good.”



Kermorvan nodded. "Wl then! So you at least would brave ajourney into it?"

"Wdll..." Kasse'sleathery face twitched, and the crowd laughed; he scowled again. "Not donel” he
barked. "Who would? Not you bastards, for sure!”

"Y ou would not be done," said Kermorvan. "A company would be sent—"

"Isthisnot theidlest folly of al?' cried Bryhon, and awoke clamoring assent from parts of the crowd.
"How do we know thereis anyoneleft divein the eadt, or that they are worth the finding? They could
have dwindled to nothing by now—"

"Or be asfree and strong as we should be. | agree; we know nothing. We must find out. We must send a
company eastward, scout and embassy both, and without delay.”

Bryhon threw up his hands. "Can wein our need spare some such costly mission, let alone the huge war
band it would require as escort? Its mere absence would weaken us, et doneitsmost likely loss. He has
told uswe bleed, which we knew full well aready; now he seeksto open our wound still further. Andin
pursuit of what?' He shrugged. " The shadow of amemory. Or something worse."

"My lord Bryhon," sighed Kermorvan, "'l concelved of no such great enterprise. Apart from your most
wise objections, so grest aforce could not tir aleaguein those dark lands without drawing the attention
of every perilous power. Or Powers." The emphasiswas clear in hisvoice, and many stirred uneasily,
and shivered in the noon warmth of the southern sun. "A small party we need, of men well hardened to
wandering and to peril, yet led by those who can spesk for the city, and perhaps aso the north-"

"And do we not have such aman before us?' demanded Bryhon, not bothering to concedl histriumphant
smile. "For you must be amost accomplished vagrant by now, and some, | fedl, may account your
absence welcome, your loss small. Asto speaking, you have presumed to do little ese thislast half hour!
So, my lord Kermorvan, | say to you go, and take with you the discord you have sown in thiscity! If
your ideahas onevirtueit isthat it would rid us of you. Lead this embassy of death, and | will gladly
support it!" Breathing hard, the dark-haired man sprawled back in his seat among the cheers of his
followers, grinning with delight at having so entrapped his adversary. Elof clenched hisfigts, and Ils
cursed hoarsely; Kermorvan would have to refuse, and so appear to betray his own idea. But the warrior
bowed solemnly to hisadversary, and held the floor.

"| thank you once more, Bryhon, for saying what | wished said, though somewhat garbled. But | counsdl
you, do not measure me by the extent of your own ambitions, Bryhon. | have no wish to become your
king, and nor do | enjoy sowing discord for its own sake, asit seemsyou do. Never, never will | bethe
center of bloody strife and division among my own people! Sooner than that | withdraw from among you,
as| did before, and seek another way to help you. | will lead our mission eastward.”

Both within and without the great chamber syndic and spectator dike stared in dismay and disbdlief. The
sght of them, agape like so many fishinatrawl, had Elof chuckling silently to himsdlf. These great folk
wereasinsular as hisown villagers, unable to imagine an exile once returned ever leaving of hisown
accord. They had known Kermorvan's worth well enough, were glad enough to have hisvaor astheir
shield, but imagined they could treat him like a mere watchdog, tame him and chain him, if need be, with
thethreat of exile. Well, now they knew better. Even some of the syndics who had applauded Bryhon
most loudly seemed aarmed, glaring openly at the dark man. But Bryhon sat stroking his curling beard,
hislong pa e face cdm, expressionless, with only the faintest glimmer in his narrow eyes.

"B-but my lord Kermorvan..." sammered the younger Marshal. "There was no thought of ... We need
you, the city needs..."



"Lad, lad, how can thisbe wise?' barked Kathel, and then, because he knew his man, "How can it be
honorable? To toss away your life on such a shalow venture, when your city needsyou? That way esst,
itsahundred deaths, plain and fancy. Chanceiswell never see you more! And then, if you're right—I
believe you, mind—if the Ekwesh do come back—"

"Then trugt to the northernerd” said Kermorvan curtly. "That defense | leave you, if only you are
honorable in accepting it. And you, Kathel, shall hold the Northern Marchesin my stead. Hearken well,
for that ismy herald'sfee, my pricefor peace. | exact it asa pledge from al present—you, Bryhon, most
of dl. You shall decree and depose an oath that from tonight you shall no longer close your gates against
the northerners, but treat them with honor and justice. Y ou shall admit them as citizens and equals,
subject to the same rights and laws. And you shdl alot them land in the country to settle and grow food
for themselves and the city; we have it, and to spare, Snce so many weredain.”

"But if they bring more Ekwesh among them?" shrilled ayoungish man in ornate green robes.

"Now they are on guard, | think you may leaveit to the northerners themselvesto stop thet rat hole," said
Kermorvan, with grim humor. "Remember, amere likeness of skinwill not deceive them! What better
guards could you wish? Enough, then! Will you swear? Or are you so eaten away by old hatreds that you
will seethe city fdl to dakethem?' He spoke to the assembly at large, but hisglancefdl clearly upon
Bryhon Bryheren.

Thetdl man shrugged, and met Kermorvan's gaze with agrin. "I'll swear," he chuckled with jovid
contempt. "It may just be worth afew northernersto berid of you. We might even civilize them, intime.
I'll even suffer amerchant to be Marchwarden, in these upended days. Why, I'll go so far asto wish you
successin your venture, scant though | fear the profit will be.”

"Strange how once Bryhon has sworn, the mood of the syndics eases," Elof muttered to I1s, as he heard
them take the oath without aword more in dispute. "And yet hisfollowers are no mgority.”

"They have been more concerned with avoiding clashes between Kermorvan's faction and Bryhon's,” she
whispered back. "At any cogt, for it might upset their own comfortable lives. Who was right, and what
was best for the land, that walked along way behind. Small wonder the Ekwesh caught them napping.”

The session lasted only alittle longer, time enough to make formal the decree and to ingtall Kathel
Kataihan as Warden of the Northern Marches. For dl Bryhon's jibes, he was a popular choice; from his
travels he knew the northern borders better than most, and though not awarrior he had made awise
commander in the Siege. But that he was s0 easily accepted marked the hold Kermorvan had gained
upon the syndics.

"You see, | learned my lesson well among your folk, IS he smiled as he met them on the steps outside.
"That one may get what one wants by bending before awind, aswell as standing up to it.”

"You did wel," said Elof soberly. "The northerners are deeply in your debt. But the cost to you..."

Ils nodded fiercely, forgetting her aches. "To exile yoursdf again, and so soon—did | not say these men
were ungrateful ? Among my folk you had more honor than this!”

Kermorvan threw back hishead and laughed, ararething initsdlf. Then, ill chuckling, herested his
forehead againgt acool pillar. "And to think one of my ancestors forbade nobles to perform upon the
public stage! Do you not see? Why else do you think | maneuvered Bryhon into demanding it? Thisis
what | want!" And indeed he looked happier and more carefree than he had for many aday. "To be no
more afocusfor strife and intrigue, to be no more an intriguer myself! Can you not guess how great a
burden that has been? To be free from the follies of this place, and wander through the world once again,



onagreat quest... Theeast! Long have | dreamed of seeing its shores, and the wide ocean over which
men first came here from ancient Kerys! And you will come with me, will you not? Did | not say you
would hear matter to make you think?'

Elof gared. "'l mugt follow—"

"The path of the sunrise, aye! And where do you think | go?" indgsted Kermorvan. "I need men of mettle
in my company! Why should we not set out together? Face the perils of the inner lands together aswe
did the mountains and the sea? We will surely fare better together than apart! Well, do you hesitate?!

"Not I!" Elof laughed. "I was taken by surprise, that isal. Of courseI'll come, and glad of it! It was
londinessI'd cometo fear the most.”

"Andyou, IIs?' Kermorvan turned to her. "Will you..." But Ils had vanished from the seps. Many inthe
streets had seen her, heading back to Kermorvan's house, and when he and Elof returned there the
servants assured them she had come in, and not since passed the gate. Y et when they |ooked for her she
could not be found; gone from her room was her scant gear, nothing left save asmple messageon a
table. "Fare you well, and may the Shaper speed you! And may we meet again ... "

" She has gone, then," said Kermorvan unhappily, passing the note to Elof. "As she said she would, and
secretly lest we entreat her too greatly to come. Wdll, | cannot blame her; she has deserved better of this
city than it has given her. May we meet again, indeed!"

But that night in his bed Elof drifted out of dreams, vaguely aware of a shadow that seemed to dip across
the floor and bend over him ashelay. "11s?" he mumbled.

A quiet chuckle. "I awaited the safety of the dark, when | can see and you humans cannot. Where better
than here? But | could not resit...." She bent down, and her lips pressed hard against hisamoment, he
breathed her breath. "Fare you well indeed!" she whispered, and crushed his hand to her. Her wide eyes
gleamed in the blackness. "It'sonly that | cannot..." Sherose and vanished. He sat up, suddenly awake,
but heard nothing, not even the faintest footfal on the stairs. Only the heat of her breath seemed il to
course through him. Hefound it hard to deep again.

Next morning he was unsure whether or not he should tell Kermorvan. But when he went down to
breakfast he was saved the decision, for he found Kermorvan deep in conversation with arotund man,
blond of hair and beard, and was startled to recognize him as Ermahal, skipper of the corsairs.

"Well now, sir—sirs," he corrected himsdf, with arespectful nod to Elof, "therés al kinds of reasons.
See, we dl of usbought off our outlawry by rescuing the women, fine. And we 'ad afair whack in booty
put by; there's some of the lads turned their share to good use and settled down. Some stopped onein
the siege, rest their scabby souls. But others, well, they've shed it one way or t'other, through gaming or
skirts or whatever."

"Would I want such fools asfollowers?" inquired Kermorvan.

"Ah, but they're not dl of 'em fools," protested Ermahd, tapping hislong nose. "Somere just plain wild,
money or no. Fact is, there was reasons we were outlaws, all of us, and we ain't changed in aday, no,
nor ayear neither. Piss-poor citizens we make, but corsairs, adventurers by seaor land, well, that's
another matter." He drummed his fingers on the long table, managing to look at once dy and diffident.
"Y ou were our red skipper, Sir, no gainsaying that, not that | ever resented it. We've followed you
before, and it wasn't us asran off an' |eft you, wasit, Sir? But we'd be glad to take up with you again.
And you, sir smith," he added hastily, bouncing up to bow to Elof. "Weve seen your mettle too.”



Elof smiled. "Lord Kermorvan doneis our leader, not 1. But how many do you spesk for?"

"Ah," said Ermahal, and began to reckon on hisfingers. "'Bout twenty, sir, there being some downed by
drink or disease."

"Too many, | fear," sad Kermorvan. "Our company must be smdl, its members men of experience—that
huntsman Kasse might prove useful, for one. And there should be some northerners among them, to
show that we can fare together in peace. | am having it cried both through the city and the northern
camps that we seek such men. Our company must be ready to depart in amatter of weeks."

Ermaha shrugged. "Wdll, g, the pick'syours. But I've sailed rivers aswell as sess, and that might be
useful; I'd be glad if you'd count mein, and Maile the bosun, you know what ahard nut ‘eis..."

Kermorvan nodded in amused remembrance. "So beit! I'll start my choice with you both." He cut short
the skipper's grateful protestations with alifted hand. "Remember, thisisno wild venture, wagering peril
againg achance of plunder! Desath weights the scales, and the greatest prize on our Side may simply be
urvivd."

Ermahd plucked at his scanty beard. "Aye, wdll, I'll settlefor that. I've dways had afancy to cast an eye
on that Eastern Ocean. Might be they're short of corsairsin those parts.”

Elof laughed, but Kermorvan's smile was sterner. "Or they may have an excess of gibbets" hesaid. "You
are agreat rogue, Ermahal, though abrave one. Leave your corsairs ways herein thewes, lest | hang
you mysdf.”

Thefat man chuckled. "Like | wassayin', dr, weain't al changed in aday. But I'll skip to your tunetill
journey'send.”

"Do 0, or you may dance your last. But you will not go unrewarded, if it isin my power."

When Ermahal had gone Kermorvan suggested they take the sun upon the roof awhile. Elof sensed why;
from there they could look out over the whole city, across the wide squares and high buildings of the Old
Quarter, down aong the plunging streets of the newer circlesto the haf-repaired breach in the outermost
wall and beyond it the dark shading straggling over the plain that was the northerners town of tents and
huts. The sun above was warm, the breeze light, and yet where sky met distant mountain gray streaks
mustered. "The clouds gather," said Kermorvan. "And while we are gone they will surely closein further
gdill. Thereislittle enough time left usto savethis place. | did not say thisto the syndics, for fear of closing
their minds atogether with scorn, but it may not, asthey think, be amatter of summoning easterners
westward. Our wounds are too bloody, our hedling too dow. If the Eastlands can offer any refuge at al,
itiswewho may beforced to flee."

"Eastward, aye!" The smithy was hot, for they were casting silver. But nonetheless Roc shivered. "Over
the mountains and into the Forest—brrrh! League after league of it, and full of who knowswhat. Run
north and there's the Wastes and the I ce. Run south and there's the Wastes and the desert. Freeze or
burn. Or worse."

"That'sjust what | need!" laughed Elof. "Encouragement! It'sal very well for you, you're not going—"
Roc put down hisladle with aclatter. "And who in Hella's name'11 stop me?"

Elof stared at him. "Areyou serious? Y ou are serious! Roc, you're daft! Here you're wd | settled, you've
the best smithy in all thistown and Kathel for apatron. In ayear or two you'll berich.”

"Aye, and when | told you as much, it didn't stop you, did it?"



"Wel... But I'veapurpose, Roc..."
"And havent I?" growled Roc. "I'll berich, saysyou? Aye, just in timefor the Ekwesh."

"Yes... But Roc, thisjourney must take more than ayear at its swiftest. What about Marja? Doesn't she
have some say?'

Roc shrugged. "I never promised her anything, she'sno claim on me. Shelll have the smithy, of course,
with old Hjoran; they'll managefinetill | get back. She waits. Or she doesn't.”

"Roc, you well know there's a chance you never will get back! | don't want to drag you away..."

"Understood," grunted Roc, "but it's my decision, nobody elsg's. If you're too daft to stay, someone's got
to keep an eye on you. And | fancy a share of the sport thistime, see? Y ou won't shake melike you did
before!™ And indeed when, some three weeks later, the time came to depart, Elof was no nearer
managing it.

It was amotley group of cdlersthat came knocking on the gates of Kermorvan's house that evening as
the sun did down behind the clouds of early spring. First to arrive were two tall men clad in rough green
and russet, marked as northerners by their copper skin. Gise and Eysdan were their names, and they
hailed from villagesfar inland, on the margins of the dense northern woodlands; they themsalves were
foresters, men accustomed to rove freely under the shadow of trees, wisein their lore asfew sothrans
were. They both bore broad falchions, Gise ashort bow of strong Wisant horn and Eysdan an immense
long-hafted axe. They were quiet men, exchanging only curt greeting with the noisy corsairswho came
straggling in soon after. Though they had obvioudy been celebrating their departure, it encouraged Elof to
see them no worse than merry. Besides Ermaha and Maille, Kermorvan had judged only three others
sound or trustworthy enough to make the journey; they were al sothrans, men of the sea but with some
experience of wandering on land. Dervhas, Ermaha’s hdmsman, and Perrec had been desertersfrom
Bryhaines smdl war fleet, and Stehan ahand on atrade ship; Borhi, the youngest, had been afisherman
till exiled for killing aman in adrunken brawl. After them came the hunter Kasse, dipping shadowlikeinto
the courtyard, and then three more northerners, Tenvar, Bure and Holvar. Lighter skinned than the
foresters, they were burghers sons of Saldenborg who had fought in that rich port's brief but heroic
defense, and made their way south through many hardships, passing scatheless through the Forest'sarm.
They too were merry, but what worked on them like wine was new hope, afresh light in eyesthat had
long worn the dull gaze of the fugitive. Their new garb and wegpons put swagger in their step and flourish
intheir sdlutesto Kermorvan, seated at his ease beneath the yellow-crowned locust treein the center of
theyard. Last to arrive were Roc and an older Sothran of somewhat the same aspect, Arvhes, chosen at
Kathel's suggestion, he had been atrader of his caravan when Roc and Elof met it, and spoke the
northern tongue well.

When dl this company was assembled, Ferhas brought wine. Kermorvan pledged each of the company
inturn, and they drank his hedlth. It was no time for greater ceremony; thoughts of the paths they must
tread weighed upon them dl, and the only words exchanged now were quiet inquiries about gear and
provisons. "We must do our best to dip away unnoticed,” Kermorvan had decided. "For one thing,
Bryhon's rabble might gather to bid usawarm farewell; for another, if there are any pies about, better
they cannot say what time we |€ft, or by what roads.”

A file of ponieswasled out of the old stables, and they busied themsealves|oading their baggage. Their
vestigia side-hooves marked the beasts as of the Northland stock, short of leg and coarse of coat against
long-limbed Sothran breeds, but Elof and the other northerners rgjoiced to see them. The sothrans were
not so sure. "Sight too free with the flamin' teeth for me!" grumbled Ermahd, skipping awvkwardly out of
oneirritated beast's way.



"Don't haul so on the girths, man!™ laughed Bure. "It'sno longboat you're loading there!”

"Would it were, that I'd ‘ave somewhere to kick you off! Give me asolid beast of Bryhaine any day,
thesejades are 'df rat and about as well broken."

"But they will bear evenyou," grinned Elof, "over ways where your solid Bryhaine beasts would stumble
every second step, and leagues long enough to burst their hearts. Not even Kermorvan's great white
warhorse can match them in endurance.”

"True," acknowledged Kermorvan. "I would never think to lead her on thisrough ajourney.”

"It'ssad there are wild horses east of the mountains,” said Tenvar mischievoudy, "giant ones. Maybe
they're tamable. They sound better suited to bear aman of your, hmm, presence, Sothran.”

"Presence?’ growled Ermaha, purpling and rounding on the young northerner. Tenvar stood his ground,
smoothing his smal moustache nonchaantly, and hisfellows moved to join him. Kermorvan's genid voice
cut into theslence.

"And of mine My long shankslose grace on theselittle beadts; | am close to walking. But we will miss
them soon enough, | reckon. Once within the pathless Forest no horse can help us, and we must be our
own beasts of burden then." It was a sobering thought, and turned each man to securing his baggage
once more.

But Elof had some skill in reading Kermorvan'simpassive face, and whispered, "That was acut well
parried!"

"Aye, but spare me any more such! Those Saldenborg lads are foolsto jest so, though they meant no
harm. Ermaha would hardly be a corsair captain if he were a safe man to mock. Elof, you area
northerner of much their age, and they are used to heeding smiths; do you take them in hand!"

"I'll have them as rearguard, then, with Roc, away from the corsairs.”

"Do you so. Aswell to have sharp eyes and live mindsthere, in any event, on the dark paths we must
tread.” Kermorvan gazed about the gloomy courtyard. "Now the sunisal but down, the city's voices
grow quiet. Thetime of our going is here. Home of my fathers, night and slence clams you once more.
Shdll | ever rest a easein you again? Yet it must be, it must be... Elof my friend, it may bethat al our
trials and troubles so far have been no more than a prelude to this."

"I wasthinking the same," acknowledged Elof. "But of my own quest in particular.”

Kermorvan nodded. "May that prosper, whatever else betide. Well, dl farewdls are said save mine; |
must not linger." Then Ferhas and Kermorvan's few other servants came and knelt before him, athing
donerarely in north or south, even before great lords. Y et there was no servility in the gesture, but more
of love, for clearly they wept. And when Kermorvan handed over agreet ring of keysto Ferhas, they
shook and rattled in the old man's hand. Elof saw then something of Kermorvan's shaping, for it was
these old servants who had brought him up, asthe deaths of his parentsand hisfamily left him
increasngly done. Hewas alord shaped by vassals, a king molded in the image his followers sought to
believein, dl the more so in an age and a place where kingship was no longer welcome. Such an
upbringing might have turned out many ways, but in him, to Elof'smind, it had tempered pride and
strength with compassion and restraint, and the urgent need to command with reason and respect for
those commanded.

"Aye, agreed," said Roc. "Couldn't have been easy, though, growing up a prince with no domain past



these four walls. Small wonder hewaswild asalad. But like | told Marja, therésfew men esel'd follow
where we're bound.”

Ferhas was fumbling with the keys now, and even as the gates creaked open Kermorvan, Gise and
Eysdan began to lead out the line of ponies. As had been agreed, the travelers pulled cloaks and hoods
about themsealves, and dung weagpons out of sight; leading rather than riding their mounts, they would
look like many another party of weary fugitives.

Ferhas saluted Elof as he had the others, but plucked at his arm and whispered vehemently, "Y ou'll have
acareof him, won't you, Sir?' Theideaof himsdf guarding that fearsome fighting man seemed absurd,
but Elof could not laugh at the old esquire. He nodded, clapped him on the shoulder, and passed on. The
long caravan ahead was slhouetted againgt the pale stone of the mansion oppositelikefiguresona
moving frieze, asif aready they merged with the faded chronicles of times past. The young northerners
were on his hedls; he heard the gate creak to, and awaited the sound of the lock. It did not come, and
athough he would not turn his head he held clearly in hismind the image of old Ferhas standing therein
the wdl's black shadow, listening, straining his ears until the last faint hoofbeet had utterly died away.

The night was cool, the streets fast emptying. City folk hurried here and there with their smoking
linklights, few sparing an eyefor the drab procession that clopped and clattered across the cobblestones.
The square of the citadel, wheretall braziers burned, they skirted, and a so the Merchant's Quarter, still
busy and aglow with everything from crysta canddabrain high windowsto rush dips and little charcod
ovensin the street galls. He thought of Kathel, now on the northern borders ordering his new domain,
and smiled; the merchant had not gone without giving Roc and himsdlf trict ordersto report on the
wedlth of any eastern lands, and their dearth and surplus of along list of commodities. Y ou seem very
confident we will find somewhere," Elof had said.

" 'Course you will, ladd" Kathel had puffed cheer-

fully, and then, remembering perhaps his claim to be the Honest, added, "But, well, it'sa poor pedlar
doesn't knock on even therickety doors, en?”’

He would miss the man, thought Elof. And if he too was honest, he redlized, he would missthiswhole
huge sprawling city as he had never dreamed he would. He rested a protective hand on the saddlebag
that held his baggage, meager but heavy; afew garments, achange of boots, but chiefly the thingshe
most valued, a certain gauntlet of mail, his precious tools, and with them a crook-tipped rod of worn
bronze, the strange cattle goad that was his only inheritance from hisfirst youth. He had brought that on
impulse, not for any useit had. But now he knew why; to here al'so he might never return. Once atiny
village had been hisworld, then alondly tower; thefirst smal towns had seemed overpowering. But this,
thisteeming human hive, it could have swallowed them up athousandfold. And for dl itssins he had
cometo seethat only out of such acommunity of men could arise the order and strength of will that was
their best shield againgt the oncoming Ice. It made the wild lands beyond its bounds seem that much
wilder, and himsalf more foolish to seek to venture into them once more.

Others seemed to be feeling the same. Bure, fond of hisfood, kept scuttling over to stalsthey passed to
buy last portions of loca delicacies. Elof found it hard to blame him, for the northerners had eaten poorly
enough before being chosen for the company. But then he saw Borhi the corsair dip acrossto awinestal,
and Tenvar begin chatting to the market girlswalking aongside, and he called them back into line. "That's
well done" said Roc. "There's some asll know us, and talk.”

"For which I'll wager Lord Bryhon has earslistening!" agreed Arvhes, dropping back. "The happier I'll
et out without flagstones flying round my ears.”



"Theresthat,” admitted Bure indistinctly, munching spicy chunks of fowl from a skewer. "Gate's not so
far, though, now."

"A gepisfull far enough, withamaobintheway."

The shadow of the high gate tower might have concealed one easily enough. Now, though, there were
few folk about in its shadow, and most of them sentinels of the City Guard. But the figure who stepped
suddenly out of the shadows was clad in tunic and cloak of richly worked red velvets, and he was very
tall. Elof exchanged horrified glances with Roc, and moved swiftly down the column to Kermorvan'sside.

"A shameon you, my lord of Morvan," was the newcomer'sjovia greeting, "that you sought to dip away
thus! Did you think it could be kept from me?*

"I had my reasons, my lord of Bryheren," Kermorvan said coolly. "Y ou, among others. What have you to
gain by hindering me?'

Teeth flashed in Bryhon's beard. "17? Hinder you?' He sounded affably hurt. "I came only to wish you
wdl!"

Kermorvan sighed, and rested an arm across his pony's back. "My lord, | fail to understand you. That
we are hereditary enemiesisof little moment in these times, but if the law permitted | would cheerfully
daughter you for dl the wrongs you yoursdf have done my family. Y ou have ever sought to thwart any
plan of mine smply because it was mine! Y ou are no generous adversary. Am | expected to believe you
now?'

Bryhon shrugged. "If you areright, you bring us some smdll benefit. If you arewrong, you cost uslittle. |
hope you do find surviva in the east, most sincerdly | do. Isthat to be acrimein your kingdom?”

"Hardly. | accept your good wishes to the extent you mean them, and return such thanks asthey are
worth. Though from one who sought to murder mein secret..."

Again Bryhon shrugged. "'In the best interests of the city—as the troubles that followed have proved. But
we are warriors of the same high order, you and I. | would not fear to face you if | could, Keryn
Kermorvan."

"Nor | you, Bryhon Bryheren. Now may we pass?"'

Bryhon's deep laugh waswholly genid. "Am | preventing you? But for dl theworld | would not! Go,
succeed, or be damned to you!™ And, still chuckling, he turned and strolled off into the dark.

Elof glared after him. ""For amoment | thought that human mantis meant what he said!”

"In part, perhaps," mused Kermorvan. "We are of the same order, the same discipline, that oneand I; we
have endured the sametrials, and may speak of them to each other as1 may not even to you, afriend.
That bond even hatred cannot wholly expunge." He smiled. "But you and |, we have shared our own
ordedls, and others no doubt lie ahead. At least we need skulk no longer! Mount up, dl, and follow!
Guards, there! Open the gates!"

"Open! Stand aside for alord of the city!" cried Roc in his powerful voice, and the other sothransjoined
him at once. The northerners, who had known no authority stronger than town elders or guildmasters,
smiled to see how the guards scurried to the immense windlasses and set the long weight-chains clanking
down over the stone, the heavy gates grinding inward. Asthe first gap appeared it seemed to Elof that a
deeper darkness came spilling in, like the shadow of some vast beast lurking, and alight but chilling
breeze. He shivered, but when Kermorvan led the column forward benesth the deep arch he followed



gladly enough; hethrilled to the clink of the smoothly metaled High Road benegth his pony's hooves, the
grating rumble of the gates closing behind them. It was exciting, after dl, to be awanderer once more.

Helooked up. The sky above was pearled with afull moon rising, but the city walls barred itslight. The
company plunged into shadow like deep water, dark and cold. Roc looked back at the Gate ramparts,
and nudged Elof; alone watcher stood there, outlined in silver. "Y ou've good sight by haf-light,” he
grunted. "Who'd that be? Ten for oneit'sthat bugger Bryhon."

Elof looked, and smiled wryly. "A poor wager, Marja" Roc snorted violently. But he dropped back a
little, and amoment | ater, when he thought Elof was not looking, he turned and waved, and for many
minutes he would surreptitioudy ook back.

Acrossthe plains of the city the caravan trotted, that Elof had first seen asagaming board of fidds,
gpacious and rich. But over them had passed the Ekwesh, plundering and destroying beyond all reason,
and after them the refugees. They had made their pitiful camps of tent and shack there on land that should
have grown food to help support the city. The camps cultivated only afew scant patches and at poor
yield. But the blame was the city's. Much waste could have been avoided, if it had accepted the
northerners and made use of their willing labor, instead of branding them beggars. The thought angered
Elof. Kermorvan wasright; why had he needed to fight to prove it? What made men so blind to their
own best interests?

It waslong before they passed the last of the little campfires, but longer yet before those fires faded from
histhoughts.

Chapter Three - The Ocean of Trees

Littlewas said of their route, for little could be said. Those who had fled westward had not lingered to
make maps, nor sought to perpetuate any memories of their orded. It seemsthat such maps asthe
Chronicles preserve were al made at amuch later time, for it is certain that Kermorvan found none to
guide him; the charts of Bryhaine ended at the Shielding Mountains. He had, however, conferred with
Kasse and dl other folk he could find who lived in the lands nearest the range, eager for any word of
what lay beyond. But few could tdl him much. All dong thefoothillslay the western arm of the Greet
Forest that they dreaded, and from their own experience Elof and Kermorvan could hardly blame them.
Few save outlaws and wild, solitary men dared cross the margins of the trees: fewer gtill ever returned,
and their tales were fantastic and contradictory, full of strange sghtsand visions.

In the end, though, Kermorvan found he had few choices. He had to pass the Shieldrange somewhere,
and only in two places could he venture that without going through the Forest'sarm. He could circle the
mountains to the southward, by Orhy Lake on the Gorlafros, the greeat river Westflood, where therich
lands ended and the increasingly barren Wastes began. But those few who had stood atop the summits of
the Shieldrange had dl reported Sght of other summits on the horizon acrosstheriver.

"And they makeit apoor risk," Kermorvan had concluded, tracing with afinger the rough map he had
compounded out of many accounts. "If those mountains can be seen from o far off they are at least as
high. We cannot tell how passable they are, or how far southward they extend into the Wastes. But it
seemsthey do not continue northward very far—not asfar asthe passesin the west of the Northmarch,
leve with lylan and Armen, our northernmost towns. And between those passes and the West-flood, we
know there lie the Open Lands, hilly and lightly wooded, easy enough going. So that way liesour road, |
guess”

"But could we not turn further northward sill?* wondered Elof. " Are there not wide gapsin the Shield
there, where the rivers come down?"
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"Aye, the Shiddbreach, but that is past our borders. Those are the Debatable Lands still, doubly
debatable now the Ekwesh hold so much of Nordeney! And see what lieswest of them! Those uncanny
Marshlands of yours; through those gaps run the rivers that feed them, swelled by the meltwater of the
lceand al it bringswithit. That isno safeway for ug"

Elof shrugged. "What is, since we seek the Forest? And once | felt dmost at home in those strange fens.
But | agree. Wastesto the south, war to the north; by all means|et us seek amiddie way!"

Thetrek north and east was long, for at first they had to take the coast way that skirted the Forest's
westward arm, but on the High Road the going was quick and sure. Only shelter for degp waswanting,
for dl the roadside inns and post houses had been devastated by Ekwesh foragers, and the dwellingsin
the lands around, from peasant cot to high mansion, had fared little better. These grim reminders along
the wayside, like so many hollow teeth, sharpened their vigilance; some of those foragers, stranded by
the sudden flight of their felows, might till belurking in the land. Such folk as had returned to work their
fields dwet behind hasty paisades, greeting al outcomers with anger and suspicion; and in truth, they had
little enough to spare for hospitality. Outside some gates brown-skinned bodies dangled on gibbets, and
whether Ekwesh or northerner none could tell. Travelers on the Roads were even less trusting and many
fled precipitately at the very gpproach of the company, or at the sight of darker skinsamong it. Such
troubles eased as they turned steedlily further inland, where fewer reivers had reached; at the ford of the
river Yrmelec, boundary of the Northmarch, they encountered a strong guard of the Marchwarden's
garrison, posted there by Kathel to watch for strays.

It wasin these inland regions that Kermorvan had thought the outlivers of Bryhaine should seek refugein
wartime, rather than in the overcrowded city, and Elof could see why; they were rich warm lands,
untouched as yet by war. The company fared more comfortably awhile, but came at last to the ending of
the Roads in the upper vadleys of the Y rmeec. Sound tracks carried them afew leagues further along the
steep grassy dopes, and after that, paths maintained by thelittle farms they served. But one hot morning
when they stopped to buy refreshment at one of these, on high ground above the Y rmelec's narrowing
gorge, they found no onward path; dense woodland spread across the dopes ahead, growing thicker and
darker the further the eye followed it. They had come once again to the margins of Aithennec, the Lesser
Forest.

"That'ud beright, melord," croaked thelittle old man who poured their de. His speech was sprinkled
with didect words the northerners found hard to make out. "Further paths there were once, one or two
even when | was alittle lad, but they're long gone, long sunk back under grass, like the crofts they
served. But 'twas not that way they led." He plucked at Kermorvan's deeve, ushering them al acrossthe
cracked and weed-grown flagstones to the rear of the cottage. "L.ong gone, now, the crofters, their
children off to the kahermhor , that High City of yours. Thelast | am now, al alone and naught at my
back but fell and forest and barren ygeldhyrau.”

"He means..." began Kermorvan, but hisvoice dwindled. Nothing indeed lay at the back of the cottage,
save ahigh plain, asea of whispering green grass, and beyond it asmudged line of darker green. But
above that, towering craggy and gray-white against the hazy blue sky, rose the vast peaks of the Meneth
Scahas, shield and boundary of the realm of Bryhaine and al the western lands. Ouit to the southern
horizon they stretched, an immense jagged rampart against the wild lands beyond. Northward, though,
the mountains seemed to tumble and fall sharply away. From thelast of them aridge plunged down,
ending in high steep hills, gray and misty and generally tredess, save around the river gorge that plunged
between them. But beyond it another ridge swept upward, and the mountains continued their northward
line

"Aye, melord, that'sal thereis now, the Wild. Times are even now, on adark night or in awintry storm,



it come acreepin’ and atappin' round my door. And when I'm gone, why, it'll sroll in an' make 'issef at
home. Old Edhmi down the valley there, helll bethelast then, and itll go call on him." He gave awheezy
laugh. "And when ‘e goes, what then? Where d'you think it'll fetch up, one day? Eh? It's only got to wait!
We go, my lord, one by one we go, and it takes another step.”

They took their leave of the old farmer, and set out across the wide plateau. 1ts whispering grasses
brushed at their legs asthey rode, asif seeking to hold them back from the wilder lands beyond. Even the
ponies seemed to sense achange in the air on this easternmost margin of their land. Camp that night was
lonely and windswept, and they huddled gladly round their fire. By the next day they were at the plateau’s
end, adownland dope ending in a stream that was marshy and hard to ford, and asha lower riseto the
high hills beyond. These the company found no more comfortable, their grass short, dotted here and
there with scrub and sparse trees, but boasting no better shelter. The company's tents of oiled leather and
fabric could keep the spring rains out, but the wind chilled them mercilesdy; in the days that followed,
mountain and sky above them vanished al too often under weeping cloud. One such drizzling afternoon
they saw atop the summit of the hill ahead agreat irregular dab of dun stone, atangle of bushes about its
base. It had an eerielook to it, upthrust thus againgt the gray overcast sky like agiant's forbidding hand.
Elof and Kermorvan, sureit could not be natural, rode ahead to examine it. Even before they reached it
they saw it bore someinscription. But it was soft sandstone, and time had run rain and rough mire down
the deep-graven letters, blurring them into mere rain furrows that could not be read. Disappointed,
Kermorvan urged his mount round the far sde of the pillar, and called back to Elof. "We may guesswhat
it spoke of, anyway! Come see!”

Beyond the sonethe hillsde fell away sharply and steeply; the valey below, like so many they had
passed through, was enshrouded in rainy migts, itsfurther dopeinvisble. Or wasit? Even as Elof strained
to see, the shifting breeze whipped the shroud away, and unveiled for amoment the lands beyond. There
was no further dope; the hillswere a an end. They had come through the pass, and to north and south he
saw for thefirgt time what few men living of the Western Lands had looked upon, the eastern flanks of
the Shieldrange. Out into the Open Lands they curved like an embracing arm, and below them, asfar as
he could make out in ether direction, arough-cut ribbon of blued sted lay stretched acrosstheland,
spreading here and thereinto thin threads and broader curls. This could only be the Westflood, its
threads tributaries and its curls |ake and mere. Between mountain and river the Open Landswere as
Kermorvan had predicted, rolling and sprinkled with patches of light woodland. But it waswhat lay on
the far bank that caught his gaze and gripped it as does the void beyond a cliff edge. That waswhat the
stone had spoken of! There was blackness, an ocean of it to the gray horizon. Elof stared at it balefully,
knowing it for what it was, straining his stinging eyesinto the depths of the rainstorm for some bresk,
some gap initsgrim solidity. But savefor stray threads straggling from the West-flood, there was none.
Over dl thelands before them the Great Forest, Tapiaula-an-Aithen, till reigned supreme.

A new onrush of rain swallowed those distances, and Kermorvan pulled his pony's head round, caling to
the company and pointing downdope. Not far below them was the only woodland for aleague or more
dense enough to afford them shelter. "We may ill reach it ere the worst of the storm comes over! But
though it is not yet the Forest, be you on your guard!”

They found it hard to remain s0 asthey urged their bedraggled beasts down the steep dope, hooves
skidding and diding in the dippery grass. At last they had to dismount and lead the poor brutes down,
broad flanks steaming in the sharpening downpour, and they were well soaked ere they reached the
sheltering eaves of the wood. The downpour begt upon the outer leaves, hung there and dripped down in
long rivulets, driving the company on deeper benegth the treeroof. A heavy twilight gathered. "I'm amost
missing good old Nordeney snow!" Roc grumbled, stifling an immense sneeze. Kermorvan gestured
curtly for sllence, and sent out Eysdan and Kasse as scouts. The huge northerner dipped through the
trees every bit asslently asthe smaler man, and only the softest of rustles betrayed how they circled



round among the dense bushes, seeking the dightest trace of danger. Meanwhile the company huddled
againg their beasts for warmth, and sought to forget how tired and hungry they were.

Water trickled suddenly down Elof sneck. He glanced up irritably; it wasfaling from an opening among
the leaves, where alittle patch of sky showed gray. Some grest bird swooped and wheeled acrossit an
ingtant with brief grace, and vanished. He pulled his pack off his saddle, and fumbled in it for his hood.
Then he heard a soft crackle behind him, a sudden tang of smoke and the thin midge-song of damp wood
steaming. He spun round, to find histownsmen hegping up twigs upon little tongues of legping red; athin
thread of white was dready blowing here and there among the branches above. Holvar squatted on the
ground, happily clicking hisflint and sted. "Y ou thrice-damned idiots" growled Elof.

"Listen, you may want to catch your desth here, while my lord makes up his precious mind,” said Tenvar
thinly, "but we don't!" Elof moved to stamp out the fire; Tenvar and Bure barred him, and he thrust them
staggering asde. Holvar sprang in front of thefire, and Elof, unwilling to start afight, ssooped for an
armful of leaf-mold as a smother. Something sang across his head, and he heard astartled gasp from
Holvar. But it ended in agurgle, the tense legs buckled and Holvar sank to his knees. A wash of blood
welled from his mouth and pattered onto the mold, flooding the arrow that transfixed histhroat. Its black
and white fletches turned scarlet, and Holvar toppled face down into hisown fire.

Elof was no longer vishble. At first sght of the arrow he had dropped, pulling Bure and Tenvar down with
him. He hugged the ground, dinging the heavy pack over his back, and shouted, "Down! Down and to
cover! Ekwesh!"

A snister wind whistled among the branches, the leaves jerked and whipped as black streaks hissed
among them. But the stunned company had that moment'swarning, and ere the next arrow could land
they wereflinging themsalves from their saddles, diving wildly behind trees or into bushes. Yelsand
shouts mingled with the thud of the arrows striking. A high scream froze Elof s blood; one of the baggage
ponies bucked and toppled, breaking itsreins, and lay kicking. The others, with arrows thudding into
loads and saddles, plunged and bolted as one, whinnying with terror. There was a sudden eruption in the
wood ahead as dark-clad figures sprang up to escape the threshing hooves. " So that's where they lurk!"
growled Gise, and loosed two swift shots of his own; one shape legped high and fell. Bushes crashed
behind them, and he whirled round with acurse. But it was Kermorvan, still mounted, ducking past
lashing branches as he spurred his pony forward. "Up, Westmen, on your feet, and raly! They come!
Morvan! Morvan morlanhal !"

Elof and Roc sprang up as he passed, running at his hedls, and behind them Tenvar and Bure, faces
ashen, tear-streaked but murderous. Ermahal was up, bellowing to Maille and the corsairs. Ahead of
them Kasse whipped up an arbaest and fired. A shriek told of amark found, and then the dimnesswas
flickering with shapes, crashing thisway and that. An impact amost yanked Elof from hisfeet; the jagged
limb of afalen tree, hidden by brush, had snagged his belt and dl but jarred the wind out of him. He
snatched at his sword, found it entangled in thorny twigs. A shadow loomed up before him, a spear
glinted from behind a painted shield; he ducked, swung the pack from his shoulder and dashed it & the
shidd. The shield cracked, the spear flew up, itstall wielder staggered back and agray-gold blade
crashed down on his head; he toppled beneath the hooves of Kermorvan's mount. It ssumbled asa
warhorse would not have, and Kermorvan fell heavily from the saddle. A copper-skinned warrior rushed
forward with spear raised, and took Roc's mace full in theface. Elof struggled to free himsdif, till adull
gleam caught his eye among the spilled pack at hisfeet. It wasthe great hammer. He had not replaced it
in histool-pack; even scoured clean many times, sometaint of death still seemed to cling to it, clouding
theidentity the true smith must fed with hisinstruments, and he had feared lest somehow it contaminate
therest. Now it seemed to blaze before his eyes, and there was no denying its power.



"So beit!" he cried. "Smite metal no longer! Come, and temper men!” It felt dmost asif the hammer
legped into his hand; through branch and brush it smashed, and barely in time he was free. Three shapes
closad in, two spears crashed where he had been; he felt hot fire sting hisleg and it leaped to his head.
With ayell of sheer anger he caught the hammer in both hands and swung a great scything arc, whirling
on hisfeet with theimpetus of it. Momentarily the world became a smashing, shrieking blur, and then he
was bounding clear and striving to get his bearing among the sudden skirmishes that erupted through the
densethickets.

Then it was asif time stopped. A new sound rang through the clamor of the wood, a discordant, blaring
cry of menace in the near distance. Heads turned, blowsfal-

tered on both sdes; it seemed to Elof that neither side knew what to make of it.

From behind him came abloodcurdling ydl. Maille the bosun rushed madly past, whirling his cutlass
about hishead, and fell upon an Ekwesh warrior as huge as himsdlf, who stooped and thrust with his
Spear in one serpentine lunge. Maille'sjerkin burst asunder, and the spearhead |eaped out between his
shoulder blades. But the force of the corsair's rush bore him down the shaft, his heavy blade chopped
once, convulsively, downward, and the warrior's head sprang from his shoulders. They tumbled together
among the moss. Another Ekwesh poised his spear, and Ermahal |eaped to catch it. For an instant they
swayed, struggling, then the captain's massive shoulders flexed once and turned the Ekwesh spear down
into itswielder's body. More Ekwesh rushed on him, then flew apart like windblown leaves as
Kermorvan surged out of the bushes. Elof stared, astounded, at what followed; well as he knew
Kermorvan's kill, he had never seen thelike of this.

Into the thick of the foe Kermorvan plunged, hewing to left and right of him, cutting, thrusting, bounding,
twisting, whirling around to counter some new blow, awaysthat trace faster yet minutely precise, never
gtill yet wasting no movement. It might have been a dance, adance of death, for spear and shield
splintered where he struck and his sword trailed scarlet streamersin the air, which seemed to float on an
unfelt wind. Thiswas daying made a craft, adiscipline and art deeper than mere strength, speed or valor.
All those the tall Ekwesh had, yet Kermorvan passed unscathed among them and al who stood against
him bowed like reedsto the sickle. Terriblein its energy, it was more so in its eerie grace and most of all
because it could not last. If the Ekwesh did not break, it could have only one end.

And even now ahuge white-haired warrior, a chieftain evidently, ran up with one of the bowmen,
pointing frantically at Kermorvan. Elof gathered hiswits and sprang to aid hisfriend. The archer took
swift am, but even more swiftly Elof whirled the hammer and flung it. The archer whipped round and fell,
bow and breastbone shattered as one, and the chieftain, taken aback, sprang away. Elof caught up the
hammer and thrust it into his belt as he ran, ripping twigs from Gorthawer's hilt. At last the black sword
sang loud and deep from the scabbard.

It was asif it found answer. Once morethat jarring call rang among the trees, much nearer now. The
Ekwesh heard it, heads turned and they fell back. With three quick strides Kermorvan was through their
ranks and away among thetrees, crying out, " To me! To me, Westmen! Rally and we'll hold them!™ He
turned to Elof, who pounded up beside him, and added, "If we can! These are no mereforagers, there
must be nigh on ahundred! And they werelying in wait!"

"But how?" gasped Elof. "And where are the others? Maille's dead—"

"l know!" snapped Kermorvan, spitting blood from asplit lip. "And the rest scattered, with the Ekwesh
hunting us down! We must gather—"'

A wall of painted shields swept out from behind the trees. Elof swung Gorthawer high in aspray of



severed leaves to hew down at the shield before him. Then it dropped and he saw the taut feral grin, the
spear poised at his unguarded breast. But suddenly it was asif a swift cloud rippled across the scarred
face; the Ekwesh, startled, clutched at his eyes, and Gorthawer smashed straight down upon the line of
its own black shadow. They fdl flailing into the undergrowth, but only Elof scrambled up. There was
crashing and shouting in the trees al around, but he could not see Kermorvan anywhere. A twig snapped,
and hewhirled about. Eyes and teeth glittered in the gloom, he heard afierce hissing breath and svung up
Gorthawer, but too late; the heavy shield dammed into him, hisfeet skidded in the mold and hefdl. A
Thornbush raked Gorthawer from his hand, and he crashed upon his back, winded. He had a brief
glimpse, too fast for fear, of the huge white-haired chieftain above him, agreat stedl-fanged club
descending, dowly asit seemed, relentless, unstoppable.

Then the stroke flew wide, the Ekwesh legped and cartwhee ed over him, hurled by the force of the
spear in hisback. And al around him the trees shook with the cry, ahundred warhorns snarling in fierce
inggtent rhythm. Feet drummed among the mold, figuresloomed up in the twilight, Sorang over him
without a pause and were gone. There were shouts, abrief clashing of metd; herolled over and struggled
up, bruised and wheezing, and scrabbled to retrieve Gorthawer from the churned mire. The cloudy
patternsin the hilt glimmered if anything more clearly in the tree-gloom, yet shadow seemed to drip from
the blade. There was power in that talisman yet. He looked around sharply, expecting some new peril.
But the uproar was hidden by the line of trees before him, and moving still further away. Savefor the
chieftain's corpse hewas done.

A sck fear gripped him for hisfriends, and he hobbled after the noise, hacking furioudly at the
undergrowth that barred hisway. When he made out a clearing ahead, he set his sword before him, and
with [aboring lungs he burst through the last screen of brush.

Armored figures stood there, leaning upon spear and axe, but none made amove against him. He
stopped, haf crouching, and then he could have laughed aloud with hisrelief and ddlight. He gazed upon
the squat forms, the stern faces more lined and gnarled than the tree bark around them, with something
likelove. Helowered his sword and gasped for his poor stock of duergar words, but they smply
gestured to him to pass. He nodded, still breathless, and strode through their ranks; he saw now they
were aguard, watching aflank of the wood for any Ekwesh who might seek escape that way. Beyond
them opened a narrow avenue of trees, looking down it he saw faces he knew, faces of the company,
and he began to run again, waving and shouting. Tenvar sprang up from the ground, and across from him
Arvhes and Bure. But into his path sprang asmall solid figure, so close they could not but collide. Strong
arms seized him in embrace, and dl but swung him from the ground.

"Ugh! Y ou've grown heavy!" gasped Ils, and she laughed and wept al at once. Elof whooped with
delight, crushed her to him and kissed her so hard the light helm she wore tumbled from her dark curls.
Then he stopped, looked up and around in renewed concern.

"lls How... But Kermorvan, Roc..."

"Still hard on the hunt, with my folk! Most of your company issafe, | think. They... we feared you might
have been taken..."

"No. Thefight passed over me, that was all." He hugged her again. "But how by the Powers came you
and your folk here, at the moment we needed you most?'

She snorted, and jabbed amailed fist into his stomach, none too gently. "Y ou're as bad asthose

| ce-worshiping man-eaters! Never give the mountain folk credit for being able to look downward now
and again! We count these lands between mountain and river ours, though it's ssidom now wefare
abroad in them, save to seek wood. | came thisway homeward and found the land dive with Ekwesh, a



huge force of them hurrying south, combing al the landswest of theriver, setting pickets on every path an
east-bound traveler might take. There was hard doing then, | cantell you! | was driven well out of my
way southward, but | reached the mountains at last. Our gate garrisons thought the Ekwesh too strong to
challenge without good reason, but | guessed you poor fools might try these passes. So | had them set a
gpecid watch in the hills and sent word to Ansker."

Elof rumpled her hair. "And your watchers saw the fight, here in the degp woods? Sharp eyesthe
duergar have gained, thislast year..."

"No, loon. Our sentries saw an Ekwesh band enter the trees, asif to set apicket. The watch were only
awaiting the dark to come down off the hills and dedl with them. But the sentries saw your company
approaching, and summoned the garrison in haste. Did you not hear our horns, aswe hurried down the
track? We knew we might be too late, so Ansker ordered them blown in the hope of scaring the savages
off."

"Ansker?Y our father? He's here?!
"Indeed | am, journeyman,” said a deep voice.

Elof released IIsand whirled round; he seized the hard calloused hand held out to him and sank to one
knee, wondering. "My master! Again you stepinto saveus!” The hard planes of Ansker'sface were as
gern and intense as ever; but the smile playing about histhin lipsand his dark wise eyes hinted at the
depths of kindness beneath. Behind him, flanked by grim-faced duergar, others of the company came
straggling out of the trees—Kermorvan, Roc, Ermahd, Kasse... the greater part of the company, dive.
Ansker had indeed saved them, and their quest. "But you should not have risked yoursdlf in war!”

The great duergh laughed, and raised him up. "1 would hate to see my good schooling go to waste!” He
rubbed his shaven upper lip, asif to suppressady amile. "In any event, it was my duty. | fear we may
soon face these new-come men in our northern passes. Aswell the lord of the duergar should learn
something of how they fight."

“Thelord... 7'
lIsgrunted. "They chose himin succession to Andvar. He thinksit ablessing not undivided."

"So it appears we have afriend in ahigh place,” said Kermorvan, and added dryly, "or a degp one. But
you, Elof, | am glad to see you whole! He had you, that spearman, but they dl fell upon meere | could
help! How did you escape?’

Elof told them of how he had st the talisman, and Ansker asked to see. His gnarled fingers, like twigs of
old oak, chased the dark clouds as they coursed across the hilt, traced the outline of what lay benesth. "
marvel. Y ou were wise not to throw thisthing away. But have acare! Thereis much of you in that blade,
and in binding it there you have bound the Forest close to you. More than one virtueis held here now."

"Useful enough, wasthat one," said Roc cheerfully. " Seems you and my lord here kept the Ekwesh
chieftain too busy to order hisattack proper, left ustimeto split up and leg it. Then it wasraining these
good folk and the man-eaterslegging it in their turn, and il running, I'll wager, those ascan. A rare
scarethey've had.”

"Rare, indeed," said Kasse the huntsman, his normally saturnine face keen with wonder. Then it clouded.
"A shame, that this sword of yours could not throw a shadow on that fire the young foolslit. It wasthat
called the savages down on us."



"They were not to know!" said Elof sharply, seeing Tenvar flinch and Bure turn away. The desth of their
friend would weigh heavy enough on them, they needed no further flaying.

"They were already waiting for us, Kasse," said Kermorvan, massaging his neck. Hisface was grim.
"They were only choosing their moment to sirike. Leave the lads alone, and let ustake muster. Holvar is
dain, and Mallle, grievous enough. Are dl the rest of us here?!

They looked, one to another, faces crusted with mud and mold and smeared blood, some grim and stern,
some haggard with shock. Shoulders sagged, or quivered with shock and tension suddenly released. Elof
felt himself shivering, suddenly weak, but there was only one more face he could not see. Ermahd jerked
histhumb. " Per-rec's over there. Spear through histhigh mest, but the little men are caulking him fine."

"Good!" bresthed Kermorvan. "l feared it might be worse. And the ponies?”

"We catch maybefour, five," volunteered a duergar warrior, "maybe more now. Bags were torn loose
among trees, many. We gather them aso.”

Kermorvan bowed his head gratefully. "Then we may bein better state than | feared. And ever more
deeply in your debt, my lord.”

"Friends need not talk of debts," smiled Ansker. "Asyou said yourself once, we fight acommon foe.
Wéll, you are weary and hurt, but we must not linger; these lands are aive with the barbarians, and those
who fled will summon amighty horde. Y ou must go with usashort way at least, northward benegth the
mountain shadow. If the eaters of men tread there by night they will not liveto learn better. Come!™

It was aweary group of travelerswho filed back out of the wood and up into the hills. Many aready
looked longingly at thelast glow of sunset in the skies above their own fair land. But the young
northerners|ooked back toward the wood where their comrade had fallen, and the corsairs also. The
smoke of alarger fire arose there now, twisting skyward against the weeping clouds. Ermaha scowled.
"Let the savages seeit! And make feast on their own, if they've ssomach!™”

Though it was |ess than aleague the duergar led them, it ssemed miles uncounted to the travelers, their
limbs leaden, their wounds pulsing fire in the cool breeze. But when they staggered and dipped on the
rocky dopes, ashort square-built figure was dways at their elbow, saying no word but bearing them up
with care. The men gazed wonderingly at these stern crestures, whom they could no longer think of as
vermin or idlelegends. Ilsheld by Elof sside, and hewas glad of her. Only Kermorvan, striding out with
Ansker a the fore, seemed not to be weakened by their ordedl. But as he turned to look at the smoke of
the burning and the wreck of his company, the horror and anger that seethed behind his eyes were not
hidden from Elof.

The duergar brought them to alittle dell among the dopes, hidden from view behind a screen of scrubby
birches. A spring rose there among tall stones, but there was no more to be seen till one of the stones
wastilted smoothly back into the hill, to revea awide stone chamber in the rock. " Shelterslike these we
make for our watchers and woodcutters,”" said Ansker, ushering them in, "when they go abroad in these
lands, or into the Forest. Here you can rest and be healed of your hurtsin safety.” He looked at
Kermorvan, gill pale and grim, standing apart from the others. " And we may take counsdl, perhaps, to
help you on your way."

A fire could belit in the wall-hearth, its smoke cunningly dispersed above the rushing waters. The
company hastened to dump down around it, but Elof turned to Kermorvan, and with him Roc. llsjoined
them, bearing water and savesto tend their wounds. Kermorvan sat silent and unspeaking. ™Y ou need
not reproach yourself,” said Elof. "How were you to know such an ambush was prepared? Y ou took
precautions enough.”



Roc nodded vigoroudy, but Kermorvan shook hisheed. "1 was careless, nonetheless" he said quietly.
"Too much concerned with the perils of the Forest, not enough with what might be nearer at hand. But
you mistake what most troubles me now. IIs, the Ekwesh force was hurrying south, you said?"

She nodded, tending agash on Roc's cheek. "At akilling pace, even for their long limbs. A large band;
those you faced today would be atenth part of it, no more."

Kermorvan's face hardened. " So. Then they had some tryst to keep. And what, other than with us? They
knew we were coming. They were summoned to picket dl the likely passes, and waylay us. Summoned,
ayel Another treason, another betrayal! There are still spieswithin the city!”

Roc swore. "And able to send word northward damned fast!"

Kermorvan nodded. "Exactly. Thisis no tentative gesture; it smacks of swift and deadly scheming.” He
shivered. "Did | hopefor ten years grace ere the Ekwesh returned?”

Roc nodded grimly. "Well be lucky to have one! And what worth does that |eave our journey? Y ou
might be better employed shaking some senseinto the city..."

Elof fought to force down the laughter that welled up in him from a spring of sudden hope. "And that's
what's weighing you both down?Y ou doubt the worth of the journey? But are you too weary to seethe
other sde of that coin? We may not know the worth, but it seems our enemies do—high enough to have
them send a thousand men running to forestdl it, for agtart!”

Roc thumped fist into pam, 11s breathed sharply. The growing fire crackled and blazed under acaldron
of water,

and as Kermorvan looked up dowly the flames shone golden in hisgray eyes. "Yes. Yes, it must be so. It
must! | was too weary indeed to see that, and stricken with grief." He smiled suddenly, lopsided because
of hiscut mouth. "Very well, we press onl And my next command as your leader isthat you, Elof, and
you, Roc, gt tight and let your hurts be tended. At once!”

"And you?' scolded Ils severdly. "That torn mouth won't wait if you keep wagging it! You'renextinline,
my longlad.”

That night they dept the degp deep of utter exhaustion. The stream's rush [ulled them, or perhapsthere
was some hedling herb mixed in the strong wine of the duergar, for al were strangely free of pain or
dreaming, dl save Elof. He awoke near dawn from avison hewould not tell of, though hisface was
streaked with tears. He had seen black swan's wings again, whedling northward against ascarlet sky of
dawn, and then, just before they vanished, eastward once more. And when after daybreak they
conferred with Ansker, northward was the route he bade them take. " Southward, downriver, that is
barred to you now; the hunters know you are about, and can follow you out of our range. But if you turn
north we can shield you awhile, and cover your tracks with our own."

Kermorvan sat deep in thought. "That iskind indeed, Lord Ansker. | thank you for it. But our way lies
eastward; sooner or later we must cross the Westflood and enter the Forest. Why not here?"

Ansker nodded. " Sooner or later you must, indeed. The duergar do not often enter Aithen the Great, but
we know something of it. It isaplace of deegp shadow and deeper mysteries; many spells and many
secrets, small and great, are worked in the gloom benegth its dark canopy. It isnot aland into which |
would willingly send afriend. But sSince your quest leavesyou no choice..." Hedrew asmall brass case
from the deeve of histunic, and opened it to unfold along sheet of the duergar reed paper. Craning over
Kermorvan's shoulder, Elof recognized the snaky backbone of the Shieldrange, drawn in finer detail than



he had ever seen before. Ansker's blunt finger traced along blue line running ongside its eastward face.
"Hereis Gorlafros, which flows from the very margins of the I ce to the southernmaost borders of your
land. Swelled by the meltwaters of thelce, it has carved itsaf many wide lakes and outflows. Thisone,
the greatest, flows through the Shieldbreach and feeds the Marshlands that Elof knows; doubtlessit
disgorgesthere many of theterrorsit bearsfrom the lce. Thisfar south of it the river iswholesome
enough. And not so far north of here thereis another outflow, almost as greet. But this one flows
eastward.”

"Into the heart of the Foret?' exclamed Kermorvan in excitement. "But how far, Lord Ansker? And isit
navigable?'

Ansker nodded and smiled. ™Y ou are quick to grasp my meaning. Indeed it is, for vessals of shalow
draft. But asto how far, | cannot tell you; the duergar have not penetrated so deeply into Tapiaulawithin
living memory. Itissaid to end in alake, within Sght of sometal mountains. That isdl | can say.”

"My lord, it isvastly more than we knew!" exclaimed Kermorvan, his pale face flushed, hisgray eyes
agleam once more. "Y ou have given me a surer road, where | thought to find none..."

"Surer, but not safer,” cautioned the duergar lord. He hunched his broad shoulders uneasily. "Y ou may
have dipped the Ekwesh from your scent, but there are other perils, perhaps worse ones. No road is
safe, benesth the trees.”

"But thisonewe will venture," said Kermorvan softly, asaslken surcoat over stedl. "And since you have
recovered so much of our baggage, and beasts enough to carry it, we will heed your advice, and leave
soon. Within the hour, if your folk areready.”

"What about Perrec?' put in Elof. "He can ride, but he won't be fit to walk far for along time.”

"Him we must send back, | fear,” said Kermorvan. "He can take such of the riding ponies as we can
spare; we will keep only the baggage beasts, and set them free to make their own way south again, or
into your land, Ansker. From this point forth we will fare better onfoot." He touched his mouth gingerly.
"I have proof of that. Beware of galloping among low branched ™

Perrec protested bitterly enough, but undernesth it the corsair seemed glad enough now of an excuseto
withdraw without cowardice; the broad Ekwesh spear had torn hisleg so terribly that none could dispute
his reason. They saw him off an hour or so later, mounted on Kermorvan's strong pony, with two other
beasts and an escort of day-hardy young duergar to see him acrossthe hillsin safety. "He will say no
word in the city of our chosen route,” said Kermorvan grimly. "Tidings of thet, at least, will not reach the
ears of spies. Now et us be on our way!"

"At least wewon't lack much!" said Tenvar, who had seen to loading the ponies. Elof patted the bulge of
his recovered tool-pack reassuringly.

"Aye, naught but what's most needed,” grunted Roc. "Do you wait and see!™

But he too was cheered, for it was afine morning, and the sun warm and soothing upon their aching
limbs. Most of the duergar, save Ils and some younger warriors, pulled hood and helm low to shade their
eyes, and muttered about being frozen one minute, fried the next. Elof and Kermorvan sympathized,
remembering the seasonless cool twilight under stone, and were happy enough that the duergar's chosen
route north led them for the most part under cover of thick woodland, or in the twilight. "For the Ekwesh
havethelong sight of sailors," Kermorvan observed. "And their shamans, it issaid, may call upon the
service of other eyes.”



Elof thought of the swan, but said nothing. Helooked at Ils, degp in some converse with her father, and
remembered the biting suspicion in her voice. Sheisthis Louhi's, IIs had whispered, and not yours. . .

After aquiet journey of many daysfollowing theriver, thetravelers cameto afair-szed lake, thefirst of
those that Ansker had mentioned, and passed through the dense woodlands on its banks. When they
reached thefar Sde, in thelight of agray morning, they found themsel ves beneeth the outermost curve of
the Meneth Scahas, and looking across hilly country, bleak and tredess, to awhole chain of lakes.

"Here the Open Landslive up to their name,” Ansker told them. "Too open for the duergar, | fear, and
too far from our mountains. It is here we must part.”

"My lord," said Kermorvan fervently, "aready you have done more than we would have dared ask. |
cannot imagine how | could repay you, but we will not forget..."

"Hmmph!" was IIs comment, though Ansker frowned at her. "And your folk? True, they can't forget
what they won't learn!™ Kermorvan flushed scarlet, with shame or anger, and she chuckled and jabbed a
plump finger into hisribs. "Oh, don't worry, long man; | know you meanwdll..."

"And not just him!" put in Ermaha unexpectedly. "Weve learned, us. And were not what you'd call the
cream of our folk. More like the dregs, al ‘counts rendered! If we can, so'll others. Or take a sore brain
bone, on account!"

Ansker bowed with great gravity. "We are honored, good sir. But asit happens we have thought of some
repayment you can make now, high though the cost may seem.”

Kermorvan |ooked guarded. "What might that be?"

"A hand in this venture of yours. That you let us shareits hazards and its success. We dso came from the
east, many long ages before you men. The roads we took lie now under the Ice; as well we should find
some new ones, and learn how the Eastlands now stand.”

"What he means" snorted IIs, "isthat if we want the crackbrained thing to get anywhere, we'd damn well
better takeapart init!"

"You dready havel" protested Elof. "Where would we be without you?'
"Toasting on an Ekwesh fire, I've no doubt,” said s,

with acertain rdish. "But wewon't be so easily at hand in the black bowels of Aithen the Greet, not
unlesswe come aong. Or one of us, at least.”

"You?' cried Elof indelight. "But | thought you could suffer men no longer!™

Ilssquirmed dightly. "Not the city mob, indeed. But this crew of yoursis not so bad, though rough. I'll
endurethem.”

Kermorvan held hisfeatures asimpassive as ever, but Elof aimost laughed aoud to see how ddlight and
dismay chased acrossthem. "My lady," began the warrior with strangled formdity, "you would be
welcome, most welcome... But the, the unknown, the dangers..."

Ils made aferocious face, and thrust out her buxom breast aggressively. "Are you implying—my
lord—that | did lessthan my part in our lagt little jaunt together?" She ran aspeculative finger dong the
slver-inlaid axe blade at her bt. "Becauseif you are..."



"l believethat is settled, then,” said Ansker smoothly.
Elof looked a him. "It isno smal treasure you send with us, my master.”

"Treasurel" snorted |ls corrosively. "Little enough loss to those stuffy caverns, when there'sreal work for
the duergar in thewide world."

"| fear sheiscorrupted,” said Ansker with mock severity. " She grows more human every day. Well that
she hasachanceto weary of it. But in al seriousness," he added, alittle sadly, "1 fedl as she does. We
have remained hidden too long, retreating before the changes of the world. We cannot retreat forever.
Our numbers dwindle, our young folk can look forward to nothing new. Even our smithcraft grows
weaker in our eyes, when such asyours, Elof, burgeons now among men. Something must change, and
perhapsthis journey isits beginning. Few of us are more able than 11s; and fond enough of men and their
daylight to shareinit." Hesmiled. "I shal missher, yes. But | would not hold her back fromiit... evenif |
could!" He turned and embraced her, briefly asit would seem to men. But both these creatures were old,
far older than most men, and Elof guessed at the flood of feding behind their light manner, flowing as
deep and strong under its calm surface as their dark waters benesth the stone.

"Wewill take every care of her!" he said, dodging the blow she aimed at his midriff.

"I know!" said Ansker, and took hishand, and Kermorvan's. "Farewell then, my lord! May your high
ancestors guard and guide you in their paths. And farewd |, my journeyman. Strive still for mastery; of
what, you know full well. But have acare, study the gentler skillsaswell asyou have the fiercer, if what |
hear istrue. Anvilsare expensve!" He laughed, but Elof bowed his head. "Now the sun rises, to hammer
hotly on our poor brainpans Come, my duergar, the mountainscal ug! It istime we were avay!"

And asthe travelers watched and waved, the duergar warriors drew their hoods over their heads and
wrapped their cloaks tight about them. Then they bowed, once, with gtiff courtesy, and seemed amost to
dissolve among the shadows of the wood, so silent wastheir going. But Ilslooked up at Elof, and smiled.

He smiled back, uneasily. ™Y ou had some other reasons for leaving the city, that you would not say..."
"Oh, those!" lls shrugged. "As bad away as near, | found. That'sal.”

Elof understood only that she would say no more, and changed the subject. "Ansker said the duergar
also came from the east. When was that?'

IS reply was stark. "When the first men set foot on its shores. We fled you, asyou the lce”

Going among the ponies as they made ready to depart, stooping to check aloosened girth, Elof heard a
voice he recognized asthe corsair Borhi's. "Not such bad little tykes, them, en?”’

"Havethem, for me!" said a harsh voice that could only be Kasse's. "If you'd been ahunter like me,
you'd know. There's more than one thing walks the woods in a human shape. Some you steer clear of,

some... well, you can treat with 'em. But duergar, they're uncanny wights, and good riddance to 'em, say
"

"What about the lady?' That was the coxwain Dervhas, with his coarse chuckle. "Her shape not human
enough for you?'

"Bouncing prow on 'er!" agreed Borhi enthusiasticaly. "What's ado, Kasse, feared of 'er axe? Aye, and
she can swing it, by ‘countd"

"I'll bed ahuman woman or none!" growled Kasse, displeased. "My sresd daughter any duergar vermin



they found, and string ‘em up to dry on the trees. L eave that bitch to the northerner, the tinker boy. He's
near asuncanny, him..."

They moved off down theline, leaving Elof boiling with rage. It was aswell, perhaps, that Kermorvan
gavethe signa to move off just then. Y et even asthey emerged into the Open Lands, Elof had no eye for
the view, no taste for the fresh breezes. He walked by himsdlf at the back of thetrain, and neither Tenvar
nor Bure dared disturb him. In the corsair's coarse words he found no harm, and even acertain
admiration; but every word of Kasse's he longed to ram back down histhroat, and histeeth after. He
embodied the sothran's worst prejudices; he had amind of mud and filth, that man, despising those who
had come to help him, reducing Elof's friendship and affection for llsto the lowest level, and to him the
most obscene. Asif it could be so! For amoment Elof lost himsdlf in ahazy distance, awaking dream of
Kara, Karadender amid peril and moonlight, the gleam of her dark gaze, the last agony of loss. Then
other dark eyesrosein hismind, another thought, a tedthy intruder, tore him out of hisdream dl
unprepared, undefended. What he felt for 11s he knew, indeed; but what might llsfed for him?

Theideaclawed at him. Shewas not even of hisrace, she was older by alifetime than he and much wiser
in the world'sways, with al the might and craft of her ancient race at her back. And she knew of Kara,
had glimpsed her, perhaps, in the Tower. What could she ever fed for him, young, rootless, homeless
both in body and in spirit?

Even hisnamewas of hisown bestowing. Impossible, and yet... Helooked at her now, laughing and
joking with Arvhes and Ermahal up ahead, never so much as glancing back at him who walked silent and
aone. Elof lashed the thought from hismind. The very ideawas absurd.

It was nine days march through the Open Lands, and the mountainslay far behind them before they
camein sght of thelargest lake in the long chain so far, and knew it for their god. On the map Ansker
had given Kermorvan the jagged duergar script named it the Spearhead, for its shape, but high up asthey
were, they could see no more than its southern shores, its northern expanse lost beyond the horizon. The
daty waterslifted in the wind, flecked by a sweeping cloudburst; reeds hissed and bowed around the
western shore, but al along its eastern flank a dark blur dipped and swayed. Thiswasthe wal of thetrue
Forest, Aithen the Grest, and its foliage shimmered under the clouds.

"You're not telling me we've got to crossthat?' shuddered Bure,

"No, indeed!" smiled Kermorvan. "Only theriver south of it, and there are fords and idets enough on
Ansker's map; it will not be too arduous. But we must turn loose our ponies.”

"And after that?" asked Eysdan bluntly. "We have provender enough yet, with what the smdl folk gave
us, but we cannot bear it al on our backs."

"Strong servants await us there on the far bank," answered Kermorvan calmly. " Strong enough they look
to bear not only our provisions but ourselves, for many long leagues on our way."

"What do you mean?' asked the others eagerly, seeing that he had some schemein mind.

"I mean the currents, and the trees. We have in our baggage tools and tackle to fashion strong rafts, such
asyou northern foresters use for your timber. | had wit enough to foresee that need, at least! But first
comes foremost; we must seek out our crossing. Come!™

By midday they had found thefirst of their fords. The Westflood here flowed from the lake in many
narrow channelswhich merged and separated and merged again, creating a patternless marshy maze a
mile or more across. But Ansker's map led them straight and true; by evening they found themsalveson a
narrow wooded idet no more than a bowshot from the eastern bank, and the walls of the true Forest.



"But thewall isbreached!" said Kermorvan. " See that wide channdl there, that crooks away from the
others, past theidet about amile downriver? Thenceforth the trees hide it. For that is our outflow, the
river that flows deep among the trees.”

They made camp there among the trees that night, and even with water astheir chiefest sentindl they kept
their firessmall and sheltered, and set awatch. Elof took the first hour, watching the faint fire glimmer on
the long bare trunks of the firsaround him, listening to the rush and swirl of thewindin their grester kin
beyond. Even when Ermaha had cometo relieve him, helay long awake in hisblanket by thefire,
listening to the corsair skipper humming some dow chantey over the embers, wondering what other
songs might be sung beyond that wall.

The next day Kermorvan, who had taken the last watch, roused them dl at thefirst trace of light, and set
the company in aflurry of activity. The ponieswere loaded at once, and, ssumbling in the gloom, the
company made itsway down to a stand of huge old willows on the bank that marked the last ford. It was
apoor ford; adip on the weed-dimed rocks meant a plunge wai st-deep into chill water and a strong
current. The sure-footed ponies fared better than their masters, who had often to catch hold of their
tracesto avoid aducking. The corsairs, hardened by colder ocean, would have laughed at the others
discomfort, save that the looming rampart of trees cast a shadow in their hearts; nobody felt eager to
make much noise, and they even cried out and cursed in whispers. But when at last they reached the far
bank the dawn glowed behind the trees, with awelcome promise of warmth. It was easier to remember
then that the lowering wall was, after al, only trees, and not some sinister fortress.

Kermorvan, wringing out his cloak, seemed well pleased, despite the others complaints. "We need every
moment of daylight for our toil. It must needs make noise, and attract attention. By day, and at the
Forest'sedge, | guesstherisk isnot so great. But when night falls | would sooner be far from here.”
Then, shivering with more than cold, the others agreed.

The strongest and most practiced of the party, himself included, Kermorvan set to seeking out and felling
suitable trees. They did not need to search far; even at the Forest wall there were many of good height.
Though the giant redwoods of the coastlands were rarer among them, there were firs and cedars and
gpruces aplenty that seemed to burgeon in their absence. Elof touched the furrowed gray bark of the first
fir, gazing up at it. "These are nobletrees. | wish we did not haveto fell them.”

Kermorvan, stripping off histunic and hefting an axe, nodded with someregret. "1 fed asyou do. | would
kill noliving thing | did not haveto."

"Tredsatree," said Gisethe forester, faintly surprised. "Somefdll, others come up in their place. The
Forest'sthething. Look at it that-wise, fell sparingly and far apart asyou can. Don't wound the wood too
grievous and you won't turn it ‘gaingt you."

"I have heard smilar counsds of kingship,” said Kermorvan, amused, and struck awell-placed blow that
made thetall tree quiver from stem to crown. Small birds fluttered scolding from the leaves, alarge
squirrel bounded to a neighboring branch and clung chittering with rage. But Gise's blows followed
Kermorvan's and alow cut chopped out the wedge. On the tree'sfar side Roc and Elof, under their
direction, began to cut the notch that would determine itsfall. The pungent reek of resin flooded stingingly
into nose and eye. Not far away another treetop jerked and sprang at the bite of axes as Eysdan and Ils,
alded by Dervhas and Kasse, st to their task with equal vigor. Elof found time to wonder amusedly if IIs
had also shed tunic and shirt for her |abor; thet, if anything, might dter Kassesview of her humanity.

So hard did Kermorvan drive thefdling parties that by the sunny mid-morning fivetal treeslay by the
bank, and asixth trembled on its haf-hewn stump. It wasjust asthe sun reached its zenith that the tenth
tree dropped along the line of its own short shadow, and the fellerslet go their blunted axes and



collapsed into the shade. Only Kermorvan stayed afoot, goading on the others of the company whose
task it wasto trim branch and root and, with the ponies, to drag the trunksto the river. Though hislean
frame ran with sweat and his voice had thinned to a croak, his endurance seemed endless. An hour or
two later he came striding back from the riversde with aleather warterbag, and splashed it over the
exhaugted fdlers. "Come and marvd!" he cdled chearfully, in hisnormd ringing voice. "Y ou will have
daysaheadtolieidle”

Groaning and cursing, they struggled up and shuffled after him. But when Elof reached the bank, he was
indeed surprised that so much had been done in so short atime. There, bobbing high in the current, two
long rafts were tethered; the others of the company were toiling with hammer and nail, cord and chain,
fastening the second together. Ils came dong to join him, curls straggling from arefreshing dousein the
river; he noticed she was fastening her tunic. "L ook solid enough, don't they?' she laughed. "Four good
trunksfor each, with the half of afifth on either sde, and both longer than that little courier boat of ours.
And see what the northern lad's about!" On the completed raft Tenvar was even putting together a
makeshift canopy, roofed with leafy branches. "Well ridelike lordd"

By the late afternoon both rafts had their canopies, indeed, and al the baggage was aboard. All that
remained wasfor Gise, with Arvhes and Tenvar, to turn the ponies |oose upon the western shore. Even
Kermorvan in dl hisimpatience was|oth to abandon those game little beasts under the Forest's shadow.
In the Open Lands they would find good grazing, and perhaps make their way back to the Northmarch,
where they would fare well enough, wild or tame. But leading them back took time, leaving Kermorvan
anxioudy eyeing the snking sun. At last, asthe shadows lengthened, they espied the three drovers
picking their way back acrossthelast difficult ford. Arvhesfdl in once, and Tenvar many times, Gise
plucked them out by the scruff of their necks, like puppies. "They'retoo small! Heave 'em back!" jeered
Kasse. But hisraucous laughter rang darmingly loud among the trees, and the others glared at him.

"Quiet, Kass2!" commanded Kermorvan sharply, asthe three came straggling ashore. "All well, Gise?
Then to your rafts, and cast off!" He drew on one end of the forward mooring line, the knot dipped free,
and with long polesthey thrust the leading raft's blunt bow out into the current. Thelinethat linked it to
the second raft thrummed taut, and Elof jerked the moorings free. An eddy sucked at it; the blunt-nosed
logs ground and jarred againgt yellow mud, and the water grew suddenly thick as milk. But poles, and the
pull of the leading raft, freed it and together, asthe sun fell behind the trees, the rough craft legped out
into the smooth onrush of the Westflood.

Its flow was fagter than it had seemed from the shore, and they found themselves hurled forward at a
smart pace, with the breeze whipping at their hair. The younger folk of the company whooped with
excitement, llsloudest of al; Roc's cry went dmost unheard till he seized Elof's arm and jabbed a hard
finger at the receding shore. "Therel" he hissed, to be heard through the river's rumble and rush. "There
below the cedars! Can't you see'em?’

"Not athing; no, afew boughs shaking, perhaps. Some beast..."
"With suchlike eyes? They were watching us, no mistake, redlly watching. But not like aman's neither..."
"Green? Cat-like? The Forest folk have such eyes..."

Roc shuddered. "Naught so wholesome. Jugt... two gleams. Santing, yellow. Maybe they caught the last
sun, | don't know. But they sent aproper chill through me, they did.”

Elof looked around. Nobody on the leading raft seemed to have seen anything, and nobody else on thelr
own. Ermahd leaned unconcerned on the steering oar; Tenvar and Bure sat in the bows, enjoying the
ride, and Arvhes dozed peacefully on the baggage. Only Kasse gazed at the shore, and he gave no sign



of having seen anything. "I believe you, nonetheless” said Elof quietly. "Whatever they were, they prove
onething; Kermorvan did right to goad us hence so fast. | would not now careto linger by that ford, after
dark."

Roc nodded. They were glad to see Kermorvan ahead of them shift hisweight on the steering oar and
take the raft further from the bank, aiming it straight down the center of the stream that flowed down the
divergent channd. Their own matched it smoothly, as Ermahd followed suit. Kermorvan'sway with
boats he had gained chiefly at sea, so he had taken llsto advise him, skilled at sailing the shadowed
mountain rivers, and put Ermahd in charge of the second raft. The skipper was probably the most
practiced waterman of them all, whether on seaor river, and he seemed glad to be at ahelm again. His
screwed-up eyes scanned the river ahead with keen gppraisa, watching every little shift in the water's
flow asthey passed between idet and shore, and when they rounded the sharp turn at itsend it was he
who called thefirst warning.

Ahead of them, like an outstretched limb of theidand, alow shdf of rock thrust out halfway acrossthe
river, just below the surface, so that the water bubbled and foamed acrossit, like anatura weir. It was
onto thisthat the current was carrying them, faster aready than a horse could gallop, and with no chance
whatsoever of steering for the clear channel. "Down, and grab 'old!" yelled Ermahd. Elof saw
Kermorvan fal on his steering oar and sweep it from the water, and after that there wasllittle any could
do save throw themselvesflat upon the logs. With abooming crash, adreadful scraping, the first raft hit,
dewed sdeways amoment so Elof feared they would strike it amidships, then it was lurching up and
over. Elof saw its stern bounce and settle, then the impact took and shook him, rattling hisvery teethin
their sockets. Hisraft tilted and water duiced aong the logs; therewas aroar of rage from Arvhes asthe
awning toppled onto him, then thet terrible scraping once again. Elof fdt thelogsjudder under him, heard
the crosspieces creak with the strain, and then the whole craft did bouncing and splashing into the wider
channd.

"Well," said Kermorvan asthey strove in the fading light to set the raftsin order again. "That isone
feature your father's map did not show, 11s! No doubt there will be more; we must keep a proper watch,
especialy when faring on through the dark.”

"Y ou'd no thought of doing that tonight, had you?" inquired Elof, among groans and protests.

Kermorvan shook his head. "No, tonight we are al too weary. We will find somewhere to moor and
deep if we can. There are some idands marked away downriver, too far perhaps for tonight. But we
must find somewhere safe”

All of the company understood him, for in rounding that bend in the river and crossing the weir they had
lost their last Sght of the Open Lands, and of the west. Both banks now were high wallsthat closed in as
completely behind them as ahead. Wherever they looked, they saw nothing save rank upon rank of trees,
upthrust at the sky above, mirrored in the river below. Aithen the Great, the Forest realm, had closed its
gates behind them.

So it wasthat asthe last light faded from the sky, the rafts glided on down the stream. It was a clear
night, but warmer as the wind fell. The Forest was beyond sight for the moment, dark upon darkness, but
never out of mind; the wafting odors of pine sap and tar and damp humus bespoke its avesome
presence, and the myriad scurryings and snufflings of its small night-dwellers. Then the stars came out,
and the moon arose, dusting the treetops silver. Their dark reflections narrowed the river, but the rafts
sailed on serendly down the strip of sky mirrored at its center, across shods of glittering cloud and deeps
of starry blackness. By then most of the company not on watch lay adeep, but Elof could not; he moved
agternto sit by Ermahal, who seemed quite happy to go on steering.



"And why not? Grand night to be out on theriver again, like when | wasalad. Grew up on ariver barge,
| did, d'you know that? Used to borrow the tender to take the lasses for rows on amoonlit night like
this." He chuckled. "Worked atresat, did the moon. Y ou ever do that?"

Elof shook his head regretfully. "Nothing but swink and study. Therewere no lasseswhere | grew up.
Saveone."

The corsair nodded, not unkindly. "Aye, ‘er you seek, would that be? Guessed as much. Must be quite a
lass, to'aul you so far.”

"Sheis"

Ermaha was obvioudy expecting more details, but when none came he sighed and scratched his head.
"Ahwel, | might've felt the same when | wasyour age, if only for the adventure of it. Not now I'm old.”

"You?You are no graybeard yet!"
"Fvewinters short of my "df-'undred. Twice your age, if | guessaright.”
"Moreor less. | cannot be sure of it myself.”

"Wdll, thereyou 'asit. Precious few lassesd fetch me out into the wilds now. Save one, praps, 'er | used
to go with that many years back. Pretty'sapicture, al long blond curlsto her waist and abold blue eye
on her like asummer sky. A fine shape, too, that aman could get ahold of. 'Er beckonin' me to come,
and | wouldn', not me, seein’ | was on first watch an' dl. Funny, that. Seeing 'er again, after dl these
years, just the same, beckonin', beckonin'... On one of them big willows down by the ford. Fancy."

Elof looked up in astonishment. Ermahd looked much ashe dwaysdid, if anything calmer and more
serene; the moonlight seemed to have smoothed away some of the salt-hardened linesfrom his broad
face. Perhaps that was why he was wandering in memory, seeming to talk of hismemories asif they were
only of lagt night. "Sittin' on the tree limb, out over the water bold as brass, swingin' those plump little legs
and beckonin'..." Hisvoicetalled away, and when he spoke again it was of another and less innocent
memory. Hedid not mention the girl again.

They had at last to accept that they could not reach any idands that night, and chose to moor on an
out-thrust sandspit, wide enough for them to deep on but narrow enough to be guarded by one. Ermahal,
still apparently unwearied, offered to take the first watch once more, and was not opposed; even
Kermorvan was ssumbling with weariness. But Elof, though he aso wished to deep, was concerned
enough to seek out Kermorvan, and tell him of Ermahal’s words. Kermorvan aso |ooked concerned, but
not unduly so. "1 know of few men less given to fancies than he. Perhapsit was only weariness that
spoke, and the strains of along day. Still, we should have acarefor him. Y ou travel on hisraft; watch
him, and if anything seemsworse about him, summon me at once. And now | must have some deep, if |
am not to start babbling aso.”

Elof agreed with Kermorvan'sjudgment; the corsair skipper was ahard man to daunt. At their first
encounter he had feared anything that might have strayed off the Marshlands, but he had not been afraid
to fight it. Sitting on watch now, leaning on his steelbound haberd, he looked the very image of solidity
and strength. But when he awakened Kermorvan for the second watch, some two hours later, Elof dso
awoke. The corsair rolled himsdlf in his blankets, grunting comfortably, and appeared to drift off at once.
But only afew minutes after, when Kermorvan's attention was fixed upon the wood, Elof saw the skipper
gt up, clutching his blankets nervoudy to him, and stare fixedly acrossthe dark waters around. Then with
adisappointed sigh, helay down and at last began to snore.



The night passed without incident, and the next day's sail, save that the Forest seemed to be closing
around them ever more closdaly. Open patches of bank were scarcer; the trees were growing down to the
water's edge, many overhanging it with their long limbs. Some had broken, or partly torn away, and lay
rakelike below the water's surface, perilous snags for any craft less solid than the rafts. That night they

did not moor, but set full watches and sailed on; Elof chose hiswith Ermaha. The skipper seemed
cheerful enough, but nervous; he started violently when an owl plummeted silently from the trees to pluck
some smdll beast shrieking from the bankside grass, and once again a asharp splash fromthe cam
waters astern. They looked, but saw nothing save wide circles of ripples spreading outward from a deep
placein the moonlit water, and the flickering dance of nightmoths above them.

"A fishrising for amoth,” Elof remarked. "They must grow big in these pools with none to fish them. We
should try trailing some lines astern one of these nights; our supplies..."

He stopped. In the strong moonlight Ermaha’s face was aglisten with swest, his breath |abored asif with
some grest effort. But al he said was, "Might be an ides, that,” and turned the talk to other things. When
they went off watch he took gladly to hisblankets, but Elof watched him liefor along time on one e bow,
gazing into the black river, till finally his head nodded and he sank into unfeigned deep.

All the next day's sailing Ermaha seemed in high good spirits, asif someweight of worry had been lifted
from his mind. He was as pleased as any when they rounded a bend and espied afine flock of deer
ahead, drinking at the bank. Gise leaped for hisbow, but they fled too quickly. "No matter,” Kermorvan
said. "I had hoped that we could hunt for our food by the river, and this provesit. We shdll find other
drinking places, and liein wait." Helooked at the mud churned by hooves, and at the trees beyond.
"Interesting, though, that the beastsfled so readily. Asif they were accustomed to being hunted by men.
Or folk likemen."

lIshit her lip thoughtfully, looking at Elof. Y ou mean thetall ones—the Children of ..." She seemed
reluctant to speak the name, and here benesath the frowning treewall Elof was of like mind. He felt
suddenly very vulnerable out in the open, and acutely aware of the power within the woods. Memories
cameto trouble him, the gaze of green eyes, avoice over vast distances, ravens riding astormwind, and
for that time they obscured his other concerns.

Toward evening of that day they came upon the string of small idands the map had promised. They were
nearly asthickly wooded asthe shores, but seemed safer in their isolation. The company chose one well
apart from therest, and in deep water. Here at least they could search the brush, climb the tall willows
and other trees and be sure neither man nor beast lurked there in wait. They found nothing, not even
snakes, and settled down to deep with only one on watch. When Elof's turn came, not long past the
middle hour of night, he was happy enough to sit with his back to the smooth bark of atall tree, amaple
of avariety new to him, and think histhoughts. He listened to the soft windrush overhead, imagined it
sweeping across an incaculable plain of treetops, like agreen ocean, and wished he could sail over them
aseadly. But hewas not minded to complain. Despite the horror of the Ekwesh attack, his own quest
had proved lighter by far than he had feared. Instead of wandering aone and aimlessinto thewild lands,
he had traveled fast and with friends, and in relative peace. Whatever the terrors of the Forest, it seemed
they might not extend to the river. He wondered how long it flowed, how far it would bear them, whether
they might not find other rivers flowing eastward and so be whirled safely right through these menacing
lands...

He gtiffened suddenly. Something had moved, softly, heavily, among the bushes behind him. Hand on

sword hilt, he twisted about, crouching on his knee with the trunk as shelter. A bulky shadow stepped
softly, hesitantly, among the undergrowth, away from the camp. He caught his bregth as he recognized
Ermahd; it had to be him, as broad as Eysdan or Gise but not so tall. What was he doing? His errand



might be natural enough, yet he was stopping and looking about, asif searching, or listening. Cautioudy
Elof dipped out from behind the tree and followed. Over the low ridge of the idand they went, Elof
keeping low among the leaves|est he be seen. But the skipper did not ook back once, only turned his
head urgently, as one who seeks something lost. And gradudly, asthey went, Elof grew aware of afaint
sound inthe air, floating as it seemed high among the branches, then faling, rippling like laughter dong the
water. It was a sweet, soft sound, yet it plucked at his ear dmost to the point of irritation, as the whine of
someingstent insect. But that thought brought the shock of recognition with it, for that was no insect; it
was avoice.

Ermahal changed his pace suddenly, went blundering swiftly down the dope to the bank, then halted,
hesitant again as he emerged onto the shore. Elof followed more cautioudy, for the moon was dipping
down the sky, and hisway was no longer so clear; he was crawling now on all foursto stay hidden
among the low brush, straining his eyesto seek sometrace of what held Ermaha in such thral.

It was only when she moved that he saw. He had been looking at her for sometime, perched in the
crook of agreat willow, without distinguishing her shape, so still had she sat. It was a pose of tense,
crouching energy, kneesto chin, so that her long hair fell draped about her legs; it was as shelowered her
feet, to dangle beneath the branch, that Elof saw her in truth. There she sat, adender figure of agirl,
naked, her long legs hanging over the black water of the ill pool beneath, playing, dancing with their
reflection and that of the silvery moon benesth her feet. The song was hers, high and soft, ayearning,
winsome song whose words he felt but could not understand.

In truth he understood nothing, and did not dare move, so still was the scene before him. Her beauty
aonehdd him, asgraceful asthe deer and asfragile; dmost he feared that she might vanish asthey had.
Y et some part of him remained aware, and perceived that this was not the girl Ermaha had described.
Her legswere hardly plump, but long, dender, her toes pointing asif to dance on the very water; her
arms were lean and strong, enticing as they beckoned. Her hair hung long, yes, to below her wais,

but straight, amost lank, not curling and blond; even by moonlight it had a strange sheen. And asfor a
bold blue eye... He shivered abruptly. They gleamed and glittered in the dying moonlight, those eyes,
atogether too brightly, with the rainbow sheen of fresh-landed fish scale. Could Ermaha not see that,
blundering forward thusto her beckoning arms?

It happened too easily, in the ingtant between Elof's foreseeing it and his shout of darm. Ermahal plunged
on with reckless abandon, right out dong the sagging bough, his heavy face held up to her proffered lips
which were poised not to kiss but curved in a strange sweet smile. In that instant her legs snapped
sraight, toes a downward spearpoint, and she dipped smoothly off her perch, al her weight bearing
down into the corsair's straining arms. And as she did down, so a so the moon dropped behind the
jagged summit of atree. Utter shadow blotted out the poal.

Elof sprang up and rushed forward, but in the darkness he tripped among the damp vegetation and fell to
his knees by the bank. The splash he awaited did not come, even to his keen ears. His swift eyes pierced
the lingering moon-glow, but nowhere could he see another human shape, or any stirring save the faint
tremor of leaf and bladein the night breeze. The poal's black surface showed him only himsdlf, staring
ashen into amirror undisturbed by ripple or bubble. He flung himsdif at it, shattering the image, plunging
hisarmsin to the shoulders. But hisfingers raked only among dimy tangles of riverweed, and when he
thrust his face benegth the surface he could see no more. Ermahal was gone.

"Itisusdess, then," said Kermorvan wearily, glaring up at the bright sun of noon. "Wemust rest.” He
leaned againgt the willow, while the others dumped exhausted to the ground. Since Elof'sfirst shout, in
the dark hours before dawn, they had searched high and low for Ermahal, or the dightest sign of what
had befalen him. Even in darkness they had taken grapnels and strong lines and dragged the pool below



the willow, and along way both downstream and up. But, like Elof, they found only weed and dime and
smdl water creatures, and once the bones of some great beast sunk in the mud. They had crossed to
both shores, but there was nowhere among the trees a man so big might have landed without leaving
traces the foresters could pick up. With that againgt them, there wasllittle point in searching deeper into
the Forest; which way, after dl, should they turn among such atrackless desert of trees?

"Had we had only sometrail to follow, amark even!™ growled Dervhas painfully. "Then I'd tear up every
bloody treein our way to find him! Evenif it took ayear!" He shook his head. "But now, do weturn this
way? That? Never dreamed aman might belost on land as surely as at seal Lost and goneto Amicac!”

Kermorvan nodded. "If | thought he lived, | would not now beresting. My heart tellsmethat heisfar
beyond any seeking of ours.”

Elof sat sunk in misery, thinking of hisfirst swift clash with Ermahd, hisequaly swift acceptance and their
share in the seefight. He had liked the fat captain, for al his past misdeeds; arogue, but afriendly one
and capable, alossto hisland, alossto the company. "Asl told you," he said dully. "That was no human
cresture that enticed him. | saw her..."

"Then why did he not warn the man, or us?' growled Kasse, and spat in Elof's direction, with acurious
averting gesture. His eyes were narrow with suspicion. "l don't likethat. | don't likeit at al."

"No more, Kasse!" said Kermorvan sharply. "That isfool'stalk, or churl's. Elof'strust is past question.”

The huntsman looked to the others for support, found none, and scowled. "Well, thereés nothing in the
Forest ever hurt me, that'sdl I'm saying. Me, I'vewalked in it haf ahundred times. Y ou've just got to do
theright things..."

Kermorvan stood up, stretching, and shook his head. " Spare me your superstitions, Kasse. Y ou were
fortunate, perhaps. Y ou know, as | do, that many others were not. No, you heard Elof; he warned me,
hetried his best to help Ermahd at thelast. But | wonder whether any of us could have saved poor
Ermahd. For how could we have guessed what threatened him, till it showed itsdlf? And then, as Elof
found, it wastoo late."

Stehan nodded. "Wouldn't have thought he'd fall for asuchlike lure.”

"I might have thought it of others," agreed Kermorvan. "But not of him." Elof fancied that IIsstolea
glance a him, then, and perhaps aso Roc. " Strange, what may linger within aman's heart. Well, heis
gone, and we must live on. IIs, you have the skill; do you take his place on the second raft. We must be
gonein haste" He turned to face the company, and they saw that with hislong hunting knife he had
graven deep in the willow's bark the day and year, and the name of the man who in adversity had been
hisfriend. "Back to the rafts now and let us quit this unhalowed place! But henceforth let none of us be
deceived by any vison of our past returned!”

There was agenerd growl of agreement. But as they returned to the rafts they spoke no more than was
needful. Out into midstream they turned once more; the idand dipped away behind them until it wasno
more than afleck of darkness upon the waters, aslost to them asthe years of their own youth.

Chapter Four - Hunters and Hunted

The chroniclestell little more of that river journey till itsend, though it lasted many days more, and bore
them some hundred and fifty leagues at least into the heart of the Forest. Rapid and shalow they passed
with no desperate troubles, for their rafts were strong and stable and brought them through where fleeter
boats might have been lost. Their journey was swift, for now they seldom cared to moor, but sailed on
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throughout the nights as long as they had aglimmer of light to steer by. Only when moon and starsfailed
them were they driven to seek the land in the hours of darkness, and there they dept on the rafts, close
together, with a strong watch set. But athough for that time the travelers were assailed no more, care till
lay heavy ontheir hearts.

"Wonder if dl thoselogt folk didn't just starve!™ grumbled Roc. " Could be hunger'sthe worst terror in this
land."

"Terror enough for me!" muttered Bure, eyeing the dwindling hummock under the awvning. They were on
half rations now, which must soon grow less. Kermorvan had intended that they live by hunting, such
supplies asthey carried serving chiefly to tide them over and provide some hedthy variety. All the
company could hunt, some with grest skill, not least himsalf; but save for afew fish, even they had caught
nothing. It was not that Aithen was empty of beasts; by day and by night they could be heard at a
distance, living their lives among the trees, part of the vast cycle of growth and life that wasthe greater life
of the Forest. But save for those first few deer, no living anima had shown itsalf. For two whole daysthe
huntsmen had lain in wait by the bank, at what they dl agreed was awe|-frequented drinking place. They
had chosen their hideswell, disturbed little and covered track and scent with consummate skill, yet not so
much as asound of aliving beast did they catch. But even asthey took to the rafts again, angry and
dgected, pinched with hunger, the murmur of the Forest reawoke around them as vigorous as before:
small blue birds chased one another here and there, and a high whickering screech sounded mockingly
from the bushes,

"It'snot canny,” grumbled Borhi. "All them beasts steering clear of us. Not naturd, like. Evil."

"How'd you know what's natural and what's not?' grunted Kasse. He and Borhi were Sitting dawn watch
on thefirgt raft, leaning across the steering oar. He spoke softly, but so still was the brightening air that
Elof heard him clearly, lying half awake in the bows of the raft behind; evil dreams had hounded him from
deep. "'l know these great woodlands, me," ragped the huntsman. "I've walked in Aithennec, remember?
| know. They're not like the piddling little woods these Nordeney oaf's are used to, or our
high-and-mighty young lordling. Y ou can't just go astrall in these glades and expect to make free of the
hunting. There'sagood many others dwell here. Y ou've got to get the word from one of 'em, see? With
their hand againgt us, our luck'sturned, and no gamell come near us."

Borhi sounded very uneasy. Elof could hear him twisting thisway and that on the logs, scanning the
inscrutable trees. "Whose word? How? What do you tell me? That you know some evil's aorew?’

"Something, aye, but why evil? Not evil to demand your due, isit? There'sthe Helgorhyon, now, the
Hunt; you want luck in the chase, standsto reason it'stheir leave you must ask. Get agood word said

upon your wegpons.”
"Y ou mean... therés other men here?' asked Borhi dubioudly.

Kasse tapped hisnose wisdly with afinger. "Ah, | didn't say that, mind. There's some, but you don't want
no truck with 'em. But the Hunt, they're.... natura forces, no more: naught to fear, long as you know the
right ways. Sound ways, old ways; | had them from my granddad, he from hisuncle, and so on down a
long line, great hunters all who never lacked kill and keep." He darted alook back over hisshoulder a
Elof, who kept his breathing dow and did not gtir. "Listen, you're abright lad, want to bring yourself a
gpot of hunting luck? Tell you athing you could try, it's smple enough. Do you take two good arrows,
another that's aready struck its mark. Catch you abird or some other beast dive, large or smdl, no
matter long asit has eyes. Then at moonrise stand in atall tree's shadow and lay the arrows crosswise,
take your catch and athird arrow in hand and speak a hunter's blessing, thus..." He began to chant
Softly.



Watchers, that in darkness wake, Guardians of the shadow-brake, What be offered, hunters, take,
Onthissign | bid you slake Thirst for—

"That'sanill sound for ablessng!" Borhi brokein uneesily.

"Ach, don't be adamned whey-belly!" grunted Kasse. "Just trying to help afellow Sothran, aren't ? With
these Nordeney louts ready to spit on ust And my finelordling, he just encouragesthem! Oneintheeye
for thelot of 'em, it'd be, if—"

"Enough, Kasse!" The bark of Kermorvan's voice startled even Elof. He whom they had thought adeep
was up and on hisfeet in asingle movement, glaring down at the huntsman. "1 numbered you in our
company only for your boasted experience. And of that, the more | hear, theless| like! | know you for a
grumbler and a supergtitious fool: take greet care | do not come to think you something worse. Upon
your peril, Kassa!"

The huntsman growled, spat some word and himself surged to hisfeet, dipping on the uneven logs.
"Comesto that, my dear young lordie. I've about had my bellyful of you! And you, Borhi, you'l suffer this
pup to kick our faces, who rates his own folk lower'n atinker and a duergar bitch?" Elof scrambled up,
hand on sword, ready if need be to jump the gap; Kasse's hand rested too near his knife. Heads lifted
from blankets, came awake in aflurry of movement, believing it was some new peril.

But Borhi only looked coldly up at the huntsman, and spat into the stream. "Do you fight your own fights,
Kasse! And don't come running to meif you take ahiding! Y ou and your mucky little hedge-wizardry!
What good's that to me?"

The blood drained from Kasse'sface, and Elof saw acold glitter grow in his narrowing eyes.
"Hedge-wizardry, isit, my lad?Isit, en?' Helooked sulkily at Kermorvan, and the other travelersrising
uncertainly. "But stop you till you've starved enough under the boy's yoke! Then you'll dl come begging
me for my wisdom! On your knees!"

Elof gritted histeeth; the moment was ugly, Kasse strove to sow discontent, imperiling their unity and
inevitably their lives, yet he could hardly be dain for mere words. But then, facing forward ashe was,
Elof caught the flicker of movement among the trees ahead, and forgetting al ese he hissed and pointed
sofiercely thet dl eyesturned to follow.

"A prey!" breathed Kermorvan. "Gise! Kasse! To your bows!" Anger forgotten, the huntsmen ducked to
the weapons they kept at hand. Kasse yanked back the cord of his arbalest and dropped aquarrel into
the channd; Gise's horn-bow was strung in one fluid action, and Kermorvan snatched alongbow and
quiver from among the stores. Elof's fingersitched, though he had no love of the chase or thekill for its
own sake; hewas afair shot with abirdbow, but knew these were the likeliest marksmen.

The deadly barbs glinted as the archers notched and drew, seeking an aim in the uncertain light; the
watchers quivered tense and taut as the bowstrings. At this gold there might well be no second shot.

But when they saw their mark clear, no arrow flew. With the rest the hunters stared dumbfounded at the
monstrous shape the growing sunlight gilded among the leaves. Elof knew no beadt likeit, and neither, by
their gasps, did the others. "Kerys, isthat abear?" whispered Roc.

"Then it could bregkfast on any I've seen,” hissed Ils. "Even the giant cavern-dwellers..." Sowly, dmost
painfully it ssemed, the great beast lumbered down the bank. Itslong lank hair, reddish with astrange
green cast, hung from limbs bowed but as thick about as aman's body. Abruptly it reared up; dl flinched,
the bows jerked ready asit rose on its haunches and spread its vast forelegs in menacing embrace.
"That's no bear!" breathed IIs. "It has atail, see! And that long head? And by the Shaper's grace, seethe



pawsonit!"

Elof smouth dried as he saw a single hooked claw unfold from each massive inturned forepaw, huge
black sickles open to hook and dash. Then, quite unconcernedly, it grasped the overhanging limb of a
linden and bent it down to its open mouth: along red tongue unreeled to curl greedily about the
heart-shaped leaves and the sweet flowers between, plucking them into the grip of the narrow horsdlike
jaw. The shift from menace to bovine placidity was dmost hilarious; 11s smothered a bresthless giggle.
But then a single humming note sounded, a harpstring plucked, and two arrows soared up over the
shimmering water and plunged like bright-beaked hawks upon their prey. The dead snap of the arbaest
sounded, and the quarrd, flatter initsflight, hissed low and fast across the bank. They saw the broad
back flinch at the first impact, then stared as one arrow glanced across the rough hairs and vanished a a
tangent among the leaves, and the other spun off into the bushes. The quarrd struck with the ringing bite
of axein wood, hung amoment and then fell dithering through the fur. With ahigh blegting cry the besst
whirled about and went lumbering and crashing away through the undergrowth, gill shrilling in panic.

"It'sademon!" ydled Borhi, and threw himsdlf flat upon thelogs.

[Ispulled him up by histunic. "Don't be agreat fool! It must have tough hide, that'sall. Or even bone
within the skin, like those little grasdand crestures you have in the south.”

Elof snapped hisfingers. "That harness the Forest folk wore! 1t might have been made from such ahide.
We could land and go after it..."

Kermorvan stared after the disappearing beast, and shook his head. "We could only hopeto day it at
close quarters. We might go far astray before cornering such abrute; it moves fast enough now. And
what then? Spear and blade against those sickle claws, on limbsthat can bend atree so lightly. Scarce
worth therisk, | fear. But Kasse," he added, turning to the hunter, "I see Borhi was bitten deeper than he
alowed by your bogeys. But can you explain why such a curse cannot stop us catching fish? When next
you hold forth on hedgecraft, do you aso trail somefishlines Y ou may find thefish more gullible.”

Elof joined in the generd laughter, and was glad to see that Borhi did also. Kasse glared at the young
corsar amoment, then very carefully laid down his arbalest and returned to his sest by the steering oar.
But Borhi did not join him; instead, he rummaged among the baggage for the fishing lines. Kermorvan and
Gise ungtrung their bows, and the others not on watch returned to their blankets to snatch what little deep
they could in the growing light. Elof stood for amoment, undecided, and then he caught Kermorvan's
eye. Thewarrior nodded, and sprang effortlessy across onto his raft. He looked around, and spoke low.
"So something il concerns you. Something worse than adiet offish?”

"| fared little better in the Marshlands, and was content. No, it issmply that... well, field lore such as
Kasse'sisone sign of our decline. Scraps of true smithcraft debased, mean and dight, with power only to
work petty ill. And that only for those who have atouch of the true craft in their blood."

Kermorvan's eyes widened. "And Kasse has? Why did you not tell me?”

"l did not seeit in hiseyetill now. It isnot strong in him, it shows only in hisanger. Nevertheless, itis
there— not to fear, only to bewary of. And | dso find it strange that the whole life of this Forest shunsus
S0 thoroughly.”

Kermorvan nodded. "Do you, indeed? And have you considered that the cause might be more natural
than bewitchment?”

"Of course! But | cannot think what!"



Thewarrior smiled without mirth. "Why, that it is not us the beasts shun. We know that others hunt here;
might it not then be them the beasts fear ?*

"But why should such hunters dways be near us... oh." A sudden understanding grew in Elof, and he
raised his eyesto the Forest above them, a shadow againgt brightening dawn, alowering cliff face of
trees. He realized then how much they had changed, day by day, asthe company sailed by. Rare now
were the redwoods of the coastlands, and rarer all the great evergreens. Lindens stood high and shady
among their ranks, the honey fragrance of their flowers drifting down to him, and massive sycamores. The
solid masses of green and grayish brown were broken by the bright leaves of many maples and red oaks,
and by slver birch trunks and blue-gray beeches. Y éllow birch leaves shone golden in the misty dawn
againgt the somber black hunks of walnuts. Fair and rich was the canopy of the Forest in the hues of

early summer; but the fairest garments might conced ablade. "Y ou mean... we are watched?'

Kermorvan nodded. "'l do. By those who normally hunt the Forest beasts. They hide from us, but not
from the beasts because hunting is not their present purpose. So wherever we pass, they do aso, and the
beagtsflee or fdl slent intheir lairs. And asto who they might be, these hunters, | believe you guess now
asl do."

"The... Children," said Elof uneasily. "Watchers who can travel among the trees, and so pace the rafts.
But why have you not told the others?!

"Dare |? How will they behave, if | tell them the trees may be full of unseen eyes? Youand | and lls
know they need not be hostile, but the others? The corsairs especidly, after what happened to Ermaha ?
| do not wish our hotheadsloosing bolts at every bough that quivers, one strike might draw arain of
spears from the Forest folk. Thus far they seem content only to watch. That iswhy | was so reluctant to
let usstray far into the Forest; it might be what they await.”

Elof was still scanning the trees, though he knew he need expect to see nothing. "If we could evade them
somehow....."

"Aye, that would be different. But we cannot, for now. When we reach the lake we may contrive a
chance. Until then, do you keep silent about this. Saveto Ils, perhaps.”

Over the next day or so even Elof grew weary of fish. In these lower, deeper stretches of the stream the
fish grew large, but the flavor of their flesh seemed muddier. The commonest catches were monstrous
catfish of akind not seen in the coastal rivers, fierce fighters and often too heavy for one man to land
unaided. The sight of their immense toadlike mouths, leering and barbel-hung, asthey snapped and
thrashed at the line, was disturbing initsdf. And snce Kermorvan still would not alow the company
ashore, they had to await suitable idands to cook and smoke their catch. It meant that often they had to
do without a hot med after adifficult day'srafting, or dry clothes after rain, and there were many
grumbles. But Elof wasrelieved that none sought to gainsay Kermorvan'sword.

He and lIstook care now to watch the treesin twilight and the dark. More than once they believed they
spied foliage jerk and quiver asif some large creature swvung between trees, and once llswas sure that
she had seen a hand and aface emerge. Kermorvan was pleased. "They do not guess we have good
night eyes among us, then, and grow careless. Now we must seek and seize amoment when we can
travel faster and further than they. If only we could cometo that lake soon!™ He pounded the logs
impatiently. "If only!"

By dl the accountsit was indeed no very grest time before their voyage met its unlooked-for end; it may
even have been that same night. It is sure that the first warnings came while Elof gtill had hisfriend's
words very much in mind.



He was on night-watch with Dervhas and Tenvar when Roc hailed him from thefird raft; awide bend in
the river was approaching, and they must stand ready with their poleslest the current swing them aground
on land or sandbank. But asthey probed cautioudy for the depth they felt the stream pluck at their poles,
eddies seek to twist them under the logs, and they heard the rush and chuckle of the water againgt the
blunt bows grow suddenly louder.

"There's no bottom with thispole!" caled Bure. "Not even mud!”

"By Amicac, thelad'sright!" muttered Dervhasto Elof. "It growswider and deeper dl of a sudden, and
yet flows faster—now what's that mean, on apiddling littleinland flood like this? Rapids? I only the
skipper were here, hed know! Hislordship might, or the lass? Do you give her ashake..."

But then Roc hailed them again, and pointed, and they knew some change must be near. They were
rounding the curve now, swinging wide across the rushing waters, and for thefirst timein many long and
weary nightsthe dark trees no longer narrowed to nothingness ahead of them. Instead a bright gap
opened, widened asif the trees were curtains drawn dowly apart, layers of curtains and each thinner than
the last. For through them, between the trees, shone glimmers of the same silvery light, ever broader and
brighter. From out of a cloudy sky the white moon blazed down upon an expanse of water wide and
cam, silvering it likeamirror save where the wooded hills beyond cast their shadows.

That sngle hail had aroused Kermorvan, and even as he bounced to hisfeet he was calling the others.
They too came suddenly awake at the sight of the breach in the walls they had come to hate. Some even
whooped and pranced with delight on the uneven logs, till Kermorvan's hissed command caled them to
hedl. "Do you dream yet, that you think us free of danger? Perhgpsit only beging! All of you, gather up
your gear and al the supplies you can carry! Be dert, be ready to abandon theraftsif need be and spring
or swim for shore!" His sword flashed in the moonlight. "If danger threatens| will part the rafts; one may
survive, if the other is overset.” He scooped up his own pack and a heavy foodsack, and turned to Elof,
standing on the bow of therear raft. "Now, how faresthe current?’

"Fadter dill, and naither Dervhas nor lscan explainiit.”

"Nor |," muttered Kermorvan, gazing about the widening channdl. "1 did fear some hazard between us
and that lake, at worst falsor rapids. But | can see nothing to cause this strange current. Ils, what of your
sgnt?'

She scrambled onto the oar mounting, one plump hand shielding her eyes from the moon; Elof steedied
her astheraft surged anew beneath them. "Little enough! A smdl turmoil in the water, around dender
things upthrug, like reeds or twigs—"

"Inwater thisdeegp?' cried Kermorvan, and threw hisweight upon the steering oar that thrummed now
likeagde-struck sall. "Down, dl of you! Hold asyou can! Thereis some hidden barrier!™ And asthe oar
rose creaking from the water he drew his sword and hewed down at the stern. The taut cord sang apart,
and thefirgt raft sprang forward as the glittering water opened out around them.

Face down on the planks with pack and foodsack on his back, frantically clutching the stout crosspiece
under his chest, Elof felt the weight of the sodden logslift and buck under him, asif someimmense hand
took hold and hurled it like ajavelin a the unknown target. And has not all my life been thus?Ina
moment of futile rebellion he glared up at the sky beyond the treetops whipping by, half expecting to see
something there, for good or ill. But the stars blazed ice-cold in blackness, remote, indifferent, bit-

terly done. A sudden shout came from the raft ahead, then with adeep grinding crunch its bow heaved
upward like adrawbridge, and split; the scream and crackle of stressed wood dwarfed the petty voices
of men. Spray rose and spattered him, he gritted histeeth, and then the shock shivered through him,



shook and dammed him violently against the wood, the rough bark scouring skin. Thelogsrolled and
flexed under him, the stout bough that was the crosspiece writhed and twisted like aliving serpent in his
grip. Despite Kermorvan's swift action, the current crashed the second raft Sdewise againgt thefir,
driving it as hammer on chisd againgt the unseen obstacle. The churning surface erupted, mud and filth
sprayed skyward, and awave of creamy water washed over the second raft. Elof clutched wildly at his
handhold asit dragged at him and plucked and twisted at his pack. Theraft lurched forward, bucked,
twisted crazily sideways and tilted, sweeping him across the logs at awrist-wrenching angle. Mud
spurted up between the logs and was whipped away into the foaming maelstrom. He heard lls cry out,
but could see neither her nor any other in the spray. Something lashed stinging across hisface and clung.
Then it seemed that the obstacle beneath the logs gave way, and the raft was shot forward, whirling
about in the current. The looming trees fell away, the whedling stars overhead dowed and steadied, the
log benesath him settled and rode levd.

For amoment he could only lie there gasping, the thing that had hit him a curtain of ginking dime across
his eyes. He sought to brush it free, and found hisfingers entangled; he panicked, and tore &t it, and grew
more entangled. Then hisfingerstouched another's amid itstangles, that pulled it awvay from hisface. His
heart |egped as he saw whose hand it was; |Is a least was safe. He caught her hand and raised himsdlf on
one numbed elbow; there were the others, as dazed as hefdlt. Dervhas and Tenvar ill clung to the
steering oar, spitting out water and weed; Arvhes was covered in fragments of the ruined canopy. The
raft was clear now, drifting out acrossthe calm slver of the lake waters. A faint current seemed to be
carrying theminto alittle bay ahead. Elof looked about urgently for thefirgt raft, and found instead a
loosening tangle of timbers astern, whedling dowly in the current, asorry sight. The collison had sheared
off two logs and by thelook of it the steering gear, and broken the for'ard cross-members. But he could
seefigures picking themsalves up and diding swiftly along the logs, striving to make them secure. He
scanned the water quickly for floating heads, found none, and glanced back to see what had so nearly
destroyed them.

Thewhole rivermouth had changed. The water level had fallen, and was now even with the [ake; anew
strip of bank glistened with exposed clumps of weed. The barrier stood revealed now as athick tangle of
stick and bough. The double impact of the rafts had smashed awide gap in it, through which a muddy
torrent poured. "A beaver dam!" gurgled Arvhes. "Biggest that ever | saw! I've heard they have giant
beaversin thewilds of Nordeney!"

IIslooked a him acidly, and thrust out what she had taken from Elof'sface. "Do they use nets?' The men
gaped in horror, for net it surely was, crudely woven of some coarsefiber. They stared again at the
channel; on either Sde of the breach the ragged edges of such anet straggled uselessin the current. Then
amidst the heaving water Elof saw a sudden arrowing swirl, and another. "What's that?" he demanded of
Dervhas,

"Amicac, how'd I know? Eddies, most like. Glad they're nowhere near, though. Sooner we're off this
pond the better I'm suited.”

Elof nodded, shivering in his soaked clothes. "At least we're not far away from the bay; the water should
grow shallower there. If only the others can hold on..." He looked back, and worse than the night breeze
chilled him. He cried out, pointed. The swirls had appeared again, dark foldsin the camer water,
stresking out againg the current. It wasthe first raft they pursued.

None there had heard. Elof struggled up on shaky legs, but even as he opened his mouth to shout he saw
the wrecked raft judder and halt abruptly in itswhedling, and clambering silhouettes stagger and fall.
Then, quite dowly asit seemed, its huge logs parted at the bow and spread out wide like the fingers of a
giant hand. Helpless, Elof listened in horror to yells and screams, saw two tal figures bestride the logs,



haul others out of the water and then begin fastening cords and chains to the logs, meaning to secure them
lest theraft break up dtogether. But even asthey leaped acrossto the outer logsthe water swirled again,
and Elof glimpsed a curved bulk that arched up and vanished, the back asit seemed of some fair-sized
creature, mottled or dappled likefish or sedl, glistening under the moon. Then, with that same easy,
deceptive downess that was horrible to watch, the logsjarred and siwung together again. The legpers
landed, but skidded; one caught himself by the chain he bore and fell dong the log, but the other missed
hisfooting and did down its flank into the water. He caught himself by a branch ssump, the other flung
himself forward, but even astheir hands met the huge logs bounced together. Benegth the dull boom
there was asingle crunch, acry cut short. When they bobbed apart again, one figure knelt there, staring
down at nothing. "Eysdan!™ cried Kermorvan's voice, and then Gise's, but there was no answer.

Elof and the others stared in horror, forgetting for one instant too long that they aso might bein peril. A
cry from behind was their warning. Whirling about, Elof caught the black sword from its scabbard and
threw himsdlf dithering down the logs. Dervhas clung till to the steering oar, but franticaly now, for both
legstralled inthe water asif some great weight hung from them. Elof threw himself down, clawing & the
man's collar, but the oar bent, cracked and splintered. With a despairing cry Dervhas|let go and grabbed
hold of the outflung hand. The weight on him was appaling; Elof braced hisfeet againg the oar mounting
to avoid being dragged in himsdlf. Dervhas gasped in agony; the veins on hisbrow stood out asif hewas
on the rack. The mounting snapped then and Elof did forward. Dervhas sank chest-deep and dragged
him out over the black water. But Elof's free hand still held Gorthawer, and he speared it downward,
once, twice. It struck, the water convulsed and darkened, and Dervhas was suddenly lighter, sagging in
the water. Tenvar and Arvhes reached them and helped Elof haul himin. But ashisleft leg came over the
edge of the log they cried out in horror, for the flesh had been stripped from it and the leg boneslaid
bare. I1s, shuddering, whipped off Dervhas heavy belt to loop it round the thigh and stem the spurting
blood, but hesitated, let it fal, and shook her head. Dervhas was alimp weight in their hands, and the
spurting had stopped. Then she cried out and flung herself forward to the raft's edge. The patterned blade
of her axe hewed downward. Elof fdt itsimpact in the sodden wood, and saw aghagtly thing legp likea
landed fish and go dithering severed acrossthe logsin aspray of dark liquid. A broad frond of
waterweed it might have been, save that thick ridged fingers writhed within the brownish web, tipped
each with ashort claw, and the dappled coat of it was deek fur.

He had but a moment to seeit. Then the whole raft heaved, asif on someinvisble waveit could not
credt. It listed, tilted, doping ever more steeply. "They'll dide us off!" yelled Bure.

"And overturn theraft onug” cried I1s. " Spring clear while you till may!" None lingered to argue. Elof
sheathed his sword, braced hisfeet againgt the danting logs, and kicked out with dl his strength. Sky and
shore whirled about him, and then icy blackness lashed hisface. Just behind him agreat bulk like a
breaching whale dapped &t the water, and awave engulfed him; struggling, he sank; fighting for bresth
and imagining every ingtant the clutch of webbed daws about hislimbs. Theweight of hispack pulled him
down, but never for amoment did hethink of casting it free. He bumped something solid, dimy, cold,
and threshed in panic amoment before he redlized it must be the lake bottom. He pulled hisfeet under
him and kicked upward. Almost a once his head bobbed free, he could tread water and cough up al he
had been swallowing, suck in apainful, blessed breath. Then he had time to be surprised; he must bein
the shalows aready. Thereindeed were the dark walls of the shore, not far off, and other heads bobbing
acrossthe slvery water, too far to aid or be aided. He kicked out to follow them, but had swvum hardly a
stroke when the water boiled before him, and a rounded shape broke surface.

It was an eye, an eyethewidth of hiswholeface, and it fixed him asit rose. It was set high like afrog's,
in asocket above a huge rounded head, and the look of it was glassy, impersond, utterly unhuman yet
acutely aware. That same dappled fur clad the head, deek and seallike; water spilled from the smooth
domeasit arose, running in streams over strands of weed that hung like mocking garlands about the head



and straggled down past the corners of the wide lipless mouth, fixed in afase sated smile. Therewasno
chin, no neck; the lower jaw curved downward to massive shoulders and agreat tun of abody.

Desperatdly Elof groped for hissword, fearing it had fallen from its scabbard, but the cold hilt cameto
hand. He drew, but hesitated; if thisthing had amind... He held the blade up for it to see, a shadow
upon the water, and motioned it asde. The creature answered clearly enough; its mouth gaped, aghastly
grin that bared rows of long teeth, and it glided dowly, tauntingly, forward. Elof thought of Dervhas, and
shivered; the intensity of purpose in those eyes was more frightening than any rage or hatred. Then anger
colder than the lake welled up in him, and he struck out between the glinting eyes. The blade bit and
bounced free, the water convul sed and boiled up darkness. Elof gulped air and jackknifed down; he felt
ahuge body surge overhead where he had been. He dashed at it, but the water dowed his stroke. The
shadowy bulk stooped upon him; he twisted about and thrust upward with dl his strength. The blade bit
deep, and aviolent threshing hurled him thisway and that in the water, till his chest 1abored and his head
grew tight and dizzy with pain. At last he managed to twist the blade free and find the air once again. But
even as he drew breath his knees scraped painfully into gravel, the sword chinked against arock. He
stood, found himsalf scarcely chest-deep, and floundered on, fumbling with vague anxiety at his pack.
Stll there, il closed, he could fed no more. The water fell away from him, leaving his body a dead
weight, hiswet clothes leaden. When the last wavel et lapped his ankle a sudden agony lanced through
him, deadly fear for Ils, Kermorvan, the others. But he could bear the weight no longer. He dropped
where he stood. He strove to raise himself, found himself staring into dense undergrowth above the bank.
In among it eyes stared back at him, eyes unlike the lake creatures, or any other he had seen: eyesjust as
Roc had described them so many leagues past, narrow, danting gleams of yellow, unwinking, impassive.
He struggled to lift the sword he still grasped, but the instant it scraped upon the gravel the eyes blinked
out, vanished utterly. He stared amoment, then slumped down upon the pebbles. Darkness took him.

Hard fingers clutched him, and in panic he snapped awake, flailing wildly around. "Hold hard, there!" said
aprotesting voicein hisear, and to hisequaly wild relief it was|ls. He grabbed and hugged her hard, and
felt her sturdy shoulders quiver in hisembrace. But she snorted impatiently, and pushed him off. "Napping
quietly on the shore! Just like you, when we were combing the placel™

"And closeto giving you up!" grumbled Roc's voice. "Fond of making life awkward, aren't you? Why'd
you head so far out?'

Elof sghed and sat up, blinking through gummy eyes. The night was pas, the gray dawn lighting up the
trees, and he was|ooking out across the bay water, so ill and black and heavy it might have been an ail
pool. Only afaint swell upheaved its smooth surface, like the flank of some dow-breathing beast, giving
no hint of what had |ately happened there and what yet lurked benesth. He saw that he was on the
outermost tip of the headland; he must dmost have been dragged out into deep water. " Then you were
not... beset, any of you?'

lls caught hisarm. "No! Wereyou? Y ou took no hurt?'

"None, | think, save bruises and near-drowning. Was| the only one? Are Kermorvan and al the rest
safe?'

Roc nodded somberly. "Aye, he's ashore and gathering the others; we saw afair number, and maybe the
rest are just late deeperslike yourself. Come, if you can walk well go and see.”

Elof nodded slently, willing his stiffened limbsto move. Hisfirg attempt to stand brought on atearing
attack of cramp, but when that subsided he was able to limp aong the stony shore to the wider middle of
the beach. It was abedraggled, deected group of figuresthat sprawled there, but they sprang up swiftly
and gladly enough when they saw him. "Arewe dl escaped, then?" he asked anxioudy, when the



excitement had subsided. "Save Dervhas, that is, and the other who fell...."

"That was Eysdan,” said Kermorvan harshly. Elof was shocked: he had never seen thewarrior so
haggard, hislipsdrawn and bloodless. "'l had his hand even asthe logs took him; one instant more

Gise shook his head grimly. "No blameto you. Y ou did what you could. Well that you did not follow."

"Aye" said Roc. "Rest of usclinging onto that hank of firewood by our fingertips, and he somehow getsit
ashore on asandbank so close to shore we can dl but walk. Seems shallows don't suit those brutes. Did
what he could, and gtill blames himself. Never mind saving dl our skins..."

"Did he 07" demanded Kasse sardonically as ever, though hisface was gray, asif he labored under
some grest terror. "Did heindeed? All?!

"Stehan?' demanded Borhi. "Wher€'s he got to? We forgot Stehan!” As one they turned to look out
acrossthe little bay, scanning water and shoreline for the least trace of another human form. Borhi
cupped his hands to shout, but Kermorvan cocked his head at the looming palisade of trees above them.

"Wait! | have not told you this before, but it is meet you know now. We have had watchers, whom |
guess we have evaded in crossing the lake. Best we do not draw them to usagain.” And swiftly hetold
them the little he knew of the Children of Tapiau. "We must search indeed,” he concluded, "but swiftly.
And abovedl, slently.”

Like morning shadows they dipped aong the shore line, questing even beyond the bay for some trace of
their companion. Once Elof espied something far off across the waters, but it was only the second raft,
overturned but whole, lodged on some remote sandbank. Itswet logs glistened as empty as dl the waters
between. Softly they lapped at the pebbles by the searchers feet, but no trace of the lost corsair did they
yidd. At last Kermorvan had to call ahdt to the futile search.

"Aye, why not?" muttered Kasse to Arvhes. "It'sjust another poor Sothran! Five gone, just you, me and
Borhi left! It's clear who's borne the brunt of thislittle jaunt—"

Then he sorawled flat on the stones, clutching his mouth, Gise standing over him with hisgrest fists
clenched and his dark face purple with rage. "And Eysdan?' demanded the forester in stolid outrage.
"And thelad Hol-var? But I'll add one Sothran moreto thetaly any timeyou say, Kasse."

Kasse, face contorted, scrambled up clutching ajagged rock, only to have Borhi snatch it from him, so
that hefell down again.

"Enough!™ barked Kermorvan, pushing Gise back. "Y ou, Kasse, you brought that upon yoursdlf.”

"Aye" said Borhi, ignoring Kassg's glare, and making no moveto help him up, "save your bile for them
things as did the killing, en? Murdering brutes, to attack for no cause!"

Elof shook his head unhappily. "Not so, Borhi. That was their dam we shattered, their fishtrap | guess by
the net. It must have cost them much labor, for since they cannot come on land, they must have worked
only with driftwood. They may have thought we were attacking them. And asto daying, Ils maimed one,
and | wounded or dew another. We could not talk with them, that was the pity."

Silencefdl, and many looked out at the lake once again. From oil to stedl it turned as warmer light

spread up the sky behind the wooded hills, and from stedl to gold asthe sun itsalf rose. Soft wisps of mist
drifted over thewaters, asif to flirt with itsmirrored clouds. Small birds began to chirrup and twitter in
the bushes around them, and the horrors of the night hung less heavy about them. But K asse sat gpart on



astone and spat blood through puffy lips. "Well," demanded Ils, who had no greet love of sunrise, "what
now?'

Kermorvan held up an urgent hand for quiet, and gestured to the Forest. Elof heard it then, adistant echo
aong thelake, the trample of many hooves, harsh snorting bresths, the crackle of large bodies moving
through the brush. A herd of somekind," he said, with the ring reborn in hisvoice. "Nothing larms
them, so we have evaded the watchers for now. But if we wish to stay free, we cannot linger here, and
we must hunt to stay aive. So..."He shrugged. ™Y ou ask what now, my lady? We press on. What else
canwe do?"

Soitistold that astherisng sun shot the mists with pae gold the company passed at |ast beneath the
eaves of the Great Forest, Tapiaula-an-Aithenitsalf. And since theriver had bornethem nighon a
hundred and fifty leagues from its western margins, they stepped at once into the very heartlands of that
domain. To Elof, weary and grieving, it was astranger experience than he had expected; hefdt asif he
entered someimmense hal of worship, some mighty tomb or mausoleum such ashe had seenin
Kerbryhaine the City, but infinitely vaster, infinitely more imbued with ancient presence. The towering
treesupheld it aspillars, sustaining an immense vault-work of interwoven boughs, aroof whose greens
and yedlows shonefar richer than coppered domes or tiles of gold. Even the sun must defer before them,
bowing down in narrow beamsto pick small patches of the Forest floor out of its reverentid gloom, or
scattering into glimmering green shades upon the many-textured trunks. Rainbow iridescence it avoke,
like the shadows of stained glass, from the water dropletsthat glistened on every leaf and moss patch, in
every crevice of the trunks, that hung heavy in the undtirring air. For thiswas a place of water, aforest of
rains, ever remembering the last shower or looking forward to the next.

Now Elof was on land he could see how much the lesser trees had changed, aswell asthe gredter;
among the more familiar dogwoods, junipers, tal hollies and black cherries he found dender quaking
agpens, sumacs, spreading mulberries already heavy with their unripe fruit, and a hundred others he
hardly knew. Willows and alders arched over thelittle streams they passed, but between them lifted
madder and red oser, shrubsin his homeland grown here to trees. Indeed, tree and shrub, evergreen and
seasond dike, even the creepersthat draped them like rigging on high masts, al were grown moretall,
more rich than any he had ever seen, so that it felt to him asif it was he and hisfellowswho had
dwindled, and were become like little beasts that dodged and scuttled through their brief lives among the
roots. And it was not only the imposing trees that diminished humanity, but something greater that dwelt
inthis place, that ancient presence he had felt from thefirgt.

"| keep thinking there's somebody ese around,” muttered Roc, who was waking by Elof'sside. "Not
spying on us, morelike... It'shard to say. Like there was someone in the next room, or round the
corner, and you aways knowing it. Someone... important.”

Elof nodded. "I fed the same. But more acutely. Asif | walk stegthily past that someone's door, or
behind hisback. A little excited, alittle afraid, aswhen | was achild, and sought to avoid my master or
migtress..." He shook his head, puzzled and daunted. In Vayde's Tower, on that first dark night, he had
sensed something of the kind, but more remote, avast emptiness of anguish remembered. Thiswas
different; thethrill of it, the nervoustickling tingle, was so strong it recalled the touch of the lce, to him
agony, to Kermorvan only chill and unease. Here Roc and the others felt no more, and unease was
natura enough. "Well," Elof sghed. "We have worse problemsfor now. But if you ever beginto fed we
are about to turn that corner..."

"Or that someone's about to turn round,” agreed Roc. "Aye, I'll tip you theword. And you me. If the
river wasthat bad, | reckon we've got to be ready for 'most anything here.”

But that first day, asthe travelers cast about for the track of the herd, they saw nothing savethe smdl life



of any ordinary forest, though even those creatures were larger and deeker than they had seen before.
The very jaysthat swooped chittering and scolding were larger, blazing arrows of color among the heavy

foliage.

"How can they fly sofastinthisair?' panted Tenvar, pushing back his streaming hair. Hisclothes, like
everyone e e's, had obstinately refused to dry out entirely. "It'slike soup!”

Kermorvan amiled, though his own hair hung lank and grayed with dew. "Would it were as sustaining!
Butitisrichin other ways, scentslinger even for feeble human noses. | am sure we draw near the track
of some large beadts, large enough to yield usfood for many along league more. So do not grudge the
effort, Tenvar! And may afull belly betheleast of your rewards."

But though the other hunters felt as Kermorvan did, they still had not picked up thetrail by the timethe
light began to fail. There was nothing to be done save camp and await the dawn. Kasse, most skillful with
snares, caught them two rabbits, and this, with roots and herbs gathered by Elof, who knew most about
them from his sojourn in the Marshlands, was al they had to sustain them that day. They found adell,
little more than a patch of earth among great tree roots, that was drier than the rest, and there Kermorvan
made an earth-oven, covering it with leaves to damp down the smoke. But though it worked well, and
the rabbits were unusudly large, they made asmal med for ten weary travelers.

"Made sureit wasthree | saw you take up, huntsman!” Borhi remarked cheerfully as he gnawed the last
fragments off abone. "Not hiding one dl for yoursdf, are you?'

Kasse curled hislip. "Two'swhat | caught, two'swhat we've had! |f you want any more, get out and
take'em yoursdf. | giveyou leavel”

"Quiet, the pair of you!" grunted Arvhes, normaly the most patient of men. "Do you save your energy for
the hunt; then you'll be able to feed your faces al the better! Me, my back pains me, my legs are leaden,
my heart sore, and I'd swear I'm catching an ague from the wet clothes. | care only for deep.”

"So say wedl!" said Kermorvanwryly. "Thisisas dry aplace aswe shdl find, and | think as safe. Rest
you, whileyou may! Thefirg watchismine"

Elof rolled himsdlf in his cloak, clammy asit was, and pillowed wet hair on damp arm; he was so weary
that despite the chill he dept dmost at once. But it was an unquiet deep, full of strange dreams, of the
solitary redwood initslawn of flowers, of the great gusty voice that called from afar. And eyes moved
through his dreams, eyeswith asnakdike glitter, eyes palid and staring, narrow, danted, ydlow... He
awoke, shivering violently in the dark, looked around for reassurance as a dreamer may who openshis
eyesfrom inner turmoil. At least they had asentind... but where was he? Nobody sat up. Kermorvan
was curled up not far away, hislean features just recognizable in the faint glimmer of starlight that
penetrated the canopy. Angrily Elof reached out and shook him. "Fine watcher you are!" he hissed, and
jumped as Kermorvan uncoiled like asnake. In the blink of an eye he was squatting by Elof's shoulder,
peering about.

"But | am not the watcher!" he murmured. "It is past the middle hour, and | bade Kasse take my place.
Where might he be, | wonder?"

A branch rustled, feet scuffed in the mold; they both sprang up. A stocky shadow moved out from
behind atree. Kermorvan sighed, and did his half-drawn blade back into the scabbard. "Where have you
been?' he demanded in an angry whisper.

"Where d'you think?" grunted Kasse ungracioudy, and settled down to hiswatch once more. The others
looked at one another, and shrugged.



Elof wasjust settling down under his cloak when he saw Kermorvan stop, whirl about and jerk Kasseto
hisfeet by thefront of his heavy jacket. "Y ou! Where were you, indeed, watcher?' hissed Kermorvan.
Thefury in his voice startled Elof. "And what has become of Borhi while you were gone?"

Elof looked acrossthe circle of deepers and with a sudden thrill of darm he too noticed the empty

place. "How'd | know?" gurgled Kasse, feet amost leaving the ground in the force of Kermorvan's grasp.
Hethrew back hisarmsin protest. "Not my fault if he wanders—" Elof saw thefaint glimmer, flung
himsdf forward on al fours and wrenched at the hand as it swept inward toward Kermorvan's side. Even
ahunter'swiry strength could not match the grasp of asmith. Elof caught whet fell, and held the knife up
for Kermorvan to see.

Thewarrior nodded; his face took on alook Elof knew, remote and hard as astone carving. "Y ou will
take meto Borhi," he said, very softly, and Kasse began to struggle wildly intheir grip.

"I don't know..."he gasped, and stopped, for Elof seized him by the hair and twisted his head round.

"Then why the blade? | counsel you, huntsman, answer! Lord Kermorvan is noble and just, he would not
carve strips off you with your own traitor's wegpon, but me, | am of no birth, and | am not so damned
sure!™ He held the knife before Kasse's eyes. " Speak! Where's Borhi? Alive or dead?”

"Alivel" choked Kasse, hdf-srangled. "But danger..."

Kermorvan hurled him back hard againgt the tree trunk. "Then al the more reason you take usto him,
now!" He swept out hissword. "Obey!"

The struggle, though in whispers, had aroused the remainder of the company by now. But Elof bade them
stay where they were and keep watch, and as an afterthought to kindle fire in the oven, and prepare
torches. " A good thought!" whispered Kermorvan as they marched Kasse out before them into the
darkness of the wood. "Though | would risk it only if peril isaready upon us. How far, Kasse?'

It was less than five hundred strides he led them, though many times he claimed to belost. But the point
at hisback was a powerful lodestone, and at last, coming around the trunk of a great storm-blasted laurel
o2k, they found Borhi. In thefinding, though, they stood for amoment stunned.

He stood against the trunk, or rather hung, for hisarms were lashed loosely round the bole, and his chin
propped up on two crossed quarrels dug into it. A flood of dark liquid glistened on his head, and no
better light than the stargleam was needed to know it for blood; the smell was enough. Elof feared him
aready dead, but suddenly hejerked upright in hisropes, and began to struggle and whimper. It was not
his blood; behind him on the broad-ridged bark hung the mangled corpse of arabbit, pinned therelike...
Elof bit hislip. Like somekind of offering, and what did that make Borhi?

He drew Gorthawer, then hesitated, startled, as Kasse began to shout. "No! Leave him! You mug, it's
dangerous, deadly, you don't understand! Deadly danger! Leave him, let him bide, | can't stopit..." Elof
turned away contemptuoudy. The black blade flicked out, once, twice and Borhi dumped forward,
moaning with relief.

Then shock clawed at Elof'sheart. " Kerys!" choked Kermorvan, his clear voice gone hoarse and hollow.
The howl that cascaded down the air shivered their thoughts as a stone a sheet of glass. So powerful was
it that it awoke asingle sight in both their minds, a sudden glimpse of long reeking jaws agape againgt the
moon. Ravening hunger, fiendish menace echoed in that wailing cry, the voice of no man or beast they
knew, and it was not far off. Kasse was shrieking now, fit to wake the whole wood. "Don't you
understand, don't you understand? There had to be one! They had to have one! | can't call it back!"
Kermorvan hooked a powerful arm round the huntsman's neck and struggled to silence him, while Elof



heaved Borhi to hisfeet.

"Can hewalk?' barked Kermorvan, clamping Kasse'sjaws shut. " Then back to the camp! Be ill, fool!™
he hissed, as Kasse whimpered and renewed his sruggle. "If thereisany safety for you now, it must be
withud"

They turned and ran for the ddll, Kasse alimp foot-dragging bundle in Kermorvan's grasp. Borhi, anarm
round Elof s shoulder, plucked off the leather rag that had gagged him, unleashing aflood of terrified
babbling. "He... bastard... tol' me he'd show me what he'd done with other rabbit... good use... show
hunters loreworked... belted me... strung me up... Ah, Saithana cometo us, what's that?"

The howl shimmered among the trees again, thistime nearer dtill, and again from off to the sde. "The
Hunt!" screamed Kasse, and abruptly became afrenzied flurry of limbs. Kermorvan ssumbled, hisgrip
loosened and Kasse was off, bounding like afright-maddened deer over root and through brush.

"Let him go!" gasped Elof. "Help Borhi!" Together they scooped him up, sprang for the dell, and tumbled
gasping into the hands of thelr friends.

With ahowl like the sormwind, something went crashing through the undergrowth behind them,
something large and behind it others, their stride abounding, loping sound like dog or walf, but longer,
wider. And al who heard thought that they went not on four legs, but on two. Past they streamed, while
those terrible howls pierced the travelers hearts, and then it seemed that the last of them turned aside
and came padding, more slowly, in their direction.

"Thefirel" gagped Kermorvan. "Light torches, dl! Stay well within the firlight!" Then in the shadows
beyond it another and most fearful howl shocked the travelersrigid as rabbits before aweasd .
Somebody kicked aside the leaves, the firepit blazed up in yellow flame asthe torches were thrust in, and
the clear glare scoured the darkness from the dell. At its margins divers of another light awoke, and Roc
and Elof shuddered to see again the pale foxfire gleams that had so startled them among the undergrowth.
Only now they floated in the darkness higher than aman's head, and they were not alone; other pairs of
eyes gppeared, moving thisway and that to the sound of soft feet padding, pacing like fell beasts
encaged. llsmoved closeto Elof, and he heard the tremor in her breath. She seized hisfree hand, and he
squeezed hers hard. Defiantly Kermorvan stretched out his sword. A low growl answered, and such was
its menace that the travelers all shrank together. But the eyes came no nearer, pacing back and forth,
back and forth, just beyond the reach of thelight. For along hour it lasted, till Elof thought his nerve
could stand no more; it did not help to hear the trembling chatter of Borhi's teeth. But then, abruptly, it
ended.

From far off to the north of the silent Forest came arending scream, a human scream, and then another,
louder even than the single triumphant howl that blended with it. The eyes swung away as one,

northward. On it went, afrenzied, mind-cloven shrieking that rose to asingle long thin note, and then died
away to nothing. Feet crashed in the bushes, a sudden gust of wind pressed down fire and torches;
shadows rushed in. But Kermorvan dashed forward, swinging historch, and hurled it out high into the
dark. Like ablazing starstoneit fell, and in that brief stresk of light they caught one glimpse of ahunched
shadow higher than aman, yellow fangs foam-flecked in anarrow muzzle, along flank pelted in black,
wiry and close-curled. Then the loping feet passed swiftly northward, and were gone.

Kermorvan let out along, shaky breeth. "They could have run any man down in moments. All thistime
they mugt have been toying with him.”

"Till dawn!" said llstremuloudy. "Praise the Powers, it nears." And Elof too saw the faint promise of light
in the sky, and drew breath more easlly.



"Well, Borhi," he sighed. "It ssems he has himself paid dear for the bad turn he meant you..."

But Borhi, huddled against aroot, seemed scarcely to hear; he shivered and knitted hisfingers. "An
offering, 'esaid... they'd haveit t'set foot inthewoods... or himingeed... hisbargain with ‘em... thar
pricefor agood hunt... liketherabbit... clear trail an' asurekill..." And they saw that hanging round his
neck were two more of the black stedl-headed quarrels from Kasse's arbalest.

The heavy bow itself lay on the ground whereits owner had laid it. After only amoment's hesitation
Kermorvan picked it up. "'l wonder what manner of blessing was laid upon this? But we cannot lightly
abandon agood hunting weapon. Tenvar, Bure, do you help Borhi! He must recover as best he can
afoot. Our need bids us begone, ere we starve.”

They moved out into the growing light, and aforest that seemed a different place, the least likely shelter
for the horrors of the dark. But they were not yet quit of them. Gise, the most practiced hunter |eft them,
claimed to find some promising scents on the breeze, so they followed it westward. A littleway ona
towering fir rose before them, and when Gise and Elof rounded its great bole they beheld athick
gpattering of blood, ill fresh in the mold. They looked up, and sprang back with the shock. Elof
gestured franticaly to keep Borhi away, but it wastoo late. He also had seen, and stood staring, hisface
asdusty gray asthe bark. There, propped high beyond reach among the upper branches, hung the body
of Kasse. Of hisclothes, of hisflesh, ragsaike remained, like apitiful carcassworried by a scavenger
pack. Y et one arm, more whole than the other, was laid across a bough, stiffly outthrust in the direction
of atrail that opened out eastward before them, doping uphill among the trees.

Kermorvan inclined his head grimly, his gray-green eyes cold asthe seathey resembled. "So justice of a
sort isdone, it would seem..."

Elof looked a Borhi, and shook hishead. "Justice?' he remarked. " Say rather, an offering is accepted.
Evenif it was not the one intended.”

Kermorvan looked a him sharply. "Y ou may beright. In any event, there is no more we can do for him,
not even bury him. And that trail leads eastward, which isour road in any event. So let uspresson, a
once!”

"Aye" said Borhi quietly. "That'sbest." And from that moment he seemed to recover hiswits; it was his
good cheer that never quite came back.

Their scant med of the night before had only served to sharpen hunger, and for dl their hurts and aches,
and the persstent dampness of their clothes, they moved swiftly and eagerly up the shadowy trail. It was
astrange hunt, for they followed no spoor; only that macabre signpost, and what Gise read in the breeze,
gave them any assurance. But ere long Kermorvan, too, caught the scent, and wrinkled his narrow
nostrils. "Not an unclean smell, but strong. | guessthat we follow aherd, but of what, that is another
matter. Perhaps Gise may..."He stopped. Gise, padding along thetrail just ahead, had ducked nastily
behind the bole of astout red oak. Now he was gesticulating furioudly to the others, beckoning them on
yet waving them to stay down. Cat-quiet, they crept forward taking every pain to avoid the least rustle or
crackle; the last few pacesthey al but crawled, and crouched down behind the thickest bushes,
quietening even their breath. Now the musky, earthy reek of the mysterious herd wasin al their nodrils,
and none would dare befirgt to darm the creatures. The breeze had freshened, asif the trees grew
thinner; strange soundsit carried, the thudding of heavy hooves upon the earth, the creak and snap of
boughs, and undernesth them dl, now and then, a soft rumbling snort, deep enough to come from the
very stone underfoot. Very cautioudy they peered over the leaves. But it was aswell the breezewasin
their faces, for despite their care they could hardly help but gasp at what they saw.



"What arethey?' whispered Arvhesin awe, dmost too loud.
"Deer, idiot!" snarled llsunder her breath, clutching at her axe. " Scare them and I'll butcher you instead!™

"But such deer!" breathed Elof, and even Kermorvan nodded agreement, his eyes aight with the wonder
of the sght. Thisfar up the dope the trees did indeed seem thinner. The summer morning sent atorrent of
light between the trunks, and it spilled down hazy and golden upon ahost of high antlers. There, basking
among adrone of dancing flies, was the herd they sought, and it was vast.

In shape they were not unlike the red-coated deer of the Western Lands but, like all elsein Aithen,
grown rega and immense. Their bodies had the bulk and majesty of the greet bulls Elof had once herded,
but they stood far taler, higher at the shoulder than atall man could reach. Broader and heavier than a
bull's were those shoulders and the neck they bore, and small wonder when such antlers crowned the
long head. They did not risein narrow branchings, asin lesser deer, but swept out to either Sdein avast
flattened spread, upturned at each end like fantastic many-fingered hands. Their coats were shaggier and
lighter than western deer, a dusty dappled bay that was hard to make out among the denser clump of
trees. There were perhapsforty or fifty of these giantsin the herd, chiefly doesthat browsed in little
groups. Many had fawns by them, leggy and light-spotted. The immense stags circled the outskirts of the
herd, browsing among the coarser undergrowth; one stayed to pull at some bushes near them, and Elof's
mouth grew dry with awe. A crown in truth he thought those regd antlers, for one branch aonewould
gpan dmogt hisown height.

"I've got that feding again," growled Roc softly asthey sank back behind cover. "Asif it's mysdlf that's
shrunk..." Gise nodded camly, and flexed his bow to be sure of the Sring'stension in the wet air.

"How may we dare attack such mongters?' muttered Arvhes, swalowing with difficulty. "Onekick from
those hooves would shatter a man, one sweep of the antlersfell usadl..."

"Y et wemust,” whispered Kermorvan bleskly, tugging at the arbal est's thick cord and working the
cocking lever, hisface pitiless as the hunger and care behind. "There is more to be seen out there than
deer. Look up, past the treetops.”

Elof followed his glance, and stiffened with surprise. The branches stood out against the clear blue of
summer, but over them loomed avaster bulk, gleaming white in the brilliance like cloud castles made
solid. With sinking heart he redlized that their eastward way had led them to arange of mountains, jagged
and high, capped with snow even under that blazing sun. They seemed impossibly sudden and close, asif
they had only this minute sprung out of the earth asanew and daunting barrier. Thusit wasthat Elof first
looked upon the Meneth Aithen, the Forest Mountains, the backbone of that vast redlm and guardian of
its most cherished secrets.

"We would have seen them from far downriver, had we not had the Forest over us,”" rasped Kermorvan.
"To north and south they spread, asfar as| may make out. There will be no going round them, | am sure.
Wemust find apass, and cross.” Helooked around at them al. ™Y ou understand, then! There may be
scant game up there, or none at all. We need to find and prepare as much food now aswe can. This
nearest stag..."He said no more, but dropped a quarrd swiftly into the bow. Gise nocked an arrow, and
together they dithered Slently into thelast wall of bushes, dowly and in no rhythm. More hesitantly the
others moved after them, crouched on tense legs, ready for arush. They froze asthey heard a sudden
angry snort and saw antlerstoss above the leaves. But the great deer was only striking at a persstent fly,
and the antlersrose and fell gently once again asit returned to cropping the bushes. Elof's heart sank as
he saw Kermorvan rising on one knee, taking careful aim; the quarrel seemed minute, hardly morethan a
fly sting to that bulk of muscle. He would as soon have attacked thus the monstrous mammut they had
encountered in Aithennec. But as Kermorvan's finger curled on the trigger there came a sudden



screeching cry, and from among the branches behind them awinged flash of red arrowed upward, crying
aarm and havoc. The antlersjerked upward, the pendul ous muzzle tossed back in a cloud of steaming
breath, the huge nogtrilsflared rigid and the stag gave aloud blaring cry that was at once chal-

lenge and warning. The other stags trumpeted to the echo, the does stared, ears twitching, and bounded
to herd in the fawns, who jumped and stumbled on overlong legs. Gise and Kermorvan sprang up to
shoot, but it wastoo late. All at once the giant herd was surging about the clearing, hooves churning in the
damp soil, bunching and milling together in atight ring.

Elof turned to glare a whoever had alarmed the bird, and so saw the true cause. He had barely a
moment to shout awarning and spring aside, the others spilling after him. A degp coughing growl
sounded; Borhi tried to spring up but Elof and Tenvar held him down. Kermorvan caught Gise's arm and
they dived headlong among the bushes, barely in time. Then through the brush there burst three brindled
beasts as big as ponies, and more bulky, bounding heavily on their thick legs. Ther flat headswere held
low, the wide jaws agape, their long fangs outthrust like assassin's daggers; claws sprang out on the wide
paws. They spared the travelers no glance, but sprang into the clearing and, crouching low, circled about
the herd to pen them in. The stags bellowed deafeningly and struck out with hoof and antler, but the
attackers moved too fast, the does panicked and the herd became amilling stampede. Onetall stag, a
fraction dower than itsfellows, passed the wrong side of atree and was thrust out from the threshing
cordon of hooves. Then the killers struck. It was a clean, expert kill, dmost graceful savefor its deadly
end. One daggertooth sprang at akicking rear leg, dragging the stag to a halt; another |egped for the
muzzle and hung there by the wide lip, dragging the head down and hindering the deadly sweep of the
antlers. Then thethird lunged up at the lowered neck, twisting in midair to embracethe throat in itslong
forelegs, hung there and bit. Degp into the thick mane sank the long fangs, stabbing down into the great
veins, and the jaws clamped shut about the windpipe. Blood fountained among the sandy fur; the stag
struggled and threshed and gave great snoring moans, but the killers clung, scrabbling upward with huge
hind claws a bdly and flanks the antlers could no longer defend. Their sheer weight held it in place while
it gtifled in theiron grip. Itslong head threshed back once in anguish, then the pillar legs bent and folded,
the great beast sank forward, knedling, and toppled sdeways with a crash. Thekillersrolled aside
between the quivering legs and fell on the spilling belly, ripping a it with muffled snarls of stisfaction. The
herd, relieved of its pursuers, wheeled about and went streaming off into the distant trees, and the thunder
of its passage drummed long in the earth.

"Now!" shouted Kermorvan suddenly, dropping the bow. "Now, if ever!” And legping to hisfeet, he
tucked his cloak over hisarm, so that it flared out around him, drew sword and went charging out into
the clearing.

"He's gone clean daft!" cried Roc, horrified.

"No!" shouted Gise and Elof together, understanding Kermorvan's purpose. "No, after him! And make
al the noise you may!" Elof sprang forward, crashing through the busheswith awild yell, and after him Ils
with the same exultant shout that had greeted the Mastersmith's downfall. In their wake streamed the
company, shrieking and yelling and brandishing weapons. But Kermorvan was far ahead of them, aready
at thekill. The daggerteeth turned, dripping jaws asnarl, and cuffed at him with paws aslarge as his head.
But their very size made them dow, and he did between them like quicksilver, dashing at the outstretched
claws. Growling and spitting, they fell back from the sweeping blade, but one leaped up on the carcass
and poised to spring. Elof grabbed for his hammer, but even asitsfront feet lifted there came asnap, a
hum, and it tumbled kicking among the trampled weeds. Gise brandished his bow, cheering hoarsdly, and
charged forward with the rest. It was too much for the other killers; their nerve broke, and they dunk
back, roaring and snarling to cover their retreat. Right to the clearing's edge they snarled and struck at
their tormentors, but once within the tree shadow they whirled about and went crashing away through the



brush.

The company fell upon the stag dmost asraveningly as the daggerteeth, but Kermorvan himself leaned on
his sword amoment to catch his breath. 11s stopped, and passed him her water flask. "I've seen you do
brave things enough, long man. But was not taking on three of those brutes the prime of both?"

"Not so!" gasped Kermorvan. "Common enough in the wild that scavengers drive akiller from hiskill;
wolf packs often do it to daggerteeth, so why not we? It ssldom comesto afight. And | feared famine
among the mountainsfar worse." He smiled thinly. "Well, scavengerslet usbe! The daggerteeth may yet
return. We must butcher the poor brute swiftly, and bear off al we can carry to some safer spot.”

Swiftly they stripped the flesh from the great deer, cutting it into pieces of asizethey could carry.
"Umbe s and boneswe will leave to the daggerteeth, if they return,” said Kermorvan wryly. "They prefer
those, anyway. Their dead fellow, also; meat eaters make poor flesh themselves.” But Gise took the
fangsfor atrophy.

They left that dearing, and climbed on through the wooded hillstill the near edge of night. The ground
grew drier asit rose, though cut and crossed by many small streams and rivulets. At every ridge they
cameto, the mountain tops seemed to loom nearer. But as the warm summer twilight closed in about
them they found a sheltered spot to camp, and could at last cook and et their fill. They sank down then
where they sat, and dept; but Kermorvan did not fail to set awatch. For two days more he bade them
rest, gathering their strength and making ready their great store of mest for the journey ahead. Much of
the venison they dried and smoked in thin strips, but Roc found a hollow tree trunk full of honeycomb,
and the rest they cooked, chopped and mixed with this, berries and wild herbsthat Elof and Bure
gathered, to make along-lasting reserve of food.

Those dayswere to Elof an endlesstime of peace. "Strange not to be forever in motion," he remarked to
Roc asthey watched the steaming clay oven at their feet, "pursuing and pursued, hunter and prey. To
have leisureto think, and dream, dream of alife that was beyond this Forest..."

Roc grinned. "And that will be, | hope!"

"Will it?" Elof stood and stared up into the rooflike tracery of dark branches, hung with glowing leaves. "'l
can scarcely believeit. | fed asif the past has dwindled, asif al my greatest joys and grestest painsdike
have faded away into the distance, and there's abarrier between them and me. A barrier of trees...
awaystrees..."

"Ach, it'snot that bad,” muttered Roc uneasily. "Y ou dream too much, that's al. Work under your hands,
that's your need! Come tend the oven, though it's a poor substitute for forge and furnace!”

But the sense of isolation only grew in Elof. Thetimes of hisyouth and hisfirst meeting with Karahe
could summon up as glimpses through shifting foliage, one minute bright and dazzling, the next obscured,
faded, unreachable. He knew that no more than ayear and a haf had passed since last he saw her, and
yet it might have been in another life. With heart, with mind he reached out to her, but it seemed to him
that they were astray, both astray, wandering far apart among darkling trees. He gazed up at the patches
of blue sky overhead, seeking, he knew not why, a sweep of wings. But the trees stooped and
whispered, hid the sky from his sight and showed to him no more than the mountain tops that he must
S00N Cross.

The morrow's dawn came very clear and bright, for the clouds did not hang so heavy over the hill forests
as below at this season; it seemed to them al agood omen, bidding them rise early and make good
speed. Even that small time of rest had made a greet difference to them. Food had hardened failing
thews, filled out hollow cheeks; new hurts had hedled, old scars grown less tiff beneath clothes that had



at last lost their clammy dampness. Roc even began to whistle, as Elof remembered him doing on their
boyhood journeys with the Mastersmith, and though Kermorvan cast awary eye at the trees he did not
rebuke him. High reared the mountains before them, and in that day they passed out of the hillsand in
among their lower dopes. Y et their path never took the company quite out of the shadows of the woods,
for the trees grew thick over dl the land that was easiest to pass, and the Forest was dways with them.

Chapter Five - The Halls of Summer

Of dl that long and terrible journey, least, perhaps, is recorded of the crossing of the Meneth Aithen; yet
those peaks were accounted the highest in the land, and aterror to travelerslong after thisday. It may
wdll bethat therewasin fact little to tell, that in the mind of one who looked back to it, one day seemed
scarcdly different to the next. Day after day of trudging on up steep wooded hillsides, following small
riversthat had sought or cut easy routes down the dopes, over loose soil and jagged stones that dipped
away under scrabbling feet—thus the company wound along and weary way between the looming
mountain peaks. All the passes, dl but the very highest dopes were smothered by the Forest, asit
seemed to Elof, till hefdl idly to wondering how the heights could sustain themsalves under the ondaught
of SO many trees, their roots tearing at the very bones of the rock. But he found this part of the Forest
less oppressive, for a these heights they walked once more chiefly among the evergreen pine-woods he
knew, the air rich with the same tang of tars and resins asin the Northland forests, though many of the
trees themselves proved strange to him, or odd variants of familiar kinds. The cooler, drier clime he found
invigorating, and he al but forgot the looming presence he had been so conscious of in the lowlands.
Equdly heartened were the others from such lands, Roc and IIs and Gise, who was as close to joyful as
he had been since the desth of hisfriend; here his hunting skillswere at their best, and by his catch and
Kermorvan's the company lived well enough without relying too heavily on their precious store of
venison. Best of dl, perhaps, it was now high summer, and that worst of perils, the westher, was held
firmly in check; even the windsin the high passes were moderated by the trees. It seems, therefore, that
many long days dipped by without incident, until, passing between two high peaks, they found that no
higher ones reared up beyond, and that the trees led them toward adownward s ope. Then the company
began to believe that the end of their crossing was nigh.

They camped that night in alittle valley between two lesser pesks, and set out the next morning, tingling
from abathe in the pools of a mountain spring, eager for some glimpse of the new horizons eastward. But
erethey had gone very far downhill they found that the trees came to a sudden end, and even the ground
beneath. Beyond them was nothing but blue sky hegped white with cloud castles, asif they had cometo
the world's end. They guessed it must be the edge of a steep dope or adliff, the trees growing to the very
brink, and they hastened forward, full of excitement, seeking what might be seen from this high place.
Kermorvan's stride, long and light, carried him ahead of his companions, and when Elof reached him he
stood poised on the very brink, gazing out to the far horizon. Elof prudently caught hold of ahanging pine
branch as he stepped out to join him, and caught sight of Kermorvan'sface. Hislook was strange,
grimness and great wonder struggling for mastery. Elof turned quickly to see what moved the warrior
thus, and in finding hisfooting he looked down.

The world dropped away from under him, and he was seized in the empty clutch of the abyss. He gazed
down upon treetops astall as those that waved and whispered above his head; it was unnatural to see
them so tiny and remote, asif he looked somehow through the eyes of abird, soaring against the sun.
Right to the foot of the cliff they grew, unbroken, asif that wall of stone had been suddenly thrust up out
of solid forest, without toppling asingle tree. So the Forest was here o, and awaiting them... Then
understanding flowed like the Ice into hisblood; he clutched the branch with convulsive strength. He had
guessed Kermorvan's thought. 1 the Forest came unbroken across these mountains, then where did it
end? To the distant horizon he raised his eyes, across al the broad lands between, and al was dark with
trees.
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Back to his childhood the sight took him, Stting on the hillside among the herds, gazing out over the
immengty of the Western Ocean and wondering what lands might lie on itsfar shores, if shoresit had.
Thistoo was an ocean; the wind drove waves acrossit, the scudding clouds swept purple shadows over
it asthey did over the green ocean. And this, too, held no promise of afurther shore. All they could see
was Forest unbroken, unending over thiswhole face of theworld.

"The distance, that | knew!" breathed Kermorvan, his face suddenly very young and uncertain. "But this
makesit red, rea and terrible! From hereto that horizon we must travel many times over ere we could
hope to find the Forest's end. And how far beyond that to what we seek?' He shook his head. "1 begin
to wonder if | shal ever find that. If it can be found.”

"The Eastlands?’

Kermorvan hesitated amoment. "I fear not. Oh, it may serve Kerbryhaineto find them. Or it may not.
But I, | see now that | sought something more, athing for which the eest was only aguise... Some
shadow perhaps of the glories of old, when my ancestors were kings. When | would have been aking!"
He grimaced angrily. "A shadow indeed! And folly cast it. A phantom of thingsthat are not, that never
were, perhaps. Nobility, heroism, true kingship; have they fled the world? Or were they never truly init?
Werethey alwayslies and glosses by chroniclers upon the folly and malice of men?1f | were borne back
to Morvan of old, would | find it any better than Kerbryhaine? Or Kerysitsdlf any greater than Morvan,
save in power and pomp? Can the hearts and minds of men have changed so much in the passing years?
| fear not!" The youth faded from his features, their lines degpened and set; years beyond his own settled
upon him like motes of graying dust. As harsh and ancient asthe raw granite below them was hisface
now, and as unyielding. Thus he had looked in the court of the duergar; but now it was against himsalf he
turned that stony judgment. "1 hunted a dream, that lies not eastward nor any other way. And whither has
my fase quest led you dl? And a what grave cost?"

Elof looked up a him. "Not al dreamsarefase! | dso seek one. To follow the sunrise | am pledged, till |
find my lifesfulfillment, or itsend. The others aso have their dreams, | do not doubt, of wedlth, honor,
adventureif nothing else; they knew their peril, if not its nature, and chose to follow regardiess.”

"But you have touched your dream, and it lives. Shelives. Of minel am no longer sure..."

"Isthat any reasonto cast it aade? Giveit lifel Makeit livel Giveit your life, if need be! Evenif youfall, it
need not be wasted. Make some part of it true, at least, and you may inspire others. But my lord, | tell
you thisl Inal my wanderings | have met no man more able to bring such adream as yoursto birth than
areyou yoursdlf. Y ou owe yoursdlf the attempt, yoursdlf and dl the otherswe havelost.”

Kermorvan gtiffened. He said no word to Elof, but glanced quickly at the others ranged aong the cliff,
staring unbelieving at the expanse of trees before them. When he caled to them hisvoice was clear and
strong. "A barrier indeed! But our forebears crossed it, women and children, young and old, all dike.
Shall we deem oursalves so much wesker than they? They found ways, and so shall we! For afirst step,
why not a safe path down? Let us search!" He turned away from the brink, and as he faced Elof he
gmiled histhin smile. The gray years had passed from his brow.

"A way there must beindeed,” muttered Roc to Elof, asthey and 1ls made their way aong the cliff top.
"But by al accounts, there were plenty never came through that crossing! Let's hopeit's not their way we
find."

"Indeed," said Elof. "But perhaps the way mattered |ess than they who trod it. Those who came safe to
the west had gresat |eaders, this man Vayde for one. And that isour strength aso. It ishisdoubt | fear,
thedivison of hiswill."



[Is grunted. "Better a captain who knows doubt than one who doesn't, asisthat creature Bryhon!™

"If only doubts do not consume him," said Elof. "Aswithin sound stedl atiny flaw may spread, or abright
firecod burn away from benegth, and fal to ash." To that the others made no answer.

It was long leagues of uneven ground before they found their descent, and the bright clouds of morning
had been ousted by dark fleets racing southward before the wind, trailing drizzle across the treetops. The
cliff face had no sudden end, but turned gradualy to asteep dope with many patches of perilous scree
and only afew pinetrees, chiefly foxtails and whitebarks bent and tormented by the prevailing wind.
Findly the dope became abroken surface of shelf and outcrop, anatura stair. Treesgrew on every
ledge that could bear them, providing wel come handholds; on steeper passages the travelers found
themsalves dl but swinging from one branch to the next, never trusting the grip of their feet on smooth
stone and shifting soil. Once Bure dipped and went dithering away acrossthe rock, but fetched up
againg astout pitch-pine sapling with only afew scratches. "Aswel you've been on shorter commons of
late," laughed Tenvar, "or it might never have stood the strain!™

It was early evening before they at last cameto moreleve ground. They were al weary, but ill in good
humor. It was something to have come through unknown mountains without worse hazard, and with the
promise of rainin the air they were even glad to be back benesth the shelter of the trees. Within astand
of tal firsthey found a spot that was dry and well floored with soft needles, and none could see any
reason to go further that night. They had not hunted that day, but there was till plenty of dried venison to
be stewed with herbs. The travelers sprawled around the little earth-oven as the shadows lengthened,
resting their aching limbs and fedling secure and dry after their exertions. The faint scent of cooking, rich
and savory, seemed the promise of avery banquet.

"Here comestheran!" said IIsdeepily, as new gusts of wind ruffled the Forest around. She was dways
most aware of the wesather, being least accustomed to it. "Heer it rattle down!”

"Down here we can sngp our fingersat it!" sighed Elof, stretching contentedly. But even as he spoke he
felt asudden quam, as of something forgotten that should have sprung to mind. He looked around
uneadly. Roc raised himsdlf on one elbow, peering into the gloom beyond the trees, and leaned over to
Eldf.

"You asked me..." he began, unusudly hesitant, asif he feared to seem foolish. "Y ou asked meto tell
you if | felt... wdl, that that Someone was about to turn round. Well, that'sthe feding I've got.” He
shivered. "How the storm blowd!"

It seemed to be racing straight toward them; at every gust the rustle and creak of boughs grew louder,
nearer. And with that thought Elof s qualms became achill stab of awareness. "How it blows, indeed!” he
cried. Kermorvan stared at him, their eyes met, then as one they sprang up while the others gaped.

"Up, dl of you!" shouted Kermorvan, drawing his sword and snatching up his pack. "Up, and run! Run
from thewind!" Even as he cried out a great gust raced upon the stand of trees and seemed somehow to
circleit, so that the boughs above stooped and nodded, and raindrops spattered in. "Uphill! Out of the
trees! Go!" Then came ahiss, athud; he stumbled back against atrunk. In the ground before him along
Spear quivered. Theleast step more and it would have impaled him. Tenvar dived for another gap in the
trees, then fell flat with ayell as spears hissed by his head. Arvhes, about to dodge behind atree trunk,
stared aghast at the gray-fletched arrow that sang in the bark a hairsbreadth from hisfingers. Gise's bow
was drawn, Elof's hammer in hand, but Kermorvan's clear command froze them even as they sought their
mark.

"No! Hold your hand! Do you not see?" Another gust shook the bending boughs, the foliage rustled



softly gpart; long low sunbeams poured in and set strange leaves glittering upon every tree. Slowly Elof
let the hammer sink; thirty or forty there could be up there, arrows or spears, what matter? It wastoo
many to fight, surrounded as they were. He cursed himself for failing to remember that trick of steding up
under cover of arain squal; it was no comfort to guessthat Kermorvan must fed much the same. "Stand
your ground!" the warrior commanded them, letting fal his pack. "If they wished to day us, they could
aready have done s0."

"Be these your watchers, then?' demanded Bure, peering up into the trees. " Shy of showing themsdlves,
aren't they?' Scarcely had the words left hislipswhen aloud rush of leaves made them al jump. The thud
of feet on earth and suddenly aring of shadowy figures barred the gapsin thetree circle. Tall and
gangling they seemed, their stance oddly bowed, but keen eyes gleamed, the colors of the trees.
Kermorvan lifted his head in sllent recognition.

"These are they. We have met them before, Elof and llsand |, and come to no harm. Be till, that they
may see we mean noneto them.” Slowly he folded his arms and leaned back against the tree. Thefigures
nearest him stepped warily forward, and asthey moved into the light many of the company gasped.

"The Children of Tepiau, indeed!" said |ls softly. Two advanced, the reddening light glinting upon their
hair, long, luxuriant, redbrown in hue; they were women, like as close kin to those they had encountered
in Aithennec in thewest. In their way they werefair, their faces|ean, wiry, but smooth and unlined,
drangdly expressionless; only their eyes glittered with animal intensity. Their garb, or lack of it, wasthe
same; no more than harness of studded |eather about thigh and breast; Elof heard Roc chuckle
gppreciatively, and llswarn him he might soon snigger on the other side of hisface. Othersfollowed
them, men and women both, and to Elof's surprise they were less alike. Some were taler, padding along
on limbs so long they seemed spidery, others shorter and more human in shape, though the least of them
matched Kermorvan and Gise, and clad in plain short tunics of green and brown. One girl had hair as
dark as Elof s, though her limbs were long and her eyes were that wild catlike green. She stepped up to
Tenvar, peering a him, and put up ahand to touch hisface; he flinched when he saw it, the least human
thing about her, the fingers twice the length of his own, the thumb short and set low.

"Steady!" Elof told him. "It must be your dark skin, she may never have seen it before.”

Gise nodded stolidly. "Aye, | can believethat! Their own damned hides are as milky as sothrans.”
"He'sright!" said Ils. "l thought so before, and now | see more of them..."”

"But not their hair," said Elof, considering. "No red or blond, little black..."

"Ayeindeed," said Roc curioudy, running hisfingersthrough his own flame-red crown. "It's mostly that
bronze shade, like ‘twasablend of dl... I've seen but one head that shade, know it well, but on whom,
now?" Then he caught sight of the others faces, and together their eyes turned to Kermorvan, and the
women who stood before him. A likeness degper than the shade of their hair legped to Elof's startled
eyes, though he could not say whether it lay in some genera thing such asthe proud set of the lean faces,
or some true semblance in the bones benesath.

Then ashout from Borhi distracted them. Onetall Forest man had scooped up his pack, and was
casudly rummaging around in it with hislong fingers. "Get your thievin' mitts out of therel” yelled Borhi,
moving to snatch the long wrist away; he jerked his head back, choking, astwo broad spears clashed at
histhroat.

"Easy, man," said Kermorvan reassuringly. "L et them look! Would you not search strangers|oose in your
lands? See, he stedls nothing.” And he reached out afoot, and tipped his pack toward one of the women.
She flashed him awary glance from under her thick eyebrows, then ducked down and twitched open the



straps. Quickly but carefully she pulled out strips of dried mest, spare garments and some lesser
oddments, sniffed at abox of salves and bandages. Then she hauled out alarge and heavy parce of oiled
leather that Elof remembered wll; 11, too, by the anxious glance she shot him. He could only bite hislip
and shrug; had Kermorvan meant her to paw at that? He saw hisfriend's fists clench hard as the woman
idly peeled back the leather, and meta rang within. Unwrapping the dark helm and mail, she gave
Kermorvan asharp glance, but let them spill carelessly on the ground as she spied the gleam of gold
within. Kermorvan's frown degpened. Then her gasp of astonishment was clear as the damascened
breastplate spilled into her hand, its crest aflaming web of gold in the dying fires of day. Up to the
watchful trees she brandished it, and the travel ers heard a soft sighing cadence, abreeze like alow bregth
of awe, run through the foliage. " Margh-erren 'ac athail!" she said softly, and Elof gaped.

"Raven and Sun!" he breathed in astonishment. "Kermorvan, she knows your crest!”

Kermorvan nodded, looking dightly dazed. "So | see, though | cannot understand her words. How may
you?Isit some arcane speech?”’

"Arcane?Man, it isyour own!"
"What?'

"Aye, ligen! In ancient books | have seen it written thus. It is your tongue asthey spokeit of old, the
words the same, only their sound differs. Listen!" Elof turned to the woman, and spoke as dowly and
clearly ashe could. "Krythen'a margran ac eyhel, €yn! Yn'a Kermorvan Ar-lath, kanveydhe?'

"You | understood!" barked Kermorvan. "The crest ismine, | am thelord Kermorvan... But did she?!

The woman looked at them both, cocked her head a Kermorvan, her mouth silently forming words.
Then suddenly she darted forward, peering down into hisface with an air of startled recognition.
Abruptly sheturned and shouted something. There was aflurry of movement, and Elof felt long hands
saize him; he struggled to reach his sword, but fingers of sted wire clamped his hand crush-ingly to the
hilt. He heard IIs cry out, had a brief glimpse of Roc and Borhi threshing and struggling in the grip of four
tall woodsfolk, then he was plucked from the ground and hurled straight at the wal of foliage overhead.

Even though he knew now that he was being swept aong by those € ongated arms, swinging from bough
to bough, it was adizzying, sickening sensation; branch after branch hurtled crazily straight at hisface,
into hiseyes, at such agpeed it must dash out his brains, and he flinched in fright. Then at the last moment
it would be whisked aside and the next onelash a him. The rush and sough of the wind around him rose
to ashrieking gae, speeding cold dropletsthat stung his cheeks like hailstones. The mad rush of the air
seemed to choke him, tifling bresth and mind aike, though of faling he felt no fear, knowing too well the
effortless strength of the hands and feet that held him. He could hardly cling to coherent thought enough
to wonder or worry about hisfriends, or where they were being taken, or how long the journey was, only
the failing light gave him any sense of passing time. He guessed they were moving downdope, but never
for amoment could he be sure. Then, as abruptly asit began, it ended. He felt a sudden, jarring hdlt,
swung for amoment in shadowy emptiness, then saw agreensward, asit seemed, rise up under hisfedt.
Hard ground dapped them a crisp blow; unable to stand, he fdll on al fours and clung to turf that heaved
under him like a ship. Someone groaned beside him, and he saw Borhi sprawled there, staring a him with
white-rimmed eyes, face bloodless, mouth working. On his other side was Roc, Sporawled gasping upon
his back, and beyond him Kermorvan clambering unsteedily to hisfeet. But suddenly the tall man rested
on one knee, gazing upward, histhin lips parted, his stern features softened with the open wonder of a
child. Behind him Arvhes staggered up, only to cry out, point and drop once more to his knees, hisround
face no lessrapt. Swiftly Elof heaved himsalf up on one ebow and followed their gaze. Then he
understood, and felt the same awe swell up in hisown heart at this unlooked-for vision.



It was evening ill, the sun hidden now by tree and cloud, yet shedding alast pae glimmer through the
storm-cooled air. They lay on abroad space of level ground, for their mad journey had indeed borne
them down into the eastern foothills of the Meneth Aithen. Those dopes arose above the travelers now,
crested and carpeted with treetops tall and ancient, their foliage thick and shadowdark. Into the very
rainclouds they mounted, that swept racing and boiling by, up to heights hidden behind the trailing vells of
rain. A finefast drizzle beat down upon them and from their whipping leaves a haze arose that scattered
the pallid sormlight into ahoard of soft gleams and sudden sparkles, glowing droplets upon every
shadowed leaf and bough. Solid they seemed, those tossing trees, asthe stony soil they gripped, yet in
their files there was a breach and their summits were overborne. For from the end of the greensward a
way opened between them, awide grassy way flanked by great cedars, curving up to the middle dopes
of thehill. And there, wall upon wall, roof upon roof, al acrossthe hill'swide flank amgaestic hall arose
out of the Forest.

Towers and turrets thrust up above the waving treetops, arched garrets and peaked gables, down upon
them gazed windows uncounted in amultitude of walls, and between those windows ran many gdleries
andwalks. Yet it was clear that dl thiswas part of one great building which spread among the trees but
did not sprawl, and seemed strangely suited to its Situation. Noble and strong were those wallsin the
gathering twilight of storm and sunset, graceful those angled roofs as the treetops they crowned. And
even asthelast gold of day dipped from thewals, athousand windows sprang dive with twinkling light
and warmth behind the cool tossing of the trees. "A very town it might be, in one building,” marveled
Roc. "A mighty citadd..."

Kermorvan shook hishead. "No," he answered ab-sently, "no citadd this, though asimposing. It was not
made to withstand assault.”

"Nor to confine?" asked Elof quietly.
"No morethat!" answered Kermorvan decisvely.

Ils nodded, her round eyes peering far into the gloom. "If it has defenses, that place, they arenot inits
walls. Yet my heart tellsmethat defensesit will have.”

Elof glanced warily around. All the company werethere, a least, and their baggage dso; thankfully he
snatched up his precious pack. He felt suddenly weak and famished, and found himsdf pining absurdly
for thefood |eft seaming in thelittle glade. But now their captors were helping them to their feet, gently
enough, and urging them toward the grassy way. No gate barred it, but on either sde weretall
hummocks of green, like banks or thick hedges; only as he drew closer did Elof see patches of
gray-white beneath. They werewalls, sonewalls, heavily overgrown with creepers and akind of ivy;
one even began in astone pedesta, such as he had seen flanking gatesin Kerbryhaine, bearing statues or
other ornaments. But opposite it there was only a haf-formed heap of rough stone blocks, hardly visble
through the weeds.

The cedars grew so close to the sides of the way that high above it their branches met and entwined,
lightest and airiest of vaultings, but nowhere did their roots intrude upon the smooth grass. So strong was
the feding of order that in the gloom Elof could dmost believe himself walking in duergar hdlsor thecam
cloigersof Kerbryhaine, between pillars of stone, benegath arches of carven foliage. But ahead of him a
sudden light spilled out along their trunks, outlining atall gate opening, and out fromit, in dow processon,
camefiles of lesser lights, torch and twinkling lanthorn. Into the way they streamed, and by their shifting
light he saw more clearly those who bore them. Very tdl and sately they stood, grace and dignity in their
bearing, and the torchlight flickered mellow over rich patterns and broideriesin their garments, picked out
rich jewels adorning the shadowed faces. Scant sound they made, save the soft sigh and rustle of gown
and robe against the short grass, the murmur of fair voiceslowered as a some solemn occasion; a



woman's laughter bubbled up, light and clear as moonlight, and as swiftly vanished. Along the flanks of
the walk they ranged themselves, asif the shabby travelers were a procession that must pass between
and through the open gate.

The travelers stared wide-eyed; some might have hesitated, had Kermorvan not strode on so firmly, his
keen eyes dive with wonder. Elof, dry-mouthed, fought down his own unease; whet €lse, after dl, could
they do? At their backs loped the ones who brought them here, and all around them was the trackless
Forest. But that thought only heightened the unredlity of al he saw, thisnoble hal and lordly company
before him; it was too much like adream.

Suddenly Kermorvan hdted, so sharply Elof dmost barged into him. Out of the gathered ranks atal
figure had stepped, and advanced toward the company; he doffed the cap he wore, and bowed deep
before the travelers. Elof studied him keenly, seeing aface longfeatured but wholly human, lined and
weary, yet serene. Tal and dender he stood, unusuadly so for aman yet far less than the woodfolk; hand
and limb were of human measure. He gazed at them for amoment; then he spoke, and his speech was
warm and clear. "Korhemyn, arlathain! Er heroth devyes lysaiau ‘an aithenl Korhemyn!™

The language was Sothran, and less archai ¢ than that the woman had spoken. Elof swallowed his
astonishment, and whispered urgently to Kermorvan, "Hewecomes us aslords! And names himsalf—"

"l heard!" said Kermorvan crisply. "As chosen herad of these woodland halls! Chosen by whom, |
wonder? But we must answer him, in al courtesy.” And speaking as clearly as he could, he returned the
greeting, and named one by one each member of the company, making as much of their quditiesashe
could, and last of al those who stood by him. To each the herald bowed, but when Kermorvan named
IIsagresat lady of the duergar, aripple of excited comment ran through the ranks of watchers, many
among them sank to one knee or made solemn obei sance.

IIs eyeswidened, and she hastily bowed in return; Elof saw how grestly such courtesiesimpressed her,
shewho had found scant honor among ordinary men. It wasto Elof next that Kermorvan turned, naming
him asmith of grest lore and grester craft for dl hisyouth, and avaliant fighter at need; that aso seemed
to impress the watchers. "For mysdlf, | have led this company out of the distant West-lands, and Keryn,
Lord Kermorvan, ismy name." And as he spoke it the woman of the woodfolk darted forward, sank on
one knee before the herald and held out the breastplate in her long arms, shining clear in the torchlight.

It seemed then that a single gasp, asingle Sgh, arose from the shadowy watchers, running like arushing
breeze among the torchflames. Even the herald stared asif bereft of words. Then they surged forward,
torches held high, and some among the company laid hand to weapon, though they could never hopeto
fight such athrong.

But the press parted suddenly, and a man taller than most shouldered hisway through. They fell silent and
drew back; seizing atorch, he strode toward the travelers, looming up over them like ayoung tree, his
mantle and hose flaring dark greenin the ydlowish light, and rich goldwork gleaming in histunic. "Keryn!"
he cried, "Keryn, isit truly you? Do | find you here at long, long last? Where | had long since lost hope of
your coming?" His deep voice faltered as he looked upon their uncomprehending faces, Kermorvan's set
grim as granite, "Keryn?Is aught amiss? Do you bear some grievance againgt me? Or areyouill, then,
that you offer me no greeting? 1, your own brother!"

Elof stared around at the few faces he could make out, seeking laughter or pity in them, asat some
harmless dotard or madman. But nothing of that did he seein the long countenances, nothing but a deep
interest, atinge of concern. Kermorvan's gray eyes glinted wide in the torchlight, and his voice dripped a
bitterness Elof had hardly believed the man could fed. "'l can give you no other answer than this. My
parents are dead, my mother in bearing me, her firstborn and her last. | never had a brother.”



"But how isthis?' demanded the newcomer. "Does somethral of blindnesslie uponyou? Oh, thisis
bitter cruel, bitter asthe very heart of the Ice! Do I not know your voice, your face, aswell as my own?
Look upon my own, and tel mel lie!" He held the torch high, and the first Elof saw by itslight wasthe
gray-flecked bronze of the man's hair, the tracks of tears upon his gaunt cheek. Kermorvan stared up
into those long features, and dowly his stern mouth lost its set, hislips parted, seemed to tremble. 1ls
gasped adoud, dmost acry; asudden deep chill sank into Elof s stomach. Digtort either face, lengthen
Kermorvan's or shorten the other, and they would mirror one another. It was as if each mocked the
other, yet both were noble, proud, even fair in their way, inescapably akin.

But Kermorvan shook hishead. "Sir, | have never set eyesupon youin my life."

"No!" ssammered the man. "How may thisbe? Y ou are Keryn as| remember you... But that should not
be! Asif notime had passed! Asif you... he... had grown no older, while, | who was younger...
How?How?"' His voice cracked in horror and confusion, and the torch shook violently in hishand. Deep
lines were scored on hisface, wrung asif by agony. Kermorvan, without thinking, reached out
reassuringly. The sudden gesture startled them both, and they stared at each other again; it was amost an
intuitive acknowledgment of their kinship.

"You... he... remained," murmured the stranger, and to Elof it seemed that atenson grew among the
watching throng, the string of atuned instrument wound dowly tighter. "Remained behind, when our last
defense was overborne, when the [ce itsdf camefindly againgt our very walls, and dl along the shore the
stout stones cracked and shattered like nutshells. There was afearful sight indeed! Did we deem
something so weighty would move dowly, astill then it had done, inching itsway forward day by
relentlessday? No; not in this, itsfinal assault; not after that night, clear and cold, without wind or cloud.
So till the Waterslay, still asamirror under the moon, on the far horizon reflecting those cruel white
cragsthat reared over once-fair fields and woodlands. Y et even their turmail, their sorms and roaring
avaanches, wholeice diffs collgpsing into the Waters to become greet floating mountains, even that was
dtilled then awhile. Fair | thought it, and an omen of peece..." He shivered suddenly, violently. "Then... it
was asif the moon breathed upon the Waters. For that whole great landlocked sea clouded aswould a
mirror. And in the very besat of my heart it turned al to silver, and thence to white! | knew then that our
doom stood at our gate. Our very shipswere crushed in their harbors, our idands overwhelmed; terrors
flooded acrossthe I ce, troll and dragon and other fell beasts and fell men and half-men behind them, that
then laid segeto our very walls. And behind them, whom we might yet have withstood, the crags
themsalves advanced. No longer did they inch along; acrossthat frozen seathey glided, asfast it seemed
asaman might run, and a howling gde wastheir herad, their banners avast wave of rubble and stone
they bore before them. Its own creatures the | ce overwhelmed and cared not. It bore up against our
shoreward walls, and the stones, the strong stones, cracked like shells, shells... Then my brother bade
fleedl the followersthat were left him, hisloya lords and counsglors, his soldiers and his people, al their
familieswho remained. And when we would not, he commanded uswith dl hisforceto fare, some
eastward with tidings to my own realm, but most, myself among them, westward. For thither he had
aready sent hisyoung son, in charge of our sster Ase and the great Lord Vayde. His son must grow up
to build anew realm in the west, far beyond the reach of the Ice, and there reunite the sundered kindred;
he had sent the high scepter with him, but he would have need of more tangible force if he wasto assert
his kingship and his power." The man stared at them now with eyes that burned. "We were to make our
way west as best we could, and if we could come there, serve the holder of the scepter, hisrightful heir.
But my brother, he himsalf would not come, for in hiscity, he said, lay hisdestiny, to live or diewith it.
And he took the crown, and two old warriors of his guard, and went from among us. What could we
give him then, but our last obedience? We took what we might gather and made agreat sdly from the
landward gates, scattered the besiegers there and won free. But even aswe ran free across the hills, we
turned and looked back and saw the white crags grind across our walls, scrape them from sight asthe
edge of ahand wipes clean adate. Thetall towers, the bridges and battlements, the rows of rooftops, we



saw them legp up in thunder and turmoil before the advancing walls, and topple or be crushed. Then dl
was ground down into silence. All that had come down to us acrosslong centuries, that only days past
had seemed to us mighty enough to withstand as many years more, strong enough to scorn the chalenge
of merelce, al that we saw crumble and vanish before usin amere shred of time. All the mountains of
the earth falling could not have obliterated it more completely; the very dust that escaped the Iceits gaes
took and scattered in mockery. Many among us dew themsalves upon their own weapons at the sight, or
cast themselves down from the heights. For it seemed to usthat al the shielding Powers had forsaken us,
and that the world's ending was come."

Elof, stlanding silent and dumbfounded, heard a soft sigh arise from the watchers, like an echo from some
dark deep of pain revisited. It awakened in him memories he hated, the destruction of the little town of
Asenby where he had grown up, hisguilt a having so fervently wished it. Beside him Kermorvan, left
gaping aswide asany, at last found voice. "M-my lord... who are you?'

The gray-blue eyes so like his own flashed a him, and the voice rang like some dark-toned horn. 1?1
am Ko-rentyn Rhudri, Prince of the House of Kermorvan, High Steward of the Realm of Morvan,
Sedlord of Kermorvan-nec. All this by the will of my brother Keryn, High King of Kermorvan the City
and the reslm of Morvan, one hundred and sixty-fifth in that line snce the Hight from Kerys."

Elof, torn between anger and amazement, could not forbear. "How can any of thisbe?' he burst out. "Tell
methat, my lord, when he who stands by me iswell-nigh two hundredth of his house, the thirtieth bornin
the Western Lands! And when, since the realm of Morvan fell benesth the I ce, nigh on one thousand

years have passed!”

A rumble of disgquiet ran among those who watched, and the man rounded on him, hisface a set mask of
anger. It was dlarming how like Kermorvan the expression made him, but Elof met the cold gray eyes
firmly, and dmogt at once the anger faded. "Elof you name yoursdf,” murmured the man, "One Alone,
that would be, in the ancient tongues. Strange, then, that you aso should remind me of someone... not so
closy... of whom, | cannot think, but it isstrong. .. and what you say... ach, thisis madness,
madness..." Again the man's face knotted and twisted, asif in the throes of someterrible struggle; he
lifted shaking hands to histemples, choked asif some word trembled on the edge of speech, some word
that failed him. The silence among the watching throng hardened, asif no breath should tir theair. Thena
sudden trilling note, liquid and beautiful, brokeit, the cal of some nightbird in the whispering foliage
around. Thetal man raised hishead asif to listen, and Elof aso harkened in great wonder, for it seemed
to him that in the song there was atremor of meaning which shaped itsdlf into words within hismind.

Within the woodshade | sing of all life Ever renewing Coming to flower.
Worry isfolly Doubt is deceiving Serving what lives not, Saves to its power.
Look to the Forest Here in its hallow Time shall bring fullness Never decay.
Under its shelter Fear not the season This and this only Passes away.

The rain had ceased now, and the clouds parted upon acool summer night. As Elof listened to the
birdsong, he felt less oppressed by the Forest, lesswary of it, ever more acutely aware of itsliving
beauty. On anearby bush a cobweb's pattern was picked out in raindrops which the emerging moonlight
turned to white gems; he found the craft of it dmost heartbreaking, it and the silvered leavesthat bore it
far surpassing any counterfeit from human hand. The air itself was so fresh it seemed to sparkle ashe
bresthed it, rich with the myriad scents of the wood. He felt weariness and hunger fall from him like soiled
mantles, and new strength flow in hisveins. The tautness faded from Kermorvan's stlance, and he flexed
hisweary back and limbs, Roc gawked around him open-mouthed, asif seeing the place for thefirst



time, and all the others of the company seemed suddenly more at ease. 11s breathed deeply, and rubbed
her eyes gratefully; even after so long above ground she much preferred moonlight to sun. The man called
Korentyn listened most intently, asif hearing even morethan did Elof in the song; little by little the anguish
faded from hisface. Thelast liquid trills died away among the bushes, and he turned to them with nothing
in hisface but grave courtesy and concern.

"| pray you pardon me. | am grown discourteous, that in my sorrow at not finding him | looked for |
should so disquiet another close kinsman!™ He smiled with calm ddlight. "To that name your faceistitle
and patent beyond dl dispute. And you remind me of him in more than face; what else need | know? |
should have remembered that few in the Forest meet by chance. | bid you welcome, in the name of the
Preserver who hasled you hither! And these your worthy companions, no less; longisit Sincewe had a
great smith amongst us, and never before any of the mountain folk. Honor our hdls, if it pleasesyou! Find
here re-freshment, rest, dumber without fear, joy in waking. For al are welcome, by the Preserver's will!
Come!" He stepped aside, smiling and eager, and gestured them to pass through the ranks of watchers
and up to the gate. "Come!"

It wasin Elof's mind to hang back, to ask more. Thresholds could be decisive things to pass, most of dl
where there was meta and asmith. s, he could see, was of like mind. The others were anxioudy looking
to them for guidance. But Kermorvan glanced about a moment, and Elof guessed what wasin hismind; if
good was intended they could cause offense, if ill, there waslittle enough they could do against such
numbers. Thewarrior stepped forward, and the weary travelers after him, glancing nervoudy at the
throng as they passed. But only grave bows greeted them, and graceful courtesies. Kermorvan returned
them with becoming grace, and Tenvar and Bure as well-born northerners also, but Elof felt rustic and
abashed, and dared not try. 11s, by contrast, beamed al over her broad face. " Strange day," she laughed,
"When aduergar |ass gets S0 fine agreeting among men! | may begin to like this place.”

"Among men?' murmured Elof. " wonder."

As he spoke he fdt the grass grow thinner underfoot, heard his steps ring on buried stone; one step more
and he trod bare flagstones, hollowed like hands from long wear, as were the broad steps leading up to
the gate. A towering arch of carven stone it was, high and fair, yet as Elof stepped up to it he stood
gartled, for it seemed to him that beyond it there was only the Forest once more, agrove of trunks
overshadowed by theimmense and ancient oak at its end. Then he saw hiserror, but marveled dl the
more; the trees of the grove on either side were the two great gates of wood, cunningly carven and
contrived to draw the eye within when opened, counterfeiting depth and distance. But the oak wasred,
though it rose out of the paved floor of awide court whose wallswere high. Many roofed gdleriesran
aong them, but the oak rose till higher, its topmaost branches waving free against the moon.

Kermorvan strode through the gate, and warily Elof followed, admiring itswork as he passed. The man
caled Korentyn noticed hisinterest, and smiled. " Closed, they still seem open and inviting, and they are
without lock and bar. But we rarely close them, save against rough wesathers; here thereisno worse
enemy to fear. For thisisLys Arvden, the Hals of Summer." He held historch aoft, and around the high
walls lamps awoke in answer, soft steady glows of many shadesthat swelled in amoment to fill the court
with radiance, broken and dappled by the oak leavesinto amild summer twilight. From the galleries
many voices called down fair greetings through the cooal air, and spilled down great profusion of
sweset-scented flowers and petals upon the travelers. Snatches of song beguiled their ears, glimpses of
fair faces caught their eyes, and above dl these the sheer mgjesty of the building.

"Thisisanoble placeindeed!" bresthed Kermorvan in quiet admiration. "Larger than anythingin
Kerbryhaine save the citadd, and more mgjestic. A fair sght, and afairer welcome!”

"But one as strange asthe other!" Elof reminded him. "Still, it iswork to rival even the duergar, isit not,



[1s?"

"Not quite!" remarked Ils, amused. "Do you not see? Thewalls—" Then she could say no more, for they
were surrounded in an eddy of tall folk, pressing close about them, eager to make themsalves known.

"My lord Keryn?' said one man, shorter and broader than Korentyn, yet of the same cast and color.
"Welcome, welcome again! | am Lord Almayn, acousin of your house, and thisisthelady Diraye.” Tdll
and fair of hair, she reminded Elof uncomfortably of Louhi, though her smile waswarm. Another and
younger gpproached, smaler of stature, her delicate catlike face framed by straight auburn hair, agtartling
contrast to the flint-faced giant on her arm, whose hair streamed fire-red as Roc's about his shoulders.
"And by her sdethelady Teris, and Merau Ladan, who was a distinguished guardsman of King Keryn."

"Merau Ladan?' repeated Kermorvan, astonished, taking the outstretched hand. Elof glanced down at it
in dis-may; the fingers seemed longer even than Korentyn's and the arm, though still massive, matched it.
Kermorvan seemed about to ask the man something, but Almayn was beckoning to awiry man with
tanned complexion and dark-brown hair not unlike Elof's. "And may | present another cousin of Prince
Korentyn, who was once our foremost captain of the seas, Svethan—"

"Svethan!" cried Kermorvan in astonishment. "He who drove the hordes of the |ce from the Middle
Ides? Who met Amicac himsalf upon the open ocean?’

Svethan chuckled. "And who came close to outrowing the breeze in the other direction! But | am done
with the seanow, kinsman. Welcome! Say how it isyou know of me, and | not of you?”

"| read of you in the lays of Morhuen!" whispered Kermorvan. "Y ou, and Merau Ladan. And if thisisthe
samelLady Dirayd..."

Svethan laughed outright. "Morhuen! Well, well! Wait until wetell the old fool hisfame has reached even
these Westlands of yours! Beside himsdlf he will be!™

Kermorvan's eyes narrowed. "My lord Svethan, they did indeed reach us. These many centuries past.”

A dight frown crossed Svethan's brow, and Merau La-dan shook his head firmly. "Hardly, my lord
Keryn. An old fool isMorhuen indeed, but you may meet him yoursdlf later, and judge!”

Thelady Terissghed. "May it drive him to play something once again! | miss hearing him, of late.”

"Not I'" said the guardsman firmly. "My lord, and you, sir smith, and your friends all, when these courtly
folk will weary you with their lays and their dances and politeness, do you come hunting with the
Guardians and mysdlf! For thereis better sport to be had in these woods than in even the parklands of
Morvan, and | hear thereis ahuntsman among you." Elof waved to Gise, who was evidently laboring to
understand this archaic form of the Sothran tongue, and trand ated the guardsman's words. Gise launched
into apositive torrent of northern speech which, to Elof's surprise, Merau Ladan evidently understood
very wdll, and replied in afair attempt at a Northland accent. Teris began discussing poetry with
Kermorvan, classca works Elof had never reed; |lswas suddenly encircled by chattering galants, Borhi
and the northerners by pretty girls, and even Arvhes was busily discussing the commerce of the
Westlands with Almayn. Elof felt absurdly left out. But then Korentyn appeared once more, gathering up
thetraveers, ahint of kindly amusement in his resonant voice.

"My friends! Y ou are weary and worn after your long journey; who should know that better than we? So
we shdl set by court and celebration till you are rested, and may share in them. Food awaits you, and
better rest than the Forest floor has provided. Come!™



He ushered them briskly through the press of folk, who seemed in truth loth to let them go. Terisin
particular amost ran to keep up with Kermorvan, her long gown of soft blue scuffing acrossthe
flagstones. "Like children bereft of their new playthings,” said [lsamusedly.

Roc laughed. "Not much changesin aforest. Like as not were the first things new herefor along time!”
"Likeasnat," agreed Elof, but he found no laughter in himself.

Korentyn led the travelers up a broad stone stair to thefirst level of galleries and round to the far end of
the court. There, in awider balcony whose windows looked out onto the Forest, he sat them down in
high comfortable chairs round along table raised upon adais; his own chair had a carven canopy, and so
aso the one on itsright hand. There he placed Kermorvan, and asthe warrior sat he glanced at Elof,
placed opposite him, and raised his eyes meaningly. In the center of both canopieswas adesign of the
Raven and the Sun.

To Elof'ssurprise it was the long-limbed woodfolk who came to wait upon them, bringing them water to
wash, then loading the tables with trenchers of meat and other foods, smple but plentiful. Kermorvan
bowed formdly to hishogt. "On behdf of dl, | thank you, my prince, for the hospitdity of these your
hdls”

Korentyn smiled, and hel ped him to mest. "I thank you, but | am not the lord of this place. A steward or
castellan, perhaps, if such things mattered; but here they do not. | am only the leader of such as survived
our flight from Morvan; we were drawn too closein that terrible time for rank to matter so greetly.

Merau Ladan's courage and resource kept many dive who would surely have perished, so what countsit
that he was only a sergeant of the guard? We are of onerank and quality now. The only true lord in these
halsis hewho found us wandering and near deeth in his domains, that ancient Power who gave usthe
very heart of hisrealm to dwell in. He the Preserver, the Lord of Forests. Hewho is Tapiau." And he
gestured out to the shadowy trees below.

"He gaveyou this place?’ asked lsquietly, from her seat a hisleft. "But who built the hal?*

"Ourselves," smiled Korentyn, with some pride. "I doubt that Tapiau has much appreciation of buildings.
But we were fortunate in having Torve till with us™

"Torvethe Builder," muttered Kermorvan, asif in adream. "Of course..."

"And did he plan the wdlsthus?' asked IIs. " Stone up to thisleve only, and above..." She gestured. Elof
twisted round to look out across the gdllery, into the court beyond, up to itsroof and the towers and
rooftops he could glimpse beyond. Once mentioned, it seemed obvious, he would have seen it sooner,
even without keen duergar eyes, had it not seemed so improbable. Of al thisenormous hall, dmost
everything above theleve of thisgdlery, amere second story, was made of wood.

Korentyn sighed. "Not precisdly, no. Poor Torve! He swore to make this place great, amonument to
Morvan that was no more, thefit center of arealm that would be ahaven for al men. And hefired al of
uswith hisvison. Man and woman, lord and lady, not one scorned to help in any way they might.” His
mouth twitched. "It might surprise you that a prince of Morvan made afinefdler of treesand digger of
ditches, meit certainly surprised. A hard labor it was, and along one..." Hiseyes grew distant, vague,
his voice sank amost to amurmur. " The Guardians were there to help us, of course; but they were fewer
in number then, and the quarries of good stone were so far off, so far... Many grew weary, many, and
Torve spent the fire of hisheart dl the sooner in striving to rekindle theirs. Ever more seldom we saw
him, until at thelast..."He shrugged, and dowly his eyesregained their keenness. "There were ill some
with fire enough to continue what he had begun, mysalf among them, but not in stone, not when Tapiaula
affords us wood aplenty. And strange as it may seem to one of the wise sonefolk, we have grown to



love wood. It keepsthe strength and warmth of living things about it, and it is asfitting here in the Forest
as stone must bein your deep delvings."

"What happened to this Torve, my lord?" asked Elof. For dl his misgivings he had eaten ravenoudy, and
found no lack of anything he could wish for. After so many weeks on scant food, and then the sparse
aufficiency of ahunter, it seemed marvelous beyond belief to eat arich and varied medl, and to Sit now
supping a some light wine and watching the play of the leaves below the windows. "Did hesmply ...
wander away?'

"No!" smiled Korentyn. "Few would do that, who have once breathed the air of thisrealm. He went to
livewith the Guardians, that isall."

"The Guardians?' inquired Elof. "Thosethat IIs folk cal Tapiau's Children?!

"A fair name," nodded the prince, "and atrue one. But we call them Guardians, or in the Northland
tongue | perceive you grew up with, alfar. "

Elof sat up in surprise. Had the meaning atered? That name did not mean Guardian now; he above al
should know, who had once borneit in contempt, who had been named Alv—the changeling. But he
thought it better, then, to say nothing of that. "What are these Guardians, my lord? What does the name
signify? Are they servants? Slaves? Or..."He waved ahand. He had been about to ask, or jailers.

Korentyn looked dightly shocked. "No such demeaning thing! Here no man need be what he does not
wish to be, so long as he does no hurt to others. They are our friends. A smplefolk, asyou may see, but
with many skills and virtues among that smplicity, and very dear to us. They have no greeter joy than to
hunt, to gather, to till the soil in their own rather crude fashion. And having Tapiau'sfavor, that isall they
need to feed both themselves and usin abundance. That and their service they giveto uswith love and
reverence, and to Tapiau all that and great awe, for heistheir lord. They guard hisdomain and its
bounds, keeping awatchful eye on intruders even as they hunt and gather, and so are they named. Itisno
poor life they lead; many of us, like Merau Ladan, may spend days or weeks away hunting with them,
and find it deeply refreshing, arest from the court. Y ou may, also."

"It sounds s0," smiled Kermorvan, stretched out at easein hischair. "Have you ever gone out with them,
my lord?"

"Aye, often,” said Korentyn quietly, and once more it was asthough avell fell across his eyes. "Often,
and for long, so long that | have thought, at times..." He shrugged, smiled again and dismissed the
thought with awave of hishand.

Elof looked from him to Kermorvan; he had been waiting for hisfriend to ask one question, onevita to
them dll. Better that it should have come from him, but at al events somebody had to ask. "My lord
Korentyn... did you not name yoursalf Prince of Morvannec? Isthat not Morvan's eastern port? And far
fromthelce?'

Korentyn set hiswine cup down carefully, and for the first time since his outburst at their meeting
something other than kindness and merriment played over hisface. "It was, Sr smith. And so | name
mysdlf, empty honor though it be.”

"You bdieve, then..."

"Could poor little Morvannec stand, when Morvan fell? Messengers were sent, as | told you. But since
that time none has come westward, not one. Beyond doubt the east is dead, gripped and ground down
under the hand of the Ice; far or near, the power of men unaided could not saveit. My brother knew



what he was about in forbidding usto return there, and so waste our lives. Do you take heed, wise
amith!" The gray gaze flashed in the long lean face. "'For not only yoursto hold is your wisdom, to risk or
throw away asyou will. Y ou must not wasteit in alight cause, adoomed adventure. Y ou oweit to the
men who areto come, you hold it in trust for them as | hold my own scant Sore, that | may leave more
than amerelife behind me."

Elof rose and bowed, to relieve his question of any sting. "Then you are aprince indeed, my lord," he
said, for he was deeply impressed by the sincerity of the man, much as he had been by Kermorvan's at
their first meeting. But next to this man, Kermorvan might have seemed young and callow had Elof not
known better.

When dl had finished their med, Korentyn and some of the alfar led them out of the gallery and acrossa
covered bridge which joined the hdl to a high dender tower some way updope. The moonlight was so
bright now that Elof could follow hisrippling shadow across the treetops below. He looked around,
hoping to see further from this height, but there was only the for side of the vale, and aboveit the sars.
Hefdt then that he might aswell hope to reach them asthe Eagtlands.

"Tonight youwill dl lielike princes" said Korentyn, his good humor restored, "for thistower ismy home.
Andyours, if you will, until such time asyou choose dwellingsto your taste.” He brought them up many
winding sairsto abacony set with chairs, and behind it along broad corridor, paneled in some light
wood and lined with lou-vered doors. Behind each was asmall bedchamber, the beds well strewn with
fursand bright dyed blankets, so inviting that many began to yawn. A slver bowl and pitcher inan
aumbry of fragrant cedar were al the other furnishings of Elof's dloted bedchamber, but these, though
old and much used, were of work so rareit almost distracted his attention from Korentyn's parting
words. "Seep or wake as you wish, come and go as you will. We gather for our mealsin the galleries of
the court, but if you wish food here or anywhere, you have only to ask the alfar. They may understand
your northern speech better, for it seems|less atered. For now, your timeis your own; but some weeks
hence we have one of our greet festivas, to mark the height of summer. Many now absent with the
Guardianswill be returning for that; there will be feasting, songs, dancing to beguile many along hour. |
bid you attend as our guedts.”

Kermorvan seemed dightly dazed. ™Y ou do us every honor aready, lord," he said, and bowed.

"On the contrary,” said Korentyn. "Y ou honor us, and, in truth, you will add new zest to our revels; itis
rarely now we have newcomersto welcome. It will recall to usalittle of what isno more. And for you
aso, perhaps, it will cast somefaint shadow of the gloriesthat dwelt in Morvan of old. But you shall see.
A fair night to you, my brave guests, and deep you well."

With many polite good wishes the travelers watched him stride off across the tower, heard a door open
and hisfootsteps mount astair. Then they were surrounding Kermorvan and Elof, deluging them with
questionsthat Tenvar summed up in demanding, "What is this place? Are we safe to deep here, or
should we seek to flee? Who are these folk?"

Kermorvan sat leaning on the balcony rail, gazing out over the trees below; he shook his head ruefully,
and agtrange dight smile played across histhin lips. "Do you ask me, of dl men?When ancient heroism
and tragedy, sgnsand symbolsthat dl my life have inspired me, that have shaped my will to thisvery
venture, stand living before me? When old tales | was raised on have taken my hand and spoken with
me? When names a thousand years dead are given to the young and hale? How could | daretrust such a
place?' Suddenly hisfist pounded therail. "And yet | do! | must! Againgt al reason! My heart leaves me
no choice, it will not let me gainsay them. These are the heroes and legends of old, come dive."

"Thelegends?" asked Elof quietly. "Or the people?’



Kermorvan stared a him, then nodded. "A shrewd stab. All | cantdll youisthis, that there were once
such folk aswe have met or heard of tonight; they lived, dl of them. Almayn the Wise, Svethan the
Mariner, Merau Ladan, that bard Morhuen, Torve, many others, and Korentyn himself not the least;
Korentyn Rhudri they cdled him, the Redhead, or the Firebrand. In the realm and city of Morvan they
dwelt, and perished with it; so the annals of Kerbryhaine record. Their deeds and works have passed
into legend, into folktae; they themsealves should have been dead and dust these thousand years gone.
Those who confront us now are not idedl figures, not legends. But the cause that legends are, that | could
believe. And whoever they may be, they bresthe humanity.”

Borhi shivered. "We've only seen 'em by night," he muttered, and his meaning was clear.

"But we've met these Guardians or Children or whatever by day,” said lIsfirmly. " And drawn live blood
from them infight. Andin dl reason, do they seem like phantoms?’

"Y et they are no ordinary folk," objected Bure. "Sotdl, so... drawn..."
"But sofar!" said Arvhesreverently. "1 could well believe we had shrunk in stature since their day!™
Kermorvan shook his head. "Not by such armor as survives."

Gise nodded. "They say we of the north have grown taller by the mingling of our blood with the men from
oversea”

"But do you not see..." began Elof, and then checked himself. Ideasturned in hismind asflotsamina
whirlpoal, too fast to grasp completely.

"What?' chdlenged Tenvar sharply.

Elof shook his head. "It isnothing, perhaps. I... will take counsel upon it. One meatter, though. ..
Kermorvan, are adl those you recognized from the same time? Do the annals say they al lived in Morvan
inthe same years?'

Thewarrior glanced keenly back at him. "I know not what led you to ask that question, but it struck full
inthegold. That fair lady, Diraye, if sheisthe same... and after her the name was deemed unfortunate,
and rarely if ever given... sheiswell remembered, as one of the great ladies of southern Morvan. She
waslost on thefirgt flight westward, that led to the founding of Bryhaine, agood two centuries before
Korentyn and the others were born! She should be as dead to them, asthey to us.”

A long silencefell, broken only by the rustling of the trees and the living sounds of night, bird criesand the
croak of frogs, bats shrilling, insects humming, small things scuttling and scrubbing among the leaves. So
recently such sounds had seemed dien, even sinigter, but within this fastness of wallsthey spread a sense
of serenity and peace. Thiswasthe voice of the Forest, the soft ingstent murmur of its myriad lives busy
about their own intense concerns, and it spoke to them now, steady and untroubled. Beforeiit, fears and
tensions seemed to recede. Once more the full weight of weariness settled upon Elof, but asacamer,
kinder sensation, something fitted to hour and circumstance. In the end it was Kermorvan himsdf who
spoke. "Tenvar, you asked if wewill be safeto deep heretonight. That at least | can answer; we may not
safely do aught else. We do not know enough.”

Gise snorted scornfully. " One thing we know, that they could have left us carrion on the Forest floor, if
they wished usill. Why offend them now?" Others voiced agreement, and Elof was surprised to hear
Roc, normally most suspicious of new things, among them.

"That iswhat | meant," agreed Kermorvan camly. "We cannot judge; we must know more, and for that



await the morrow. But what the mind cannot unravel, the heart may measure. And minetells methat here
we have found ahaven of peace, abastion of living might againgt what would ravage the world. | shall
degp as| have not for many anight.”" He rose and turned regretfully away from the view. "In peace.”

Elof looked at him in some surprise; peaceful or not, was the mighty mystery at the heart of thisplaceto
be dismissed so lightly? But the others were of Kermorvan's mind, turning toward the bedchambers,
yawning and stretching as happily asin their own homes. Elof held his peace then, but sat obduratetill
only heand llsremained. "A haven..." hegrated. "At dmost any other time | would trust Kermorvan's
judgment, whether it sprang from heart or mind. But not here. He istoo deeply wrapped in ancient
glories, he desiresthem truel™

She answered him softly. "And may they not be, after al? Slow | should be to remind any human of this
save you, Elof, but we duergar may live three times your short span, and more. Andvar was little short of
his three hundredth year. Y et we are closekin. Isit then soimpossiblethat..."

Heturned on her, and the concern heread in her dark eyes angered him further. "Longer, yes! Not
forever! And not unaged, unchanged! Andvar was ancient, not hale asthese. Can you see no difference
between three hundred years and athousand?' Impatience drove him from his chair. He glared at the
hillside beyond, carpeted so thoroughly in treesthat its contours could be seen only in their summits; in
just the same way must this place reved the mystery at its foundations, if only he could trace the shape.
"Kermorvan sayswe do not know enough, and | agree. But in such amood what will helearn? And you
othersare asbad!" Ils put a plump hand on his shoulder, but he shook it off. “"Go, deep then! Dream
your dreams with the rest! 1'd sooner be sure when | am awake!" He repented his discourtesy even ashe
spoke, but as he turned with an apology on hislips adoor closed softly, and hewas aone.

That night there were no dreams for him; no deep would come, though weariness burned in hislimbs and
his eyes grew sore outstaring the darkness. At last, asfaint grayness glowed in the door louvers, he
dipped from his bed and pulled on his breeches. A thought struck him, and he looped his sword belt over
his shoulder before padding out barefoot onto the balcony and down the stairs, keeping to their margins
lest they creak. But they did not, so solid was their making; he felt the polish of the wood under his bare
feet, and wondered how it was maintained. All un-

bidden, there arosein hismind avision of feet passing back and forth, the bare feet of the Guardians, the
light court shoes of the others, back and forth, back and forth, while in the world beyond the Forest
centuries paced by... Hebit hislip inirritation. He had come to the galleries round the great court; better
he should stay aert. But when he peered down into its shadows, he saw nothing stirring save the foliage
of the vast oak, and he made hisway very carefully down onto the cold flagstones beneath. He eyed the
branches as he tiptoed over the stone and into their degper shadow; he could imagine alfar adegpin
them. But he saw nothing. Still he hesitated; was he not being precipitate, risking offense to seek what
might be shown him in due course? Should he not wait? But he dared not abide that risk, to himsdf or his
friends; he was bound to try. Drawing a deep bregth, he pressed both palms to the ancient trunk before
him.

Hefdt nothing, save the gnarled bark beneeath. He waited, and there was il nothing, not even the
sensation he remembered, as of awindow closed upon him. With dow care he shaped within his
thoughts a clear memory, avoice immense and commanding that seemed to be borne from vast distances
upon agusty wind, yet fell upon his mind rather than his ear. He shaped that voice a name, aname of
power and meaning. But still no answer came. At last, impatient at the graying sky, he shrugged and
turned away. Just then a sudden flurry broke out within the tree, and he snatched for his sword. Then he
had to stop himsdlf laughing doud, for avery smal green bird bounced out onto alimb level with hisface,
and peered at him with bright fearless eyes. Two more fluttered down from above and sat ruffling their



feathers and preening. Another hung upside down from alower bough, peering at him dubioudy, cocking
its head with such an absurd air of wisdom that he had to grin. He whistled to them softly, and in an
ingtant he had awhole flock of them bouncing and shrilling their cries around his head. He laughed and
cursed dl a once; their row might adert somebody. He glared impatiently at the graying sky. He must
needswait, and try again when he could; he fought down the urge to beat on the trunk with his sword hilt.

That will not be necessary.

Elof jumped in fright, and whirled round. That voice came from no human throat. Nor wasit in the lesst
like that immense windblown voice, or any other he could imagine; it wasweird, at once fluting and
sharp, musica yet incisve, cold and clear as spring water. "Who are you?' he gasped. "How do you
know my thoughts?"

Do you not know me, One Alone? Truly, men forget too soon, without my aid. Yet once | used you
well when you were within my power, and gave you aid. | hear it served you.

"T-Tapiau?" whispered Elof. "It served mewdll, yes, and | have not forgotten. But I... your voice has

It has not. | have no voice, or | have all voices within my domain. When last we met | spokein
that which is nearest to me, the secret voice of trees. But there are many others, and not all can
hear them, or understand. But you have tasted the blood of the worm. Look up.

Mutely Elof obeyed, squinting into the high branches. He found himsalf meeting the beady gaze of one of
thelittle green birds, bobbing and twittering among the leavesjust above hisface. Elof returned the look
increduloudy; onetiny bird could hardly produce that vast voice. Then another chirruped, and ancther,
and in the shifting harmony and discord of their voices he heard ahigher music take shape, aclear ringing
line, expressive as a song, that grew more distinct as more and more of thelittle flock took up the song.
Then, like achorusin sudden unison, they were forming words. You touched the tree, as before, and
your thoughts are strong. Well, would you know more?

Elof felt the shiver of apprehension once again. Roc's degping giant had awoken, and turned acold eye
hither. It might be better if he gppeared not unduly curious. "Whatever you seefit to tdll, Lord of the
Fores..."

Thereis nothing to conceal. Did you doubt the folk of Lys Arvalen? Yet as they name themsel ves,
S0 in veriest

truth they are. You see and speak with the very men and women of the ancient realm of Morvan,
who fled it at its fall, a thousand winters past.

Elof felt coolness pass over him, abreath of great wonder and grest fear. "Then, Lord of Trees, snceitis
you who saysthis, my doubts are a an end. But how came this marvel to be?’

Through my will. In bitter distress| found them astray in my realms, and | gave them shelter. They
honor me as the Preserver, and well they may. For all but alone among the ancient Powersam|,
in holding true to my primal trust. | take the part of all that lives, of lifeitself To the wasting Ice,
to the renegade Powers whose domain and weapon it is, | am sworn and bitter foe. So long ago |
gave thought to the survival of men, and set aside thisland as a haven for them. Here they find a
safe refuge not only from the Ice, but from disorder, from disease, even from death. And from all
else that the fleeting years may bring. Here they may live wholly as they wish, free to do as they
will, save where it would injure or endanger another. Though few would wish to, when they are
relieved of their own needs and fears. What more could men wish for, than that?



Elof shook his head, barely ableto take in what he was being told. "Lord of the Forest, itishard to
imegire..."

Very well, then. | charge you, tell all 1 have told you to your companions, to your lord. You came
seeking a new home for yourselves and your folk, a harbor and a refuge against the menaces the
Power s of the Ice unleash in the world. Tell them they have found it! Tell them that they need
search no further, least of all into the east, long dead and decayed. Within the wide realms of the
Forest, greater even than your own lands, there will be roomfor all. | bid you stay among us, and
in due time, when plans have been laid and preparations made, all your folk also. Tell thelord
Kermorvan!

And with that, as suddenly asit had come, the voice was gone. Thelittle birds bounced and chirped no
less eagerly than before, hopping and squabbling like living emeralds among the leaves, shrill herdds of
the growing dawn. But the unison note, the chime of meaning, had vanished from their cries. Elof, his
head still ringing with what he had heard, sat down on a bench beneath the tree and watched them a
moment, enjoying their antics. He wasrising to return to his bed when he heard light footsteps comeinto
the hal, and became acutely conscious of himsdlf, half-naked, armed like some lurking outlaw; he did not
want these proud lordlingsto find him thus. He stepped over the bench and crouched down.

Two figures crossed the hdl, but close entwined, atall man and awoman speaking in soft voices. He
recognized neither, though they might well have been among the crowd he had met. Gray formsin the
gray light, they stopped before a door and there embraced and kissed, briefly, dmost passionately. The
woman leaned back in the man's embrace, and raised her arms above her head. He touched her
fingertips with his own, and ran them very lightly down her armsto the shoulders of her robe. That he
parted, laying bare her breadts, tracing their contours with hisfingers which cupped and caressed in a
smooth, dow gesture. She turned then, adoor opened, golden light spilled out across the gray stones and
they were gone.

So love still endured among immortas! Elof smiled. He had it in him to fed embarrassed at hisintrusion,
and yet he could not. In the embrace, in the caress, there had been something so detached, so formal,
that it seemed dmogt ritua, symbolic, far removed from theintricacies of passon. It was beautiful, asa
dance was beautiful; yet it held aslittle involvement. He could not caress any fair woman so
dispassonatdy, let done one hetruly loved. To touch Karathus... Theidearan molten slver through
him, quickened his breath; it disturbed him bitterly as he clambered the weary stairs back to hisroom.
But at least his mind was no longer churning over the marvels he had been told. And from the moment he
cast himsdlf down on his bed he dept long and deeply, and dreamed, so far as he remembered, not at dl.

Chapter Sx - The Show on the Forest

Kermorvan took wheat Elof had to tell him with great cam. "It could not have been otherwise. | should
have trusted what my heart told me. They aretoo redl, too adive, these great folk of old." His eyes shone
bright asachild's. "And it isgiven to me to wak among them, to spesk with them, to dwell with
them..."He shook his head in sheer wonder.

"To dwdl with them..." Elof echoed him, hisvoice even and quiet. Y ou trust Tapiau, then? You are
determined to do as he wishes?'

"Hardly!" said Kermorvan hadtily. "Not so soon! Many questions must yet be answered. But how will |
do that, save by staying here awhile? | dare not neglect such achance, | would befailing my folk if | did.
And onthefaceof it, thisplaceistruly fair."

Looking around, Elof had to agree. It was|ate afternoon, for al the travelers had dept far into the day,
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himself longest of dl. The warm sun shone golden on the walls of stone and wood, and even he found
himsdf admiring their noble symmetry, the graceful sweep of the shingled roofs above them, and the
richly colored carvings and reliefs that covered so many of them, hitherto hidden by the darkness. High
about the outer walls coursed carven tangles of foliage like petrified creepers, delicate yet strong, their
intricate coils ensnaring graceful harts whose lifted heads strained forever after leaves that would never
bend. All around this tower'swinding stair adragon wound its coils and clasping wings, only to throw
back its head in agony near the summit, where awarrior's sword had pierced it through; by contragt,
about the balcony crowning the tower the heavenly bodies danced a graceful sara-bande. Round the
inner walls of the great court itsalf immense sweeps of painted wavesarosein low rdlief. Acrossthem
slhouettes of proud ships glided, afleet of great majesty with the sunrise behind their sails. But on the
rear wall agale seemed to sweep through the grain of the wood; the waters were storm-tossed, breaking
againg the very eaves, the sky dark with clouds. On al the angry ocean one shape a one was seen, atdl
dark figure battling with the ragged sail of asmall boat.

However unwillingly, Elof wasin sympathy with Kermorvan. He of al men could not easily seek out evil
among such evident craft and care and love of fair things. And hisfirst fears had received a sharp
setback, as agroup of Guardians appeared to bring food. They no longer seemed so weird to him, so
unnaturd; their long limbs and strange hands and feet were smply different, shaped by and for their
tree-borne lives as he would shape histools. Aswell hate the deekness of a sed because the sea shaped
it, or the large wise eyes of the duegar in the shadows under stone. And among the Guardians he was
dartled to seetheir old folk, and their children. These were of al agesfrom infantsto youth, and very fair
inther fashion. The sun ran molten bronzein their hair and their freckled skins, and set green lights
dancing intheir wide eyes. They wereliveier than their elders, and amerry word could often win ashy
smile, as Tenvar soon found out. And through them the adults lost some of their reserve, and would talk.
To Elof the childlike quality Ko-rentyn had mentioned seemed more an dert but unformed intelligence,
verging on theanimd initsdisregard of al but thingsimmediate or imminent; even the oldest, with lined
faces and graying hair, seemed no less casua and heedless than the young. The coming feast was dl they
cared about, at which they would be both servers and guests; they seemed to find equa delight in both,
and would talk of little esein their harsh gusty voices. So erelong Elof |eft them, and went to liein the
shade and clear histroubled mind. That the Guardians should have children and grow old accorded very
ill with hisfirst wild guesses about this castle, and left him muddled and unsure,

All that day long the travelers rested, esting and drinking as they would. Korentyn came to see that they
had al they wished, but otherwise |eft them to themselves. They dept aswell once more, and on the
Morrow rose again aslate as they pleased. The Guardians showed them sweet springs and pools around
the hillside benegth the tower where they might bathe. Though the water was cold asthe rock it flowed
from, it cleansed them of the taints of travel, and brought atingling life back to stiff limbs. On their return
their old garments were gone; laid out in their place wasrich garb of the fashion the castle folk wore. Elof
was Startled to see the black tunic and hose of asmith laid out for him, the more so asthey were heavily
woven with thread of silver and gold about wrist and collar, apattern of characters and symbols he found
drangdy familiar. Yet it was not until he ran hisfingers over the meshed bullion that he remembered. He
fetched from his pack the ancient crook-tipped rod of bronze he had once used as a cattle goad, and
which he guessed must once have been something more. He stared in astonishment at the semblance of
the characters before him; they were the same as on that rod, and in the same order. Only the
arrangement was different, the pattern laid out round the collar and repeated in two halves at the wrists.
Black distrust welled up in him once more; had he not set some of these characters upon the mindsword
itsdlf, that dark digtortion of hisinborn craft? Those characters had channeled virtues of compulsion and
command. With narrowed eyes he stared hard at the broideries, but could see no shimmer of living light
deep within them, nor could hisfingerstrace out in them the thrill of presence that lay within the rod.
Which was, after dl, asit should be; the more potent the pattern, the more bound it was to the material



and shape it was meant for, and if transferred or copied it should be meaningless. Tentatively helifted the
tunic and drew it dowly over his head; he relaxed as he felt no influence, no trace of difference come
over him. But in smoothing the material down, hisfingerstold him one moretruth; it was not new, it had
been worn before, and trimmed to his stature. What smith had passed that way before him, wearing
about him as atoken that strange patterning? And where was he now?

One by one the others of the company appeared in ther finery, some uneasy, some, like Tenvar,
positively strutting. But every head turned when Ils appeared in a billowing gown of white kirtled with
slver, for nothing could have contrasted more with her habitual black jerkin and breeches or kilt; its
flowing line lessened the square duergar frame, and set off her curly black hair and her sparkling eyes.
Tenvar went so far as attempting to kiss her hand, before he caught the dangerous gleam in her eye and
thought better of it. Only Kermorvan was missing, and Elof was about to remark on that when footsteps
sounded on the upper stair. Into the gallery stepped Korentyn, about his shoulders tunic and heavy
mantle blue as dark seas, and with him Kermorvan, clad exactly as he, but in green; about their heads
werefillets of gold set with gems, about their throats collars like ropes of rare metals wrought and
twisted. To Elof's eye those jewe s shimmered and flashed like sunlit water; strong virtues dwdlt in them,
that wove about their wearers an enhancement of their kingliness and power. The Guardians hid their
eyes as from the sun and made obei sance; after amoment Elof and the other travelers bowed also. And
when at that night's dinner the two lords|ed the travelers down the stepsinto the Hall of the Tree, aloud
fanfare and music of instruments heralded their coming, and the whole lordly company bowed asreedsto
theimperiouswind.

All the travelers were seated at Korentyn's own table, set now upon ahigh dais beneath the treg; on the
right of histall chair he placed Kermorvan, beside him the lady Teris, and on theleft sde Elof and Ils.
There was much ceremonia about the dinner, but little solemnity; the talk was soon flowing merrily
enough, not least with Gise and Merau Ladan holding forth on hunting. Only Elof was slent, gazing
around at the bright folk of the court, trying to imagine the burden of athousand years of memoriesin his
own mind; was there enough of any man to fill such aspace of lifetimes? It felt most beyond his
understanding, like so much elsein this place, and that irked him. He could not accept it asblindly asthe
others seemed to; he must keep his distance fromit, study it as dispassionately as sometrid piece
smmering at hisforgefire. Then hewould judge it, not before. But his dark thoughts were interrupted by
Korentyn, pouring winefor him and smiling in hiswiseway which dissbmed dl ire. "Wdl, Sr smith? This
isvery old wine, will you not try it? Y our new garb becomesyou well. | trust it isto your measure?’

"Very wdl, my lord. But if you will forgive the question, whose wasit once?'

"Ah!" chuckled Korentyn. "So you noticed that? | hope you were not offended. From what | hear of you,
he would have counted it an honor to have you wear it. Now what was his name? A friend, and it
escapes me, shamefully... Thyrve, that wasit! Thyrve, anortherner asyou are by your speech, and a
man commanding aboundless craft and skill. Why, even Lord Vayde respected him, who was himself a
great smith. It was Thyrveslivery.”

"Livery?' Elof had never heard of a smith wearing any formd garb save hisquild's.

"Ayel Hewasthe king's chief smith. Did you not guessthat from the pattern?’ For amoment the prince's
kindly vaguenessfd| from him, and his eyes glittered as he gazed into infinite distance. "It livesin my
mind, though long itissincelast | saw it. Long sSince Keryn gaveit secretly into the hand of Ase our
sster, she whom we called the Degp-Minded, to take westward and hold there for his son. Isit not the
symbol of the power the smith setsin the hand of the king? Isit not the pattern on the Great Scepter of
Morvan itsdf?"

How that med ended Elof never knew. He must have eaten, held converse, taken hisleave in some kind



of dazed trance, for it was like an awakening when he found himself donein his bedchamber, the
bronzen rod cool in his clutching fingers. In the keeping of Ase it had been; but Kerbryhaine had cast out
Ase with the other northerners, who had then founded the realm of Nordeney. So what might Asenby
mean, where he had had his rough raising, but the settlement of Ase? A remote place where such a
treasure might be hidden, and in time even forgotten, till it found such use as agaggle of peasants might
havefor an instrument of kingship and command. Small wonder the Ekwesh chieftain had kept it from the
sack of Asenby; his shamans could not have failed to know it for athing of ancient power. A grester
mystery was how Elof himself could have been so blind. Y et even as he remembered with a shudder how
casualy he had used it to tug and prod the huge cattle about, he felt the shimmer and flux within it fade
and shrink to adistant gleam; he thought of it in aking's hand, and to hisinner eyeit burned with awarm
golden flame. Startled, helet it dim once more, overwhelmed by the strangeness of hisdestiny. For al he
knew, the sole purpose of hiswhole existence might be to restore this heirloom of power to hands that
owned it by right. But whose hands were those? He knew one with agood claim; but now he had found
another. That was too good arecipe for strife. Decisively he wrapped the scepter in its soft leathers once
again. Kermorvan was hisfriend, hewould tell him before hetold Korentyn; but he would tell neither yet.

The days of ease that followed held no more shocks for Elof. Indeed, they seemed to lessen the impact
of dl that had passed, making familiar what had felt so strange. Resolve as he might to keep gpart from
the court, he soon found it would not let him. In truth, as Roc and Ils ddighted in pointing out, the fault
was hisown. In hisway hewasfair of face, and hiswithdrawn, thoughtful manner, together with the rank
and power his new garb suggested, brought him into notice among the ladies of the court, and gresat
demand. At every turn he was greeted with a mixture of awe and breathlessinterest that few men could
ignore, fewer gl fall to enjoy, especialy asyoung as he. Nonetheess it made him impatient; somewhere
wasKara, and all thefair of Lys Arvalen could not for amoment take her place. Their attentions he
enjoyed, but he found the courtly company and manners exhausting, suffocating, asrich and heavy asthe
garments and the hangings on the walls, and as dulled with age. Even Korentyn's unfailing kindness and
courtesy began to seem bland, almost sickly. Worse, Kermorvan, who gregtly revered him, wastaking
on the sameairs, and losing or curbing those flashes of spirit, even arrogance, which had seemed so
much part of him.

"Ach, it'snot so bad," protested Roc. "Might be thislass Teristhat's taming him, and who'sto blame him
for that? Y ou've just got amorning head on you, or it's stale you're getting."

"Stae?' laughed Elof bitterly, ducking his head beneath the chill soring watersto clear it. "Worse than
that! That feding iswith me dill, that my past isdipping away beneath thesetrees! Asif therésaways
been Forest, nothing but Forest, no place, no time beyond the shadow of these boughs that weigh upon
my soul. And it growsworse! Even my craft fades, dl the mystery and the scholarship. Small wonder,
perhaps, among thisworld of thingsthat grow, the artsthat dwell in metal are scant service! What can |
shape or smelt there, cast or hammer?”

"Widl, find yourself something seto do! Go hunting, like Gise; he's off dready with that great lout
Merau. Tomorrow I'm going myself, with Ilsand the other lads, dl save Arvhes and Tenvar who won't
be budged from the court. Why not tag dong?’

"Hunting? What dse have | done since | came here? Fisher, forester, hunter, gatherer, till my mind rots
likethe leaf mold!"

Roc rolled on his back and kicked up water. "Y ou've turned fisher and gatherer before, have you not,
upon the Marshlands? Y ou dmogt liked the lifel”

"Aye, but there | had my smithy to balance them, and a useful serviceto do. Here I've nothing.”



"Y ou've your tools, and mine; you could tinker up something. What you need's aspot of hard work!
Swest dl thisholidaying out of your bones with some good honest craft.”

"Work?' sghed Elof. "What meaning haslabor here? And what placefor it? How could | begin it without
furnece, forgeor library?'

Those may be found.

Elof twisted round sharply in the water. It was a voice clear and unhuman as before, but of awholly
different timbre. And it had not come from any of the trees around the pool, but from the rocky source of
the spring itsalf. "What isit?" barked Roc. "What d'you hear?'

"Thespring! Thefdling water..."

What you need, you may have. Did | not say that in my realm men may live wholly as they wish?
You have only to ask, and your needs shall be met. There are metals enough in these mountains,
and the hall has many ancient books of lore. Some will treat of your craft; smiths have labored in
Tapiau'la ere now. Build your forge where you will. May your work bring you peace of mind.

"I heard something,” muttered Roc. "A ringing... dmost likeasong... water in my ears, maybel" He
shook his head to clear them.

"No," said Elof, swvimming up to the base of thelittlefdl, and listening to the water hammering upon the
stone. He felt suddenly alive and excited, his mind flooding with thoughts of what precious books a smith
of old might have carried with him as he fled. And below them stirred the germs of aventure deep and
perilous. "Tapiau spoke. He suggested, asyou did, that | can try my craft here; | may, indeed. He has
many voices, as he said. But how many eyes, | wonder, and ears?’ To that the waters made no answer.
Y et in the weeks that followed he was to hear the voice of the Forest again.

It was atimein which he grew increasingly aone. Roc went off on his hunt, and with him Bure, Borhi and
even lIs; Arvhes and Tenvar seemed happy to lose themsalvesin courtly pleasures. Kermorvan was with
Korentyn, plying him with questions about Morvan and other ancient lore, or with Teris, how serious that
attachment was Elof could not guess. But though Elof could have found company enough in the court, he
shunned it. Anidea had been set in hismind, aspark lit that would not go out; his craft would not leave
him be. He had found his purpose, and till he achieved it he could not rest.

Korentyn gladly gave him leave to search through al the castle's store of books, but at first his search
seemed likely to befruitless. It was chiefly chronicles and romances of old that had been well tended, and
in some cases recopied; fascinating as he found many of these, they were distractions he had no need of.
Books on amost any skill or craft he found dirty, neglected, in some cases even crumbling to fragments,
asleavesto mold upon the forest floor. But he cleaned and patched what he could with fine cloth or
parchment scraps pared thin, and drew rich rewards. There were afew elementary books, but his
capacious memory aready held al they could offer. It was lost works he hoped for, texts asrare and
arcane as those upon which the Mastersmith had mounted his most deadly guard. Elof was not
disappointed. From benesth a disorderly pile of histories he recovered onefull scroll of the Ircas Elyn,
an exhaudtive treatise on symbols the Mastersmith had known of, but could never find. He had not dared
hope for the Skolnhere-Book, yet he found an excellent copy on fabric, with many interesting margindia,
lying forgotten atop dust-lined shelves. The rarest work of al he found was the minor but fascinating
Daybook of Ambrys, an accomplished armorer of Morvannec a century or so before Korentyn's day;
smithsvaued it chiefly for itsbrief quotations from even more obscure tracts, and itsillustrations, so findy
drawn they were acopyist's nightmare, for they could not be copied with blocks. It was one of these that
caught hiseye, and set an idea danc-



ing in hismind. But it danced with doubt and fear, and achill of revulsion at the crudty he could not now
avoid.

Neverthdless, that same day he went to Korentyn and sought leave to build aforge. To lessen therisk of
fire, it would be made al of stone, and well beyond the castle walls, in aclearing by astream on the
dopes above. As he had expected, leave was given gladly, and more; Al-mayn remembered that some
equipment still remained from an old smithy, and Korentyn caled upon the strongest among the alfar to
labor for him. Under Elof sdirection, in the weeksthat followed, they willingly stripped awide square of
the clearing floor to the bedrock, while others hauled down great chunks of granite, raw and iridescent,
hewn from the mountainflanks above. The wallsthey raised were crude, but thick and strong, fit to bear
the single great dab he set across them as aroof, like some monument of old; he would have no wooden
beams, he said, lest they scorch. The datted shutters he made of date for the same reason, hinged upon
pins of iron he hammered out on ariverside rock. He hung more date upon an iron frameto make a
door, and stacked outside it the firewood the Guardians brought him. His high hearth was built of dry
stone, and around it were set a quenching-tank of pitched date, and stone dabs and benchesto work at.
Last of dl, dragged up the dopes by acrowd of laughing alfar, came what he had salvaged from the old
smithy: abellows engine, much restored and given new leathers, and agreat anvil of a shape Srangeto
him. Ancient and rust-cloaked it was, yet when he smote it with hishammer it rang true, sharp and defiant
againg the Forest'sinfinite whisper.

With these they brought such tools, clamps and vises as were dill usable, and also the store he had found
there, avery hoard of metals and gemsin al stages of working, many rare and precious. They told him
cheerfully that the mountains held as much more of such toys as he could desire; if he would sooner hunt
dull stones than quick beasts they would gladly take him. With that, laughing, they took their leave, not
lingering for histhanks, leaping with sartling strength for the pine boughs overhead. Elof looked after
them, and nodded to himself, thoughtfully; such ahunt among the mountains might serve many ends.

He sat down then by the door that was his, and gazed out over the wooded hillside. It brought back to
him the mountain woods of hisyouth, only afew years behind him yet an age avay. In many ways he had
been happiest then, but he could never forget that only lies and corruption had lain benesth. He could no
longer take happiness as a gift, without price or obligation, or trust good fortune he did not wholly
understand. If Kermorvan was learning to trust his heart more, then Elof had learned to trust hisless.
Idyllic as Lys Arvalen seemed, he would, he must, delve out the truth that lay at itsroot. And to that end
he had shaped thisforge.

He reached for Gorthawer, leaning againgt the wall, did it halfway from the scabbard, and studied the
shadow the black blade cast. Warm and deep and dark, it seemed to flow over the ground like viscous
ink, merging with the thousand shadows of the wood; the talisman was strong here, as should be
expected. Swiftly Elof rose and swung back the heavy door, its hinges cresking despite their grease. As
he stepped over the threshold the shadow seemed to shrink and fade, falling pale upon the scoured stone
a hisfeet. He nodded thoughtfully to himsdlf, and played the blade carefully dl around thelittle forge, and
most carefully over the water in the trough, and over the least of the stone dabs, dways watching the
shadow intently. But nowhere did it grow the least trace darker. He sheathed Gorthawer then, and took
it outside with him once more, and sat down in the sun with asigh. Beneath that small dab lay the only
wood within thewalls, the cedar lining of the chest wherein he stored his precious books against damp
and smoke; even that he had immured within pitch and stone. There would be no more, save what was
aready burned to charcoal. He had guessed aright.

Now he must look to his materials. He reached for the heavy hide sack that held the ancient hoard, and
spilled it out over the sun-warmed ground before him. It was dazzling wedlth that glittered there, but a
smith's eye measured potential more profound than mere value. And what he saw he found strange



indeed. Many pieces were so advanced it was possible to deduce the cunning design intended, the subtle
virtue half set upon them. Y et dl such pieces had been left unfinished, even where no fault or flaw could
possibly have barred their completion. So engrossed was Elof that he scarcely noticed afishriseto a
deerfly struggling on the stream. Y et in the splash and spurt of bubbles the babbling music of the water
was suddenly, subtly, dtered.

S0, smith. Are you now content? Or do you doubt still the warmth of your welcome here?

Elof bowed his head courteoudy to the empty air. "l would be ungrateful, Lord of the Forest, if | did not
believe you wished meto stay and be happy. Y et when | strayed into your domain in the Westlands far
away, you at first bade me and my companions begone. Why, then... or do | give offense?’

The waters chuckled lightly over the pebblesin the shdlows, where small birds bobbed and picked. You
do not. The question isfair. | traced inyou ... something ... that made me believe you other than
you are.

How so, Lord of the Forest?

Is such sight to be fettered in the weak thoughts of men? The stream ran on in quiet a moment, dead
leaveswhirling on its surface. Say, then, that most men ... cast shadows in my mind. Shadows that
vary, some lighter, some blacker. But you, you are no shadow, you are like some shifting glimmer
in the Forest depths. Very like, indeed; for the Forest is my mind.

"Thenwhy fear to have meinit?' asked Elof boldly. "It harbors many ablacker thought than I."

Thetall trees stooped and bobbed, looming dark over the forge. It was for one such | took you. | did
not know you for a smith among men. Aware of forces within you, | thought you an elemental, a
minor Power, astray in my land without my leave, and perhaps a danger to my folk.

That | could not tolerate. You should understand; you have met some, the dwellersin river and
lake, and the Hunt.

"Do you not tolerate them? Many of my companions they took, good men and bad dike. Why hedge
your land about with such horrors, if al men are aswelcome asyou say?"

The water swirled and gurgled, and its note grew deeper. You are bold, smith, so to bandy words with
one of the Powers, and not the least. If | were asill disposed as you suspect, would | need to
answer you ? | harbor such creatures out of two concerns, and the greater is pity.

“Fity?

Even so. Where else have they to dwell? Those creatures, and many othersit iswell you did not
meet, they have needs and ways of life that would seem wholly strange to you. In the world
outside, the world of men, their day is past; what parts and purposes they once had in the worlds
shaping they have outlived, but they have grown used to their existence, forgetting or fearing the
changes for which the time has come. That | condone, for | know how hard such changes may be;
once this was a world of forest, smith, before the days of men. So under my trees | afford them
shelter, and they guard the borders of my realm. And guards | must have. For though | wish men
well, I cannot allow themin their wasteful ignorance to devastate my land, which will one day be
their surest refuge. The dfar love their children, yet will they let them play with flame? Had | no
sentinels, the trees would be hewn down to feed fires or build shacks, the animals hunted to
extinction, the whole ancient cycle of plenty torn asunder when it might have provided for all. For
now | must endanger a few lives, that one day, when the works of men totter to their fall, | may



receive them whence they should never have strayed, back into the embrace of nature. Then shall
| throw open my borders, and welcome all. And that day may not be long removed. Init | shall
need great leaders; Korentyn for one, your friend Kermorvan, the lady Ils for her folk. And, if |
mistake you not, you also shall be among them. Reflect on that among your labors!

That evening, as Elof strode back down the hill to the castle, he saw trails of torches winding among the
trees below. He guessed it must be the hunting parties returning for the following night's feast, and
hastened to greet them asthey set down their catch on the greens-ward before the gate. Roc and Ils
greeted him in boisterous good spirits; he had to endure much chaffing for lazinesstill he managed to tell
them of theforge. They in their turn had something to tell him, for they had falen in with another party,
among whom was Morhuen, the renowned bard, coming to the feast. "Though he was scarce willing, till |
told him of Kermorvan!" added Roc. "And who'd blame him? That's afine carefree life he's been leading
out therewith the alfar, Elof! Do you be sure and try it some day!"

Elof smiled. "Perhaps | will, and soon. Would you go hunting metalsin the mountains once again, Roc, as
wedidintheold days? And you, 11s? | thought you might!"

Shelaughed. "Whered you be without me? Humans lack the eye for how the stonelies. And well seeif
alfar can beat duergar after that game!”

Roc snorted. "I'll be aong to pick up the pieces. Asusua. But for the nonce, nothing comes ‘twixt me
and my dinner, save agood bathe. Let'sgoin!"

All that evening and the next day the court was awhirl with excited preparations for the coming feast. But
Elof was beginning to suspect they |ooked forward to such celebrations not only to break the monotony,
but to lay down for awhile burdens which had grown intolerable, their own natures. And when at last
Korentyn and Kermorvan led them in solemn procession into the great court, glittering now with the
strange lamps that had been hung even among the mighty oak's leaves, it was not long before his
sugpicions were confirmed. Asthe night advanced, he found the wine and music and dancing flowing
together into asingleinexorable current of ritud revelry. Inits constant shift and change these strange folk
could truly lose themsalves, subdue the pain of thought to the tiff intricacies of the dance, dispersethe
pain of feding in brief flirtations, soinning from one partner to another as heedless asthe least-lived mayfly
by the stream. Korentyn took no active part, but he presided over the rout with amused indulgence.

Only oneof hisfolk seemed to takelittlejoy init dl, the bard Morhuen, though many songs of his making
were played. He was agangling creature with shaggy white hair and beard, although in face and bearing
he seemed scarcely older than Korentyn by whose side he sat. He heeded that honor no more; he shifted
uncomfortably in his robes and spoke few words to any save Korentyn and the Guardians who waited
upon him. Hislight blue eyes stared vaguely into remoteness, and at the many compliments paid him his
full lipsworked nervoudy. At the height of the feast Korentyn ceremonialy presented him to the
travelers, and it was only when hiseyelit upon Kermorvan that thelook in it became bright and dert, his
bow deep and reverent. "For | seethat dl | wastold of you istruel” he said, and his voice rang clear and
strong. "Y ou might indeed be my dear lord Keryn come once again.”

/ seeinyou a promise, and a token

That hope dies not with one day's ending,

That by one winter summer is not broken,

That springs may follow which shall flower asfair.

So may the tower arise, once to the earth cast down,



And on the humbled brows, there shall be set a crown.

There was a sudden rattle of applause, asif abreath of mountain wind licked through the hairs heavy air.
"May it be s0!" barked Korentyn, and raised hisglassin afierce toast; then, asif ashamed of his
outburst, he smiled and sat down, and the brief tremor of excitement faded.

"Ah, marvelous!" breathed Teris, who was seated between Elof and Kermorvan, and shook her auburn
hair delightedly. "Oh, and so very long it has been since he managed averse thus, al of amoment!
Master Morhuen, Master Morhuen, won't you sing us something? With the harp, if it please you?"

The bard bowed. "Never have | been able to refuse you aught, a'Terisec, even if there were not these
new gueststo honor. | wax old, but I will essay..." He paused as he met Elof's interested gaze. "What is
this?' he puzzled, doud yet dmost to himsdlf. "What is this?' A feebleterror flickered inhiseyes. "Do all
the faces of fallen Morvan arise and walk abroad this night?”

"Master Morhuen!" cried Teris, shaken. "Thisis discourtesy! Here Sits Elof the Smith, to whom my lord
Korentyn presented you only amoment since..."

Elof leaned forward. "I am not offended, lady! Korentyn also saw some likenessin me, but to whom he
could not say. Can you, master?*

But Morhuen glanced at him with amixture of confusion and distrust, touched hislong fingersto his
forehead and mumbled aword or two. Suddenly he turned away to where Korentyn and Kermorvan
werein lively dispute over what he should sing. Teris seized Elof sarm, and her hair tickled hisear. "Now
you seewhy Merau calls him an old fool!" she whispered, stifling agiggle. "But he's so swest, truly, and
the way he sang for us, inthe old days..." Elof hardly heard; he was too acutely aware of her touch, the
quiver of her breast againgt his arm as she chattered, the sweet scent of her, like flowerswarmed by the
strong sun of the south. Probably she was unaware of the effect she was making; she had set her cap
firmly at Kermorvan. But Elof found himsdf fighting for resolve; too easy, too natura to be tempted, the
more so with the frustrations that knotted inside him, and thewine. To let himsalf be seduced, to linger, to
delay aquest he had no redl reason to believe could succeed. He wasimmensdy relieved when Teris
drew free of him to join the applause as Morhuen stepped out onto the open floor before the tree.

Elof, seeing him afoot for the first time, caught his breeth; the bard was not merely gangling, he was
grotesque, hisflowing robes concedling an odd shambling gait, as on limbs sorely twisted. From among
the many groups of musiciansin the hall, harps were thrust out to him; he made grest play of picking the
best and having its owner tuneit to a particular fineness. Then he swept to the center of the floor, bobbed
abow to the court and announced, "By the will of our chiefest guest Keryn, Lord Kermorvan..." He
chuckled deferentialy. "And counter to the wish of our modest Prince Korentyn, | will sing the Deeds of
Korentyn Rhudri at Lastreby!”

Kermorvan leaned across Teristo whisper to thetravelers, " A ballad in the ancient mode. Lastreby was
ahill town in Morvan north of the Waters, whose heroic last defense Korentyn led, hisfirst grest deed.”
Morhuen tucked the harp into the crook of hislong left arm, and poised hislong fingers carefully. Then
he swept them down to asingle chord that shivered off the ancient ones, merging avoice of metd as
clear and bright as the harp-strings, youthful and heroic.

Hark! Hold you silent! Heroes are sung of, Such as dared strive with the stern powers of old. Men
who withstood them, who waged war against them, Harried them back from the heights of the
north fell, Held there till 1ce came, that no man may hinder Cracking and crushing what it could
not conquer .

The harp pulsed and sang under Morhuen'sfingers, and though the music was strange to Elof, it struck



shivering harmoniesin the taut strings of his heart. Loud chordsrang atocsin of urgency and darm on the
stresses of the lines, while between them the strings rippled the rhythm of a cantering horse.

Korentyn Rhudri, fiery-haired princeling, Outrode his escort though rough grew the hillroad,
Fiercein hislonging to leap up to Lastreby, There deal a blow to the armies of darkness, Srew
them like sowings of death on the felltops, Méelt the bleak Ice in the blood of its minions.

Lastreby walls lifted high over hilltops,
Gaunt garth of gray stone ancient and grim...

The harp struck a sudden false note, an ugly dissonance. The bard's voice fdtered; he glanced at the
grings, striving desperately to regain hisfingering, but al at once the tune collgpsed, the sound dissolved
into ajumble. Mor-huen bent forward an ingtant asif catching breath, then sang on with fervor. But
aready the spell was broken.

White on its battlements weather untimely, Show in high summer laid siegeto ...

Hefdltered again, repesated "laid siege to..." and then stopped atogether, shaking his head, took his
trembling fingers from the harp and clenched them tight. When he looked up and around at his audience,
distress and shame were so naked upon his countenance that Elof could not bear to look.

Korentyn's face was wrung with concern. "Are you well, old friend? Would you retire..."

"No, my lord..." The bard'svoicewastremulous. "l am sorry... | wax old, as| said. The old songs, they
fade from my memory. And my fingers grow wasted and wesk; | cannot force them to the fingerings of
the harp any more. My lords, ladies, old friends and new guests, sorrow isminethat I must withdraw.
Never should | have come.”

Korentyn raised ahand. "Y et if your fingersfail you," he said encouragingly, "may you not still set words
to dance, asyou did at the first? For my kinsman here has been through agreat adventurein the
Westlands, he and hisfriends, aquest and amighty siege. No other but you could set the tale in the song
it deserved!™

Morhuen's pae eyes seemed to stare dmost through him. "Oh, my dear lord, the music isfled from me,
thelireis gone out; what then remains? A verse, aline, afragment; trifles, scraps of bark set afloat upon
an endless stream. No great ballad, not even at your behest. Not even yours. One song more | may
make, one short... but that for you..." And suddenly he struck the harp he carried with the backs of his
diffened fingers, and asudden lilting tune flowed fromiit.

Your praise resound,

Prince of the Halls of Summer |

Lord of a court

Whose like shall not return!

At your behest

My songs have brought the past again,
And made to live

All that we loved and lost!



Yet ever more that elder music fails me,

The past grows dim and dark as prison wall.
And stronger now a newer music claims me,
The endless woods bring healing to my soul.
Now | am ever eaten up with yearning,

For freedomin the wild woods | am burning,
Within these walls | find no home,

Free, unhindered | must roam!

All praiseto you,

Lord of the line of Morvan!

All that | owe

| cannot now repay!

Honor and fame

Have ever been your giftsto me,

No minstrelsy

Has praised a kinder lord.

Yet | am not the man that long has served you,
Though faithful still, | hear another call,
And | amdrained of song to set against it,
Bereft of joys that held mein your hall.

Now it is torment to me to remain here,
Save for your kindness, all | find is pain here,
| beg you, loose your claimon me—

My friend, my master, set me free!

Even asthe last long phrase sang from the harp it sagged and fell, dangled limply from hisfingers.
Hekndt and sat it down gently on the flagstones, its strings till faintly ringing. Elof was shocked to see
dark stains upon them, and a heavy droplet fall upon the frame: in Morhuen's struggle to play true they
had cut into his very flesh. A murmur ran through the court, a soft troubled sound, and then al was silent.
When at last Korentyn spoke, there was a deep tremor in his voice. "For such songs as once you made,
old friend, my favor is poor recompense; you owe me nothing. If | can give you no more than leave to
go, you haveit, and my blessing. But may it not be long before we meet again.”



Morhuen made no reply, save to bow deeply ere he strode from the hall. As he reached the high door
and flung it wide, he plucked the court robe from his shoulders and flung it to one of the alfar waiting
there. Elof caught his breath, and adeep unease grew in him. The bard's limbs, left bare by hissmple
green tunic, were not maformed; they were smply long, terribly long, and he had been standing hunched
and uncomfortable to hide them. Y et thiswas, or had been, aman. The door swung to behind him.

Silence gripped the court, in confusion or shame; Korentyn stared at the bare board before him, hisface
pae. Around hisfeet alfar, hair and harness thick with garlands, gathered and gazed up at him with wide
worried eyes. At length Kermorvan and the lord Almayn, who sat by, exchanged glances, Almayn
gestured to the musicians. A flourish sounded, and they struck up adow stately music. Couples,
Kermorvan and Terisamong them, rose and glided out into the formal patterns of a dance, sweeping this
way and that across the floor in shifting lines as ceasel ess and repetitive as waves upon the shore.
Korentyn glanced up, but seemed to find little power in it to soothe him. No more did Elof; to him it was
adow torment. But barely had it drifted to its end before an older alfar, amane of white hair hanging to
his shoulders, gestured to the musicians quite as airily as Almayn. A drum beat out adow rhythm; bowed
strings sang aliveier tune, degper plucked strings sounded a stsamping, loping beat. A shout arose, and
the alfar bounded out into the court. Korentyn looked up, startled, then smiled indulgently. Grinning
widedly, they beganto circlethe hall, dowly at first then fagter, in aloping, bouncing run, amsheld high
abovetheir heads, flicking their wrists sideways and snapping their fingersin timeto the beet. Others,
men and women, sprang out to join them, whirling and tossing on their long limbs like storm-sprung
saplings. In agreet train they wove and gamboled about the tree, whedling and careering with such
abandon that their braided hair flew wild and flung out flowers and garlands which fell among the
watchers.

The sudden outburst of vitality brought laughter to Elof slips, and aspirit of mischief; it reminded him of
fedtivitiesin hisown village, clumsy but cheerful, in which he had often longed to take part. "Now there's
adance!" he cried. With aswift bow to Korentyn he sprang out among the dancers, and seized a pretty
alfar girl asshewent whirling by. He bardly glimpsad 11s and Roc hopping out after him before strong
arms spun him away into the dance. Tenvar bounded by him with agirl on each arm, hisfeet scarcely
touching the ground, and as Elof came round the tree once more he was startled to see some of the castle
folk hovering tentatively on the edge of the throng. He had thought they might be offended, but they
seemed more intrigued than scornful at this sudden eruption. At last Svethan the Mariner actudly seized a
partner and plunged in with gusto; others moved hesitantly after him. Elof dl but sumbled as Teris
tripped lightly by him, long gown kilted into its golden girdle, pulling Kermorvan &fter her, laughing wildly;
behind them Almayn bounced dong with atal lady of the court, dignity flung like flowersto thewind.

The whole court of immortals seemed to bereveling in itslost decorum. The dance whirled endlesdy on,
the musicianswhisking from tune to tune, circles forming, bresking, re-forming, till many had to fall back
to draw breath. Elof was among them; for al his strength, he was at a disadvantage among these longer
legs. His partner brushed a kiss on his cheek and bounced back into the throng; he was content to dump
down benesath the great tree and let his roaring pulse settle, his dizzy head clear. Round and round they
swept, woodfolk and castle folk and hisfriends, and as he watched them hurtle by astrange thing
happened. Half-formed thoughts he had held back took shape in hismind, became avison. It was asif
the dancers sped fagter, ever fagter, till they merged into abright, painful blur with asingle Satic figure at
its heart, frozen at the crest of alegp. Before his eyesit changed, burgeoned like atree; the outflung limbs
grew longer, the trunk stretched and curved upward like a supple birch, the very feet and fingers
stretched out like eagerly grasping roots and tendrils. Then the vision was gone, the dance clear before
hiseyes. But Elof fet agickening chill swel up in him, agrowing, uncontrollable shiver. He waslooking at
his vison made flesh, not in one body but in al that flashed by him, in achain, a sequence, aprogression
from Kermorvan to Korentyn, from him to long-limbed Merau Ladan, from him to Morhuen. And from
his drawn-out, unmanagesble limbsto the graceful climbing bodies of the alfar . And what of their minds?



At best from nobility and wisdom to kindly smplicity, at worst from man to beast? Wasthat the true
dancein the Halls of Summer?

He cursed under hisbreath. It fill made no sense, not as long as the alfar had children and knew old
age. How could they then be linked to the castle folk, who knew neither? He dapped a hand furiously
againg the rough bark.

Abruptly thewals seemed to vanish around him, the windblown trees come rushing in on him. Degpina
distant pool, intent on atreasure of glittering scales, an otter plunged; high over the borderless carpet of
treetops an eagle screamed and dived, clawing. The woodfolk are their children.

Elof swallowed, shook his head, scarcely able to speak. Thiswas not the fluting of birds; it wasthefirgt
voice he had heard, far off in the west. Only hereit was no longer remote and dim; it was all around him,
and it blew through hismind like a gusty wind. He should not have leaned againgt the tree; too much of
his secret thought might al-

ready be betrayed. But it seemed that only hisimmediate thought was reed.

You have clear sight, One Alone. The dfar are their children, or children of their kin, and they love
and reveretheir elders, and delight in their service. But can that sight not also show you the
reason for the change? For | do not hideit. Here life unending is offered to all, here they may live
as they think best. Only offspring must be denied them, for children are a mirror of mortality.
Nonethel ess, many come to find that gift a burden; often those who grasped it most eagerly at the
first endure it least easily in the end. Heroes alone may bear immortality for long, to wrest its
gloriesfromits pain.

Elof clutched at his chest, where it seemed that a sudden stab of pain pierced him. "So that iswhy so
many of the great names of old are gathered here! Lesser men havelong since... falen by thewayside.”

Deep in the mold beneath arotting tree a nightsown spore took root and swelled. No. Not fallen. The
longer men live, the lesswillingly will they embrace the idea of their death. Do not many evenin
hideous torment cling to that fragile cord of life? And yet they could not return to their old livesin
the world outside, when all they knew there has long slipped away. So it isthat 1 smooth their
path before them. The wearier they grow of their lives, the less they are aware of time, the more
pleasure they find in the passing moments, in the simpler things, growing more like children, like
animals, as you guessed. They hunt with the dfar, live with them, like them; and as time, which
dictates growth and change, fixes its claims upon them once more, they become more like the
dfar in shape. The past dips from them, and they move into step once more with the great dance
of nature. In the end they go off with the dfar, and never return; they mate with them, and bear
children who are wholly dfar, and forget all that once they were. The mantle of mortality settles
about them once again; they lead free and happy lives, knowing no difference, and in the end they
diein peace, and rejoin the River.

"But..." began Elof sharply, and then stopped short. He could only say too much.

You need not fear such an ending, for yourself or your friends. You least of all, while you burn thus
fromwithin. But even if it were otherwise, what then? Isit not worth the venture, to live longer at
least than the scant span of men, with naught to fear at its end but forgetfulness and peace? To
have time to hone and perfect your craft, to fulfill it with all the resource of my realm at your
disposal? Alone among the ancient Powers| truly care for men. | know what is best for them.
Through the Forest floor, muffled among the rotten leaves, came the light sound of afootfdl. A snake
tensed its coppery flanks, itsflicking tongue tasting the air for the scent of warm blood.



Elof bowed. "Not for nothing are you named the Preserver, lord. | will take heed of your bounty, and
ventureto dretch it further. | would go hunt metasin your mountains, with such of my friends as will
come."

You have only to ask the dfar. They will guide you and serve you. May you find what you seek!
Elof bowed. "Thank you, lord. | believe | will."

But it was not until the third day of their hunt, high on the rocky dopes, that he did so. For though he
found many rare substances he might have need of , it was aricher prize he truly sought, the minds of his
companions. "It was for that reason | brought you here," he told them.

Kermorvan nodded. "Here where the alfar cannot hear us, where no birds perch, where nothing grows,
away from the eyes and ears of the Forest. | guessed that much. Well? What more?”

Elof looked unobtrusively over the edge of the narrow rock shelf upon which such of the company ashe
could gather were huddled. Far below, the alfar were preparing acamp among aclump of bristlecone
pines. One of them glanced up anxioudy, but Elof waved back with adisarming good cheer he hardly
felt. He had expected Kermorvan to be horrified at hearing of Tapiau'swords, yet hewasascadm as
ever. "What more? |sthat not enough?’

"Why, pray?' demanded Tenvar. "To live forever, that'sawonder! And yet sill be able to escape fromit
and live in peace, what's S0 terrible about that?!

"Aye" laughed Bure. "Like owning land on both banks of the River!"

Kermorvan nodded, though he looked alittle unhappy. "I will allow it seems strange. | would prefer to
end, if end I must, as my own man, with my own mind; but perhapsthat is obtuse, and | would not
expect al mento fed likewise. But for others... Borhi, how would you choose? And you, Roc?'

"Tolive..." whispered Borhi softly, without hesitation. "Never face dying no more..."

Roc hestated. "It'samighty temptation,” he muttered. "I can seeit might be aburden... it'sagamble...
but then so's every breath you draw..."

"Well then," said Kermorvan. "Y ou hear the voice of the citizen." He shrugged. "l seeno great harminit.”

"Do you not?" blazed Elof, so loud he feared the alfar below might hear. More quietly he added, "Then
look at it asit hastaken effect! That architect, Ils; that bard, Kermorvan. What became of them? A hall
haf built, songs half sung, isthat not s0?* llslooked a him uneasily, making no reply, but Kermorvan

only shrugged.

"There must be many who could not stay the course, even men worthy and gifted. What of that?Isit not
better to fal in aventure, than never to have tried? The more so, when thefdl is so merciful, the venture
so worthwhile. Has it not saved for this day such as Svethan, as Korentyn?"

"Saved?' echoed Elof, very quietly. "And for thisday? | wonder. What might they have achieved in the
world outside, thesefolk, if they had not been prevented from reaching the west? King Keryn's son, your
ancestor, would not have lacked support. Korentyn and Ase would have established histhrone, as
Keryn intended; they would have prevented the bitter sundering of north and south that has so weakened
our folk. Instead, what have they done? They have survived; and that isall. Aye, they live. But aswhat?
Shadows in a court of shadows, remote, ineffectua, powerlessto help or harm. Korentynisnoble, aye,
and kind; he could not be otherwise and till himsalf. But what €lse have al these centuriesriven from
him? Whereisthefiery prince he once was, the strong warrior agains the evils of the Ice? And Svethan,



far from his seas, what meaning has he anymore? And the lady Tens, is she any more than once she
was?' Kermorvan's eye grew bleak and cold, but he held it. "And what of you? How have you fared,
snce you came here? What plans have you laid to summon your folk hither, those who depend on you,
little though they may know it? When will word be sent back to Kerbryhaine?

Kermorvan frowned. "I cannot act in haste! Do you imagine Korentyn and | have not taken counsdl over
this, long and deep? This place must first be made ready to receive great numbers, folk must be
summoned little by little, as Tapiau decrees, and their doubts resolved. We will need more than afew
daysto plan such matters, will we not?

"A few days?' asked Elof quietly, though chill fingerstraced out his spine. "How long do you imagine we
have been here? Roc and the others have been away hunting, | have had awhole forge built for me; it did
not take shape overnight!" He saw the bewilderment in their faces, in Kermorvan's most of al, and he
thought back to the night of their coming. "1 wonder how long it has seemed to Korentyn?”

"Ach, that's as Tapiau told you!" Roc objected. "No wonder his sense of time's abit blurred, after al
these centuries..."

"No?" muttered IIsuneasily. "When aready it seemsto be happening to us? Elof, how long were we
gone? It seemed anight or two only."

"Three weeks, perhaps. Maybe even four; how should | know, if you do not? The forge wasthreein the
building." Thetravelers stared uneasily at each other, but Kermorvan shaded his eyes.

"Perhaps our sense of time fades as our bodies ceaseto age,” said IIs quietly. "Tapiau might not be awvare
of that, for it seems he takes no form, human or otherwise. But it makesit hard to trust him, now..."

"How am | to know?" Kermorvan burst out suddenly. "When you told me of Tapiau'swords| believed
we had found what we sought! That out of the horrors of the journey | had stumbled on something
greater than | had ever dared hope, the past | dreamed of restoring come again..."

"Henceforth let none of us be deceived by phantoms of his vanished past!" quoted Elof, darkly.
"Whose words were those?"

Kermorvan hammered fist againgt pam. "But how am | to tell? How can | delvefor truth in thismorass?
What profit would Tapiau find in so ensnaring us, when he could sweep us from the earth with agesture,
or have his creatures tear usto shreds? It makes no sense, Elof! | must have proof! And evenif heisour
enemy, how shall we fight him, or escape him? How shdl we raise hand or will againgt aliving Power?"

Elof hesitated, but in the end, asall the others were silent, he dared to speak. "That will be hard, indeed.
But it may bethat | can help you. Now that | have my forge..."Hedid not look up, but hefdt their eyes

upon him.
"Y ou would wield smithcraft against the Powers?' demanded Bure, in doubt and wonder.

"A man must use what he hasl | would turn my craft againgt the Steerers of the Starsiif they threstened. ..
thosethings| carefor!” Thefervor in hisown words startled him; speaking without thought, he had bared
fedings he hardly knew he had. He was aware as never before of the craft within him, aroaring furnace
flame hungry to be used; he bent his mind upon it, and it narrowed to aneedle of devouring
incandescence, precise, measured, irresstible. "But | had no thought of open battle. Guileis used against
us, and isbest repaid in the same coin." He turned then to Kermorvan, who had not answered him.
"WdI? It ssemsto methat we came upon this place at an evil time for you, when you had begun to doubt
your own leadership, your own wisdom in making this journey; perhaps the Forest had already begun to



work on you, asit had on me. But | am not of that mind! Y ou are our leader yet. Y ou ask for proof; |
will try to find it, though the attempt may be perilous. So perilousthat if you choose, if you deem we may
trust the Forest so completdly, | will pursueit no further. Say now! Which shal it be?"

Kermorvan stood up on the rock, and gazed out over the Forest in silence. But it was only a moment
before he spoke, hisvoice crisp and calm. "Y ou may try what you will."

They came down from the mountains laden under many a sack of ores and other stones, which they
gladly left at Elof'sforge on their way to the castle. But IIslingered amoment, and Roc at once began to
busy himsdlf about the forge as he had so many timesin the past. Elof looked at him. ™Y ou need have no
part inthis, if you do not wish to. Nor you, I1s."

IIs chuckled, and leaned against the workbench. Roc screwed up hisflorid featuresinto aferocious
scowl. "Y ours are not the only hands can wield ahammer! Could be ours grow atrifleitchy again, at
that. And you'll be needing a brace of good forgehands, if only to pin down the top of your skull now and

agan. Eh, lagy?"

Elof looked at them both, and he smiled. A great weariness seemed to lift from him, acloud from his
spirits. He hooked an arm round 11 broad shoulders, and rumpled Roc's thick hair down into hiseyes.
"Ass I'm blessed inthe pair of you! But | doubt any such task will need many hands. Sow and subtleit
will havetobe...”

"Aye, and secret,” said Roc quietly. ™Y ou were wondering yoursalf about the Forest's eyes and ears. We
might distract it somehow..."

"And share the peril, yes; | know your mind too well now, my lad! But that may not be necessary.” And
he took up Gorthawer, which hewas careful to leave outside, and showed them the dwindling of its
shadow. "Tapiau said it would avail me little among the cold stonework of men, and indeed upon
Kerbryhaineswallsit faded. There he betrayed alimit to the Forest's power! | guessed that was why
Lys Arvaen was completed in wood, not stone; in stone his thoughts cannot dwell! And | guessed dso
that both he and the castle folk would be wary of fire. So for reasons innocent in themselves | shaped a
place within which his power could not extend, adark spot in hismind.” Helooked around the barren
little hut with afeding of grim satisfaction. "Within the Forest | built my forge. But within my forgethe
Forest cannot come.”

Roc blew out an astonished bresth. "Whew! So you've dared turn your craft against a Power already!”
"And succeeded!” said lIsquietly, her eyes shining.

"Only at thefirst step,” cautioned Elof. "I do not think he has guessed yet, for | have spent littletimein
here. When | begin my labors he will find out, sooner or later; he will not do anything at fird, | guess. He
seems more concerned to win me over, for now. But hewill not hold his hand forever; | will have only
onetry a my work. And | do not yet know what that will be."

Roc stared. "No ideaat all?'

"| did not say that. | know what | need, and | know how hard it will beto achieve, subtler even than the
mindsword. For it will brook no compulsion, but seek rather to loosen chains..."”

IIsdrew bresth. "I begin to see. But the craft that would take! And thetime! Y ou could use
pattern-welding again, or aloying, but the one might be too coarse, the other too fine; you must needstry
over and over till you hit upon the balance. .. Elof, little short of mastership will suffice.”



"l know!" he said, striving to steady the tremor of desperation. "And how will | find it here? But | haveto
try!"

"Try indeed!" said Roc, chewingidly a agrass stem. "It's often enough you've surprised yoursdlf in the
past, let done me. When you need us, here we are. For now, well, theresyour firelit, bread and mest
by your books, your toolslaid to hand. And us on our way down to the castle, | think."

IIs nodded, alittle sadly. "Toward nightfal well be back. If only to seethat you deep. | know you, Elof!"

Elof amiled as he watched them trudge away through the trees. Somehow he felt strangely free once
more, herein this crude cavern of aforge; he did not understand why until evening, when helooked up
from hisreading as shadows fell and birdstrilled their twilight songs. In hismind's eye reeds hissed in the
breeze, and migtsrolled slently over them; it was very like his strange old marshland smithy here, that
place where he had sought and found healing, and with it himself. He smiled; the memory was newly clear
in hismind once more.

Helad down his book. Roc and IIswould have no need to come and fetch him, that night or any other.
Haste and worry might lead him to miss something vital. So it was that every evening around nightfall he
would walk down aone through the darkling woods, following the path of the stream. And it istold that
often in those times he poke again with Tapiau.

It made him nervous at first, that voice that was many voices, the more so asit seemed well aware of his
misgivings. But till it sought to win him over, and he spoke and questioned fregly as before, and wastold
of many wonders. Asthe late summer drew on toward autumn, he heard the voice among the rush and
whigtle of thewind in the pines, the solemn thunder of a cataract, and once, fearfully, in the devouring
roar of adistant earthdide among the pines. It wasthen, angry at hisfright, that he grew bold enough to
ask of Tapiau why he took no single form to speek, if the lesser Powersthat haunted his woods could do
as much. The deep pools of the stream bubbled up the answer.

It is because they are lesser that they may do so with ease. Would you confine this stream within
your trough, this pool within your cup? You would catch only as much as your vessel might hold.
So it iswith Powers of high order.

"Yet | heard that some may do so, on occasion. The onethey cdl the Raven...”

Indeed. Such as we may take human shape, or any other we care to. But in so doing we become
only a facet of

ourselves. The greater we are, the less easy we find it; forming a body becomes a difficult
concern, and its result less like us. More than a man he may be—or she, for gender goes beyond
the body—but less, far less than the Power itself And flesh hangs on us like fetters. Thereis so
much of ourselves, our wisdom and knowledge, that we cannot draw on till we revert to our true
shape. Worse, we fall victimto all the strange demands of flesh, and often cope less well than
those born into it; many become too like human beings, and may turn strange and willful,
pur-suing their purposes in odd manner, or even delighting in pleasures perverse or evil along the
way. | would not so lose my dignity. Nor would | become so vulnerable; to be injured or destroyed
in body is pain and weakening to us, and a lasting drain on our strength, even permanent, in some
cases. Few will gladly risk it. And that is aswell for your petty races and nations, for theillsthe
Power s of the Ice now cause are as nothing to what they would do if they could walk freely
among men. Vast istheir power, singly or together, yet vastly is it bound up in the sheer effort of
sustaining the Ice, their most potent weapon. So it is that they tend to shun any true form,
remaining immanent around the Ice and their domains nearby. Such is Taoune, whose realm



borders upon my own, my mocker, my shadow, my great enemy, Lord of the Withered Mar ches.
At most, when they wish to meet mortal eyes they may take on some half-substantial mask of
power and terror.

"I believe | have seen such, benighted once uponthelce..."”

/ hear it by the shiver in your voice. But being bound thus may force human shape upon them. For
where the Ice will not serve them, they must seek out new weapons, new agents apt to their
thought.

Elof remembered hislate master, and nodded. Then it was asif the Ice clenched achill fist beneath his
stomach, for he guessed at Tapiau's next words ere they were spoken.

Now only the greatest of those cold minds are strong enough to do this, to don the shape they
abhor. Once, an

age past, Taoune was their leader; sustained by his weaker brethren, he roamed the world and
sought to twist weak men to his fell purpose. But | am the friend of men, and had the service of
many. | wrestled with him, and threw him down, and drove him back, stripped of his body and
sunken to a shadow of the power that once he owned. In these days another rules, a clutching,
binding spinner of intrigue who ofttimes walks the world in a fair formto sway the hearts of men.
Veiled so in flesh, she shows but a small portion of her own great beauty and majesty and terror;
yet | have heard that to men it seems great indeed.

"What is her name?' choked Elof.

Taounehtar sheis styled, Taoune's deadly consort. But the creature she becomes among men
names herself Louhi.

Elof remembered little of hiswalk back that night. He ate little and dept less, tossing and turning upon the
fursof hisbed. Could Tapiau have heard of his own quest, and seek to turn him aside from it? Perhaps;
but while the Master of Trees might dant atruth, he would not lie so plainly.

Louhi also has taken an apprentice... if she's Louhi's she '11 be nothing for you and ... for what
that girl has, Louhi has, be sure of that... no smith welded my chains, and even if you were the
greatest among men you could not make them . . . The words of many voices blurred and burned in
his mind, and became one, echoing away into distances vast and chill. Nothing . . . you could not . . . If
Louhi was as Tapiau said, then what was Kara? What had he dared to love? What had he set out to
seek across al the breadth of thisvast land, across al the world if need be? But then, asif in answer, he
heard the dark timbre of her own words, remembered her heart legp beneath his hand as she spoke. |
am of no common sort. . . | will not change. Helay ill then, and abitter cam settled across his
thoughts. She would not change? Then no more must he. What he loved, he loved. It wasassmpleas
that. He could only go on as he had done, seek with as single amind as he had sought to counter the
mindsword, as he had sought to reforge Gorthawer...

It came to him then. From hislong search through the remnants of the Mastersmith's library amemory
surged up, amatter that had seemed of little moment at the time. So might it till, initsdf; but if he could
turn it about it would surely serve hiswill. He dept then, but excitement awvoke him at first light. Herose
and waited agog for Roc or lIsto stir.

"What do | know of what?" she growled deepily. "Of iron and copper in corrosives? Many things,
though | am not my folk's best scholar in such matters; chiefly that they corrode. How much, how fast,
whét they form..."



"What they crestel” hissed Elof excitedly. "That'swhat | mean! No? But you'll see! Now, well need
quantities of corrosives, sheet copper and iron as pure as we can make them. And some of that powdery
black stone the Mastersmith used for marking parchment..."

"Ought to be plenty in the hills'" yawned Roc. "Comes from schist or the like, doesn't it? Won't lead do
aswdl?'

"No! It's not for making marks that way! Come, bestir yourselves, we dare not waste the day! We've
long weeks of work ahead!"

He spoke truly, save that the weeks extended into months. They toiled far into that night, and many that
followed, preparing the forge for the long work to come; then they vanished for weeks on end with the
Guardians, hunting out rare or precious mineras from the stone and the finest clays that could be
gathered. Elof madeit his businessto sweep Roc and Ilsaong by sheer will, till he could dmost seethe
lethargy of cadtlelifefal from them. Asthelong summer faded and the heavy rains of autumn passed, he
spent every hour of daylight in theforge, and by night itsfiresflared and shimmered among the gaunt
evergreens, adefiant assertion of warmth and energy. Many asked of him what he [abored on with such
exertion, but dl hewould say wasthat it wasto be agift. And there came anight when thelittle forge
shone like abeacon through the trees, so high did itsfires burn; every gap and cranny in shutters and
door blazed with light, asif the stone beneath had melted and et the earthfires through.

Later the shutters were opened to let a cloud of steam disperse, and Roc and I1s stumbled wearily away
down the wdll-worn trail to the hall. Elof lingered long thereafter, and the hammering and cracking of clay
molds echoed through the night. At last he made hisway down to the castlein the smal hoursof a
morning that sparkled with frost. So slent was the Forest that he was quite unprepared for the sudden
changein the music of the stream.

Well, smith? Upon what do you labor such long hours?
Elof smiled tautly. "A casting in slver, Lord of the Forest. A jewd, agift, for agreet lord.”

/ do not doubt it will be worthy of him. Yet have a care, abroad in these woods so late without the
Guardians. You are aware | have other subjects; for many the night is their province. Upon the
path to the castle you will be safe. But never stray fromit! There was asudden rustle, and Elof
ducked sharply as awide shadow swooped down upon him. But it passed and settled with aflutter upon
abranch ahead, ahuge owl that stared at him with glittering eyes topped by feathery peskslike horns, a
gtare cold and unnerving. Elof caught his breath and swallowed, hard. He nodded.

"I hear you, Lord Tapiau. | will keep to the path. Good night!" But his smile was grim as he made hisway
through the last of the trees, grim as the satisfaction he felt. He would keep to the path, indeed, the one
he had trodden since the beginning. Tapiau had at last dropped the mask alittle; but though that was
interesting for many reasons, it meant he must be swift now, swift asthe work allowed. And asruthless.
He clutched his cloak around him; the frost seemed to settle on his heart. Somewhere within him that
seam of iron dill lay, that callous streak which had let him forge the mindsword at another's great cost.
He hated it, yet now he must summon it up and turn it to agreater good. That aso would be an
achievement of mastery.

The next morning all stood ready; he could not hold back. The sheet copper had been rolled into
cylinders, rods of iron set within and thewhole set in small jars of sand-fused glass, into which |Is added
astrong solution of corrosive. From these, pitch-coated threads of twisted copper led into a stone bath
full of afoul-smelling solution; aheavy spearhead shape hung within, of the purest gold they could attain.
On abench sat acrucible of the gray minerd, powdered fine and mixed with eggwhite and other



substances, and besideit alight and intricate framework of silver, polished to amirror shine. Rocand Ils
watched in astonishment as Elof took it up and, referring to the litter of scrolls and dates upon the next
table, dipped afine brush in the mineral powder and began to trace minute rows of intricate characters
upon it. Then, donning aglove, he touched the remaining copper threadsto it. Roc exclamed asa
shower of tiny blue sparks arose, but I1s face brightened with sudden understanding, and she nodded
sagely as Elof fastened the threads tight to the frame and with long tongs lowered it carefully into the bath.
He watched amoment, motioning them to silence, until he saw afaint bubble rise and burst upon the
greasy surface. Then he began to sing softly, under his breath at first, but risng now and again into words
they could make out.

Awaken! Wake!

From nightbound depths

What long lay hid

Letitarise

To blind the day!

From tomb, a voice Fromtime, an hour From pattern, form From weakness, power .
To darkness, light, In embers, flame, From dust, a tree, Slence, a name.

The stillness stirs, Its loss regains; What was, returns What is, remains,

At length he smiled at them and sat back. "It begind" he said.

"And what, exactly, might it be?" inquired Roc sardonically.

Elof's eyes glowed darkly. "A thing our late master never dreamed of! A coating of gold finer than the
thinnest foil or leaf, ablending of metasfiner than pattern-welding, more precise than dloying. | read of it
asamethod of extracting difficult ores, but saw how it could be made to act for me. In these threads
flows aforcethat bites asfiercely asthe corrosive spawning it; do not touch them bare-handed! It seeks
to pass through anything, but water and most metal's especidly. And in flowing through that bath, from
point to frame, it will carry with it minute particles of the gold. Little by little they are settling on the frame,
more thickly upon the characters| traced. And other layerswill follow, gold, silver, copper, chrome and
other rarer metals; and upon each | can et its particular virtue." Helaughed. "On every particle, dmog, if
| so desired!™

IIstapped her large teeth and nodded. "1 should have remembered; the like method for ores isindeed
known among us, and no doubt for work likethis, if needed. But the virtuesyou set upon it, well, they
beffleme..."

Elof stood abruptly, and peered down into the tank. "Only apart of it," he muttered. "A smal part...
Meanwhile thereis more to be done. Roc, that wide mold-flask | made, and the fine clay; | have the wax
armature ready here. We are not finished our casting yet!"

Ils stared at the ddlicate waxen shape he lifted from a high shelf. "But what living use could that be?"

Elof grinned wolfishly. "A strength againg my fearsthat my will hasfound! When it is complete, and
widdsits power—then you will understand!”

In the weeksthat followed the castle saw little of him. Ever more often he dept on the hard hearthside,



seldom returning even for food. Y et when Ils or Roc brought it him, the only ones he would suffer, they
most often found him huddled motionless over one of the bubbling stone baths, asif he could watch or
will theinvisbleflow of matter within its depths. Only hislips moved, and the words he spoke came not
to their ears. More than once I1s bade him sharply have a care, for many of the liquids wereféll poisons,
unsafe even to breathe. Certainly in thistime he grew paeandill to look at, hisbrow furrowed, his eyes
and cheeks sunken. But al he would do was shrug, turn perhaps to his books awhile, and demand to be
left done. So the days passed, and ever more chill blew the Forest winds, till the frost lingered long into
the morning. It wasin the early hours of such aday that Elof watched the last coating, which was of
slver, take shape upon hiswork. And though it was no more than adull gleam deep in the brown liquid,
he knew when it should be ready. He took the longest tongs he had, and lowered them delicately, very
delicately, beneath its surface, for the bath of slver held the most deedly poison of al. Then, taking afirm
grip, he stood amoment, and for the first time since the beginning he chanted aloud, harsh, yearning,
defiant.

Dark is the moment, great our need, Fierceisthe fire that bids me heed, Burning bright in my
breast, Drives me from life, from death— Unbinder! Unchainer! Burn with that flame! Renewer!
Restorer! Be that your name! Break you the bonds that hinder my quest! Arise from the shaping to
me!

Then with asingle smooth effort he drew the meta forth, upward, straight up till the metal threads drew
taut and snapped amid arain of sparks, boiling the poison beads to vapor asthey showered back into
the tank. Though the work had grown heavier, he held it for long, long minutes unmoving above the tank,
until no more of the venom fell. Then he washed it carefully many timesin water distilled and set asdefor
that purpose. Only then did he dare take it in his gloved hands and scrub it gently clean in the trough,
running his eyes across the perfect surface, the smooth, even coating over the stedl that showed no trace
of the myriad layers of many metass, the thousands of characters, traced out beneath. He could have
lingered over it, rgoicing in its beauty and smoothness, in the completion of long months of [abor. But the
flamesblazed yet within him; he alowed himself one curt nod before he turned to hisbench and thefine
work of finishing.

Thusit was only that same afternoon that a message arrived at the court, to the effect that Elof would be
honored if he could show Prince Korentyn, and with him Lord Kermorvan, hisforge, and the first fruits
of hislabor. 1ls, who had ddivered the message, came puffing back up the hill to the forge, with Roc on
her hedls. "They're coming!" she gasped. "Any moment, with Roc!"

Elof nodded. "How did they take it?' he asked.

"They seemed amused. Kermorvan wondered why you couldn't just come down, but Korentyn said it
was a courtesy he owed you. Helikesyou, | think, Elof."

Elof nodded again, somberly. "I know."

"Teriswanted to come, but | said it would be too crowded. Just as you ordered, Elof. Now would you
mind giving me some warning what harebrained schemeit isyou're planning?"

Elof rose, and shook hishead dismissively. "Better you have no part init, should it fail, you and Roc. And
perhaps should it succeed, aswell. Silence, now! They come.”

Kermorvan's voice rang out across the clearing, and amoment later histal outline, swollen by thefur
cloak he wore, blotted the cold light from the doorway. Elof stepped out to greet hisvisitors, and
Kermorvan sared. "Kerys Gate! Y ou've changed, these last few days.”

"Since | saw you last? Weeks, rather, even months. And so have you.” For he thought Kermorvan's face



wasfuller, thelook in his eyes no longer intense but relaxed, amused, like awatcher & some
entertainment, a spectator at the margins of life. "But enough of that for now! My lord Korentyn, you do
me great honor.”

Korentyn smiled. "Not so! Y ou honor me, and if truth be told | welcome the distraction; winter isadull
time, and | am leaving on a hunt tomorrow. Kermorvan promises me you can work marvels.”

"Y ou must be the judge of that, lord. Enter, and excuse the discomfort.” Korentyn ducked through the
doorway, as Elof had never needed to, and stood |ooking around him at the disorder of equipment on
every sde.

"Thisisastrange place," he said softly. "Forces are at work here, | could sensethem if | were blindfold.
Y ou are asmith of power and craft, Elof."

Elof bit hislip. "Then accept this, lord, as some earnest of your wordsl" He reached beneath the bench,
and lifted an object wrapped in barkcloth. "For you are agreat prince, and it is... fitting that this, my firgt
work here, should be yours."

The barkcloth fell away, and the others gasped; Korentyn himself went momentarily very pae asthe
gleaming thing was lifted to his eyes. But it was Kermorvan who spokefirg, astonished.

"That isan image of the Coronet of Morvannec!" he barked. "How did you know of such athing, Elof?"
"l found it, drawn in one of the texts here.”

Korentyn laughed, shaking his head in wonder. "But why then have you set thisfair thingon soricha
warhem, smith? For | am nothing if not aman of peace, now!"

"Thusit was shown in the text, lord. And it seemed to meright that you should have your crown so, who
fought so vaiantly inyour youth for theright. But will you not don it, if only for the measure?”

Korentyn seemed genuinely much moved. He bowed deeply to Elof, and raised the work of bright silver,
tall plated helm and many pesked crown, high above his head. The sun wasfdling westward, an angry
bronze globe in the gray waste of sky, itslong rays streaming in through the open doorway. They caught
helm and crown, mirror-bright, and set upon its patterned plates aglow of fire, tipped its peaks scarlet as
they did the mountain snows, awoke white fire and rainbows from the cluster of pale gemsaat its brow.
The light seemed to shine through Korentyn'sfingers as, dowly and with grave dignity, he lowered the
crown onto hishead. Therefor an ingtant it rested, framing hisface, noble and serene as some ancient
gtatue. Then the eyesflew wide, a spasm crossed the features, and they twisted in anguish. Korentyn
screamed aloud, once, hoarsdly; hisfingers knitted with fearful tenson, tearing at each other, at his
garments. Histal frame convulsed and crumpled, and the Prince of Morvannec collgpsed amid his
streaming robes onto the stony floor of the smithy.

Roc and lls cried out and ran to him, but Elof spread his arms and thrust them back by main force.
Kermorvan rounded on him. Y ou! Thisisyour doing! To him, who has shown you so much kindness!
What have you done to him?"

"The crudest thing | could possibly have done,” said Elof, and in his voice was utter blackness. "'l have
restored him to himsdif."

"What... Enough of your folly!" growled thewarrior, and plunged forward to the prince. But now it was
llswho jerked him back, thrusting him down on abench, and so startled was he that he suffered it a
moment. Elof looked down at him, his face bloodless.



"With the virtues set within that crown, that helm, | have broken the holds of the Forest, the fetters
Tapiau has st upon him."

Kermorvan stared up at him, lips moving before he could spesk clear. "Y ou... you measure yoursdlf
againg one of the Powers? Youclam..."”

"Inasmal space. For ashort span of time. Hismind and memory are laid clear now, set free with no
sweet songsto cloud them.”

"Freeto remember..." growled Roc hoarsely, knedling dowly by the prince's sde. He could not
continue.

"Free to remember athousand years,” whispered Ils, and tearstrickled down her plump cheeks. "To
remember, al a once... Poor man! Poor lost man!™

Abruptly Kermorvan barged past Elof and knelt by Ko-rentyn. Elof saw him raise ahand to draw off the
helm, and nerved himsdlf to intervene. But it was another hand that clutched Kermorvan'swrigt, and
thrust it sharply away. Korentyn's eyes were open wide, gray and desolate asthe winter sky they
mirrored. "My dear lord!" whispered Kermorvan. "Prince Korentyn..."

The tall man shook his head, dowly. "Prince no longer," he muttered, and his voice was awhisper, dry
and unsteady. "Korentyn no more... Korentyn is dead. His shadow am |, nothing more; his mask,
empty, eyeless, hollow within. So arewe dll, dl this court, aplay of shadows dancing onthewall, the
dancerslong since fled. Shadows of life, of love, of honor... All lost. All sped. Hiswork, hisdoing,
accursed behe..."

"You see, Elof?" hissed Kermorvan. "Y ou torment him, and to whet. .."

"No!" croaked Korentyn, clutching again at Kermorvan'sarm. "Not him! Not him, for thispain | would
buy with my own heart'sblood, if need be! 1tis Tapiau | curse, the Forest and its poisoned gift of years!
So many years, so many, of seeing, understanding, yet being blind..."

"Seeing what?" Elof's voice grew strangein his own ears, harsh and imperious, tinged with night. "What
have you understood?’

Korentyn stared up at him, wide-eyed. "l know that voice, | know it of old... Tapiau'swill, that | have
understood, his design for men. Hisgrand design!” The long fingers clawed in the dust.

Kermorvan looked a him doubtfully. "We know something of that. To beimmortals, or alfar, as suits
men best, are mere not worse choices than that?'

"Arethere?' There was no kindness now in Korentyn's laughter; it was cold and bleak. "Do you not see
that there is no choice at al? Save whether to linger, or fall swiftly. To preserve the aspect of aman
awhile, or surrender it at once. A year, athousand years, what does that matter? The burden of the years
istoo greet for any man, and the Forest knows that well. In time the change must cometo al, dowly,
subtly, inddious as poison.” He looked down at hislong fingers; hisfists clenched in sudden spasm, and
blood started between the taut fingers. "Do | not seeit at work? Even now, within me? Look at me!
Look at any of us! Arewe nat, al of us, on the road to the alfar form? And that is Tepiau'swill.”

"But... HEs not one of the evil Powers, ishe?" spluttered Roc. "The ones of the Ice? | mean, if the
Forest's not on the side of life, who is?'

"Of life, yes," said Korentyn bleskly. "But of men? Arewe, aswe are, on the Side of life untrammeled,
unbounded? Of any life save our own? One thing of worth these long years beneath the trees have taught



me, and that isthat al nature is one, that when we waste it we spill our own blood, we tear bread from
our own lips. That lesson it isthelot of dl mento learn intime, perhaps. But Tapiau would not have us
learn; he seesin usthe wasting of hisdomain, the taming of his power. Hefears us, asthefirst Powers
feared the coming of lifeinto the lifeless perfection of their world. Y et he dare not rebel asthey have, for
what would become of the Forest then? He seeks instead to force men into the mold he thinks best. To
grip us of what setsusmost in conflict with dl esethat lives..."

"Our minds," said Elof heavily. "As| feared. Hetold me that unending life was only for the heroes among
men. But | see now that no man chesats the River without aprice. Such lifeisfor nobody. In the world
outside, with all its chances and perils, it could not be. Only here, in thiswomb of the Forest, can the
bodies of ordinary men endure thus. And that robs endurance of al meaning! For what value had your
life here, what purpose? To tread the same paths over again, to dance the same dances, say the same
words, act the same pae acts of love sunken to ritua. And dl the time hishand lay on your minds, told
you this was perfection, the best you could hopeto find. Perhaps hetruly believesit is, solittle doeshe
comprehend men. Small wonder you have dl grown weary in time, however hard you fought to remain
yoursalves. And as you grow weary your minds cloud, your bodies change. Until you aredrivento lay
adde your humanity asardief from lingering pain. Smdl wonder."

Slencefdl. Korentyn drew himsdf painfully to hisknees, gazing a Elof in growing puzzlement. But
suddenly his eyes shifted, staring past the smith, out of the doorway into the mass of trees beyond. Elof
moved to bar it, lest he should try to flee, but then he also saw what had caught Korentyn's eye.

"Seel" croaked the prince. "See! Snow fdlsl Thefirst snow... Snow on the Forest!”

Kermorvan blinked like a man awaking from deep deep. "Aye, my lord! A few flakes, only. And it
cannot lielong, for sporing isnot far off. What of it? Let me..."

"What of it?" Korentyn twisted toward him, seized hisarm once more with afrightening urgency and
scrambled to hisfeet. "It comes every winter, now. But it did not fal, not then, not here, even thisfar
north, ever... Therewas no snow when first | came here.”

Kermorvan'sface grew suddenly grim. "What isit you seek to tel me, my lord?’

Korentyn stared out into distances further than the trees. "Can you not see?' Hisvoice grew clearer,
edged now with a bitterness and a desolation that tore Elof's heart. "Why, it meansthat even agreat
Power may be blind to what he does not wish to see! It meansthat even Tapiau may welter in hisown
sdf-deceiving. For dl that he has doneto us, he has done in the name of helping us, saving us, even if
only asanimasamong other animals. But even in that hefalls! Across hisboundariesthe dark trees of
Taounela spread, and behind them the barrens, the tundra, that smooth the paths of the Ice.” The prince
laughed again, and Elof shuddered at the sound. "There is snow on the Forest, where once there was
none! And where the snow comes, the winters worsen, the icecaps lengthen, the snow line sinks ever
lower, the cold cregps ever southward, southward. .. till glaciers spawn in the Meneth Aithen. Till down
these very dopesthey sweep, to meet their chill brethren of the north. And what of the Forest then?' He
laughed again, but in the taut furrows of hisface tears glistened. "Why did | endure, to come only to this?"

"You told mewhy," said Elof quietly. "Y ou told me, and | understood. To pass on the wisdom in your
charge, that was your wish, and your purpose. For such achance, if no other, you have fought to remain
yoursdlf throughout long centuries. Give us now what counsel you canl™

Korentyn turned to gaze at him. "And that chance you have made possible. Hear me, then, what counsel
| can givein pain and haste! Y ou must flee, and soon. At the Forest marginsiits power isweakest. Join
one of the huntsthat is being readied, the hunt for onehorns, for that will turn near the Forest's northern



margins”
"Northern?" asked Us, darmed. "Isthat not the most perilousway?"

"Aye, southward isless so, or wasin my day. That isthe way Lord Vayde took Ase and her followers,
sailing southward from Morvannec into agreat bay that opens there, and thence up ariver and acrossthe
margins of Forest and Waste. A hard route, but with fewer great perils than these trees, or the haunted
swamp and barren of Taoun€ela. But from here the south istoo far, near three times the distance, and
through the Forest's heart; you could never escape the alfar, or worse sentinels. Seize what chance you
have; flee north and follow your quest!"

"Y ou must comewith us" said Kermorvan quietly. Inthe dim firelight of the forge he seemed to have
grown, amost to the equa of Korentyn's height. "Morvan's scattered children, east or west, have need of
Korentyn Rhudri to lead them once again.”

Korentyn shook his head dowly, and the crown flashed and sparkled among the shadows. "Not so! Not
when they have Keryn again! For you are more like him than | would have thought possible, save
perhaps that you have not yet come to believe enough in yoursalf. Seeing you, | could believein truth that
the River does cast us up upon its shores once again; and o, perhaps, the fear of it, the avoiding of it, is
acheat and adeception after al. If that is so, then perhaps we may meet once again. But not now. For |
am out of my time, and strangely atered, no longer fit to wrestle with the world. That | leaveto you,
kinsman, descendant, brother, worthy bearer of our name, to you and these friends who follow you,
vaiant and wise. Do you succeed where we have failed! And my blessing upon you!" Kermorvan knelt
before him, and Korentyn raised him, and embraced him.

In the turmoil of his heart Elof stepped forward, and he aso bowed his head and kndlt. "I ask no
blessing, my lord! Only your justice, and your forgiveness, if you can spareit! For the deception |
wrought upon you, and the cruel pain | cost you. But you know why these things had to be."

Then Elof looked up into Korentyn's eyes, and felt sick and faint at the torment he saw there, amind rent
asunder initsstruggleto be free. "I know none better,” said the prince, and that same air that Kermorvan
bore, of justice and judgment out of the deeps of time, seemed to settle about him. ™Y ou are
clear-sighted, young smith; you have wisdom and power beyond your years. Y ou have done a deed few
if any mastersmiths of my own time could have equaled. Do you yoursdf think it master'swork?!

Unableto look away from those agonized eyes, Elof nodded. "Aye, lord. For it wasas| planned it, from
the start, the virtues| set in it harnessed and controlled. But it cost me dear.”

"Then for that,” said Korentyn sternly, "aswas a princesright of old, | name you now a smith born, made
and proven, amaster of your guild and mystery! Arise, Mastersmith, and prosper!" Elof sumbled up,
gartled, and felt Korentyn's hard hand on his shoulder. "And for that deed | hold you quit of theill you
have done me. But hear the doom | lay upon you in requital! For you have dso agift for cunning and
ruthlessness; already it has served youill, and may do so again. Aswell that you and others should be
warned. So from this day forth you shal bear the name of Elof Vdantor, which may mean the Skilled
Hand, but aso the Hand Hidden. Bear it with honor, but do not forget shame! And bear it with my
blessng.”

Elof swallowed, though his mouth was dry. "Lord, | will. And may | never value mastery grester than the
magtery of mysdf, and the truest desire of my heart.”

Korentyn nodded. "So beit!" Then he stepped back suddenly, and stared out at the forest, turned dl to
white benegth the rising moon, and spoke softly. "And farewell, dl! To you, smith so wise, yet unknown
even to yourself! Y ou, strong craftsman, worthy citizen! Y ou, princess of our elder kin! Y ou, warrior



who could be aking, in thefull flower of your youth and strength! See how it ends! Think on me!™ And
with clawed hands he tore the hedlm from his head, and hurled the heavy thing the length of the forge, to
crash and roll among the coals of the hearthfire. Roc, with acry, reached for the tongs. But Elof waved
him back, and shook his head, and his voice was bitter with grief and disgust.

"Let it melt!”

When they looked back, Korentyn was gone. Hislong pacesin the snow led back to the castle, but that
night they saw him there no more, and in the dawning he was gone, departed as he had planned to with
the westward hunt. And whether the prince ever came back to the Halls of Summer they never knew, for
no morta man looked upon Korentyn Rhudri again.

Chapter Seven - The River of Night

Shoulder-deep among the thick bushes the huge beast threw back its head, shaking its shaggy manein
the thin sunlight, itslong horn gleaming. Elof and the alfar woman ducked hagtily lower on their high
branch, though they knew it could neither see nor smell them thisfar downwind. Strings of soil-caked
roots hung from its mouth, tangling among the fringes of coarse cream-white fur asits champing jaws
pulled themin, its breath steaming in the cold morning air. Itssmall earsflicked, itslittle wrinkled eyes
blinked about, reddened by the new-risen sun: then it snorted thick clouds from its nostrils and went back
to itsrooting.

"Be he not abeauty?' whispered the alfar woman, half hugging Elof with the spidery arm she kept across
his back, nervous he might fall. " And hiswinter white not yet shed. Long | am watching that one, hasty to
have the chase of him, but only thisyeer is he of alawful age. Already the young males best him at the
matings, S0 he forages done; soon he will betoo old to run far, and then the wolves will have him, or the
daggerteeth. Or some nightwalkers. Better and quicker hefdlsto us” White teeth flashed in her long
brown face.

Elof smiled; though his muscles creaked from endless hours crouched among tredimbs. "Better indeed!”
he whispered back. "And al the more honor to usthat you share this hunt, Hari!"

"Honor isours, lord!" Haf! whispered, stabbing Elof ill more keenly with shame at the deception he
planned. And yet... That odd name Hari was adiminutive of Halveth, an ancient and honored woman's
name among the northern roya kin. What blood flowed in her veins? What great lord or lady of Morvan
had let fall the shackles of their old life to become her parent? She looked around. "Ah, Gise comes! Do
you watch with Lord Elof, Gise, | go to fetch the others.” Silently she dithered along the branch and was
gone. No lessslently, Gise¢s massve frame, clad in an alfar tunic and harness, swung down in her place
besde Elof.

Elof looked around, anxious, angry. Gise was & home here, so much so Elof still wondered whether it
had been safe to trust him. "By all the powers, Gisel" he hissed aslow as he could. "I tell you once more,
you've got to come with us! Well need you, you of al people!" But the big forester only looked away,
and shook his head dightly. Elof grabbed him by the shoulder. "Y ou joined this ventureto aid the
Northland fugitives It'syour duty!"

Gise shook hishead again, firmly; more than ever he seemed to fumble for words. "No, Master Elof, no!
Y ou, where you will; me, | stay. Like | said to my lord ‘fore now. A new homeit was| cametfind, and
that | have, and damned if I'll leaveit!"

Elof 9ghed. "So you fail us, aswdl as Arvhes; nothing will detach him from the court.”

"And why not?" whispered Gise, the accusation stinging words from him. "Him 'n' me, we're the oldest!
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Weve not the summers |l eft to build new lives, not like you younkers. What'll wefind, us, that's better
than this? They're gentle falk, these, though amite dow in the head; take you in, not fuss you. Not jealous
with their women, either. I've one among them aready, maybe alittle 'un on the way." He jabbed a blunt
finger into Elof schest. "Y ou, wise master, don't you go prating to me of your long tomorrow! What'sit
to me, so far hence even my sons sonswon't seeit? Y ou tel mein the here and now what life's better for
aforester like mel™

"A free one?"

But Gise shrugged. "Freg's as free does, to aplain man like me. The Forest's not half the hard taskmaster
your Headmen or town elders were back home; you should know that, master, from al | hear of your

beginnings™
Elof grimaced; there was truth in what he said. Now, though, he had fewer doubts, Gise had not changed

much, if only because little change had been needed. But that, oddly, made it harder to leave him behind.
"If only it did not fed so much like abandoning you..."

Gise grunted. "The River for that! We choose with our eyes open, Arvhes and me. More open than
yours, maybe. Hist now, lest he hears us, he below!" But it was to the heights he looked, for just then a
soft rustle in the foliage announced the arriva of the other hunters. There was adight springing of the
branch beneath them and Kermorvan inched silently along it. Elof was glad to see him so limblithe after
many months of inactivity; they would have need of al his skill and speed for this. Kermorvan's brows
arched as he saw the beast their prey.

"Does the onehorn please you, lords?' demanded Hafi softly. "No easy quarry ishe! Againg hishide
mere arrows from the treetops do not serve. Spear or halberd it must be, in belly or throat where heis
softest, on the ground and close to! We stalk him through the leaves and of a sudden drop down, fft!"

Elof swallowed, and stole another look at the brute. The idea seemed impossible; the great horsdlike
head was carried higher than any horse's, the horn on it dlone dmost astall as himsdlf. It was bulkier even
than adragon, and, savefor that living wall the mammut, the largest beast he had ever seen on land. This
was madness, and yet Kermorvan wastaking it quite calmly, deciding with Hafi which treeswould be
best. Finally they waved to the others, and the alfar moved up to help the humans through the branches.
Elof needed little help, even with the halberd dung across his back, and the clumsy pack the alfar had
tried to persuade him to leave. He had grown used to thisway of getting about; there was no denying the
thrill of being at home so high up. It made the Forest seem adifferent place, less hogtile, more fascinating
in the richness and variety of thelife that worked out its purposes below. It waslike nothing he had ever
experienced in the world outside. ..

And then he redlized with alittle tremor of shock that the world outside scarcely seemed red anymore.
Once again, far from his shielding forge, he could hardly imagine aworld beyond the trees. For the
passing of two seasons he had been immured within them, more than half ayear of travel and of rest. Or
wasthat al?He seemed to have resisted the Forest'stimeless thrall better than hisfellows, but might not
that be anilluson aso? Might not a century have passed out there while he had shaped and schemed in
the shadows? K erbryhaine might be long since falen and overrun, mere circles of overgrown ruins
haunted by owl and wolf, or torn down piecemed to surround the Ekwesh stockades... He shuddered.
A sudden horror of the outside passed through him, of haste and peril and problems he could not solve
with study and cunning and skilled labor; he did not want to faceit, he wanted to lurk and lair among the
trees, and forget. Then the touch of ahand jolted him dert, asilent Sgna passing among the shadowy
shapesin the leaves. He peered down; he could see little save bushes, but he could hear the snort and
grunt of the onehorn dl too loudly. A bush jerked noisily aside, and a shoulder of tangled white hair came
into view, too closefor hiscomfort. Sowly, slently, he undung the halberd, made sure his pack would



not hitch upon the branches. To hisleft he heard afaint sound, and saw there Borhi, swesting and
shaking, green with fear. The young corsair had balked violently at the idea of leaving the castle, but had
decided heliked being | eft there rather less. Elof gestured reassuringly, but himself began to shiver. He
would have been tense enough smply with the prospect of facing that beast. But far more than that was
about to happen.

Another touch, asharp one, and then a sudden fierce springing in the branch beneath him. Therewas no
timeto think, to hesitate; Elof smply kicked out hislegs, the whipping branch jerked out from under him,
asthetrap below the gibbet, and into empty air he plunged. But the ground was nearer than it looked, his
feet wereill prepared. It dammed into his soleswith bruising force, he fell aside and rolled on his back,
holding the halberd high. There was asnort and a crash and he sorang up to find the light before him
blotted out by awadll of tangled whiteness that reared and plunged among aflurry of greenery, shaking the
earth. A figure bounced past, caught hisarm; Roc, and beside him Bure and Tenvar, jabbing with their
halberds at the mountainous beast that wheeled and bellowed defiance, unable to find a clear path to
charge. "Thisway!" screamed Roc. Asthey had planned, they were not attacking the beast, but keeping
it between them and the startled alfar . Elof was only too ready to turn and bolt under the trees; he saw
IIsand Kermorvan there, but where was Borhi? The corsair stood till where he had dropped, staring
aghadt at the travelers as they ducked past the plunging onehorn.

"Borhi!" yelled Elof. "Thisway! Now!" The corsair seemed to hear, turned and ran afew steps, then
halted, hesitated, shaking his head and gesticulating franticaly. "No!" hewailed. "I can't, | won't! I'm safe,
I'm safe here! Come back, youll dl die, dl die—"

Cursing, Elof torefree of Roc'sarm and whirled back after Borhi. Then he had only the fraction of a
heartbest to throw himself aside, as the maddened beast at |ast ducked down itsimmense head and
charged. Borhi, unmoving, seemed not to seeit, or to understand what he saw, the monstrous thing
bearing down on him like the corsairss own gdlery with outthrust ram. The great conical horn, the length
of hisown body, struck into the center of him and hurled him torn and spilling through the air. A trampling
hoof shattered the half-frozen earth a handbreadth from Elof's heed, the great flank whirled past him,
red-streaked from halberd thrusts, and then a huge hand was scooping him up; Gise's. "Run!™ growled
thetal forester. "While you can!" He dl but hurled Elof into the arms of hisfriends, and spun about to
fling his halberd at the beast. It whirled and charged again across the path of the alfar, who had to dive
for cover among the bushes. Then Kermorvan's clear voice caled and the travelers were running, running
with abraded throats and agony in their sides, chestsworking like Elof's bellows, thefire of hisforgein
their tortured lungs.

Behind them the uproar grew, trampling and smashing in the brush and shouting they could hear even
over theroaring in their ears. The hunterswould have to day the thing before they dared follow; Elof
found himsdlf hoping it would not day any of them. As Gise had said, in themsalvesthey were gentle
enough falk; it was the Forest's power that made them shadows of maignity, woodsprites working dark
secrets within the tree-gloom. Better to evade them thusif they could, than cometo open fight. A stream
gleamed among the trees ahead, and Kermorvan gestured to them; into the water they must go, and
upstream. But asthey splashed into the icy shalows, he himself ran right across and out onto the far
bank, leaving afinetrail of muddy footprints, then as the ground grew hard underfoot he legped for an
overhanging branch and swung himsdlf back with the others, into the stream.

On and on they trotted, their feet soaking and numb, their packs and weapons turning to lead about
them, their heads bowed down and staring at the water that seemed to suck the heart out of them. At last
it dawned on them that they were walking, and dowly at that; Bure and Tenvar were weaving asif about
tofal down inthewater, and Ils, whose legs were shorter, suffered badly from the cold. With wordless
gasps Kermorvan drove them up the bank among thorny bushes, and there they collapsed, numbed to



stab and scratch, deaf to anything save their own whooping gasps. Elof heard somebody retching, and his
own stomach turned over; hisfeet turned dowly from numbnessto fire.

"S0," wheezed Kermorvan at lagt. "We have some small advantage of them. And we must not loseit! To
the Forest's edge, by Gisg's guessing, was agood day and a hdf's march. Up, al, and to the north!"

There was achorus of groans, but nobody failed to stagger to their feet, or to keep up with the brisk
marching pace Kermorvan s&t. Indeed they seemed amost more enthusiastic now, weary asthey were,
asif some burden invigble and intangible were lifted from their shoulders. After awhile, when hewas
sure enough of his breath, Elof mentioned thisto Kermorvan, who nodded. "I fed as much mysdf. We
draw near the Forest'srim. May that shield usfrom Tapiau'ssight!”

All that day the dwindled company marched at arelentless pace, until the sun, hidden hitherto beyond the
leaden clouds, blazed angry orange behind the dark treetops around them. Mercifully the undergrowth
grew thinner the further they went, for now it was chiefly aforest of pines, firsand spruces, with only a
few hemlock and cedar and cypresses; their soft needles carpeted itsfloor, and few lesser thingsgrew in
their shadow. The brief spring of those climeswas not yet come, to fill shrubs and grasses with a short
gpasm of life and growth ere the chill closed in once more. The air was till but raw, burning in their
nostrils and on their cheeks, and, with their wet boots, draining the warmth from their bodies. As night fell
they chose adry spot to camp; fire would have been infinitely welcome, but they did not dare build one,
lest it drew down the alfar or worse upon them. A shelter of pine branches was the best they could
contrive, and they huddled together to keep warm. They ate little, for they had not been able to bring
much food with them, and knew it might have to last some time; then, too weary to set awatch, they
dept. But it was apoor night's deep, for the Forest was full of strange noises, and many things unknown
passed close by them. And some way past the middle hours dreams of conflict and tumult jolted Elof
awake. Parting the branches, he peered out at the sky in the hope of seeing some trace of dawn, and
caught his breath. For afaint light shone through the treetops, but it was cold and constant, and it paled
not the eastward but the northward stars. So once again, after many years and many other perils, he
beheld the sign and banner of their fountainhead, the eerie glow of the Ice.

Morning, gray-bleak as ever, found them chilled and aching and uneasy, eager only to be gone from
there. Walking loosened their muscles but brought them little warmth and less comfort, save that there
was no sound of pursuit. " So they have not found our trail," muttered Kermorvan. "I hardly dared hope
it..."

"Maybe they search the wrong way," suggested Ils, "eastward or south. They might not guesswe'd take
the way north, that they fear."

Kermorvan nodded. "That must beit. But when Tapiau's eyeturnsthisway... Still, we should be within
an hour or two of the margins, and those they will not cross.” So the travelers cast nervous glances at the
trees about them, expecting every moment to be shot at from the branches, or fallen upon like the
onehorn. That nothing came only made them the more uncertain. The borders of the Forest might be
minutes away, or hours, and all manner of ambushes set between. But suddenly, asthey came out into
the bank of adank little streamlet, Kermorvan stopped and pointed. " See! The far bank, beyond the
treed”

That there should be anything beyond trees, save more trees, was a hard thing to redlize. Y et they did
indeed seem thinner, further gpart; light as cold as the sky above shone pale upon their trunks,
unhindered. It must be awide clearing, for the trees of the far Sde were an indistinct black line; the
Forest was growing thin indeed. Down the bank they hurried, splashing through the water without
seeking adrier crossing. Elof stopped short, gasping; it was asif some chill weight had suddenly settled
on his heart. Bure, limping aong last, missed hisfooting on the bank and al but fell back in; Roc and Elof,



turning to haul him in, looked back, saw the pines bend and sway, and heard the rushing as of agrest
wind, that they knew wasno wind. " Kermorvan!" they ydled.

"I hear!" he cried, and sweeping out his sword he urged the others past him. "Now for it! Run, and stop
for nothing! Run to thelight!"

Only when Bure went crashing by him, with Roc and Elof on his hedls, did Kermorvan turn and run with
them, legping and bounding. The way was further than it looked, and there was more undergrowth here,
frost-browned grasses and low tangled bushesthat grew in the lee of fallen trunks; it seemed amost to
rise up and snag them as they went, and the branches whipped and lashed across their faces. Kermorvan
hewed a them furioudy, and Elof drew sword also. It was like fighting some live enemy, some beast with
athousand entangling arms above and below. And at their very heels now was the windrush, al but
overhead. Elof winced, expecting arrowsin hisback any moment. But dl thetime thelight grew stronger,
the open space seemed wider, the other side more distant. Then suddenly, staggering from one tree to
another, Elof redlized there were no branches overhead, nothing but the gray sky, and that the trees
beyond were even further apart, a gap wider than the longest arms. Ahead of him he saw aroot snag IIs
ankle, tipping her into his path, and Kermorvan scoop her up amost without breaking stride. A jagged
stump snagged Elof's cloak, and in one whirling movement the black blade hewed flying splintersfromit,
and he was sprinting after the others. Ahead of them was open space, and they were dowing, staring,
amost stopping. "Too near!” heydled. "Still within bowshot!" Then he dso dowed, and stared. It wasno
clearing they werein.

Trees ahead there were, asline of them tall and dark, impenetrable as the densest Forest. But to left and
right, where the line should have curved back to surround them, there was only open space. Near at
hand it was flat grasdand streaked with half-thawed snow, sparse stands of scrub, wiry and stunted,
poking up here and there. Beyond it was grayness, with aglimmer that might be water. There were other
lines of trees, but none more than stands, clumps, scarcely linked to one another across the snowy
scrubland and dismd pools, and nowhere to the trees of the Forest. Elof, turning to look back, saw the
outermost trees bend and tremble, yielding tall figuresthat stalked and paced within the bounds of the
treeshadow, like menacing specters afraid of day. They would not step beyond the fortress of the Forest,
theimmensewall of trees outflung to either Side, set like vast uneven ramparts againg this chill open land.
He knew then that they had reached the bounds of Tapiau's power. They were out of the Forest at lat,
free as he had fought to make them. What was this heaviness upon his heart, then, thisfaint nagging ache
within him which was no pang of honest weariness? Why could he not rgjoice?

By him Kermorvan stood, hisface as gray and grim asthisland they had cometo, and as desolate. "
Genhyas, a'Teris!" hewas muitering. " Genhyas, a'Korentyn!" Then helifted up his sword, asa saute.
But from the Forest asingle arrow came curving, to plungeinto theicy soil someway short of them and
there shiver to pieces, asagainst astone.

"Come!l" sad lIs hastily, drawing them both away. "That may have been aranging shot. Let us not await a
volley!" But in alower voice she added, "1 am sorry about Teris. Could she not have come with us?"

Kermorvan's face was set, but Elof was shocked by the degp unhappinessin hisvoice. "I did not dare
ask her. Shewho had dwelt solong in Tapiau'sthrall, she might have betrayed us. | could not risk usall
for her alone, when there was no certainty she would come, or be happy if shedid.”

Elof swallowed. "Bdieveme, | an sorry. 1... was hever sure how much she meant to you."

Thetal man's mouth twisted. "No morewas|. And | to her? Something new, perhaps, to be tempted,
teased out, madeto last aslong as might be lest it grow stale. To be lured ever within the hand, yet kept
from the heart..."He shook hishead. "No more was |. Matters are better asthey are, lesser now than



greater to come. Day advances, and we must go." And swiftly he turned his back upon the Forest, and
strode out at afierce pace across the gray ground. Elof and IIslooked at their companions, and fell in
behind him. Thusit wasthat they entered Taounela-an-Arathans, Taounelathe Wastes, the gray and
shadowy marchlands of the Ice.

Certainly it was no hospitable land they saw stretching out before them. Kermorvan stamped on the
snow-gpattered earth as he walked, and it rang and crunched benegath his boots. "Thiswill be aswamp
soon, when the thaw comes,” he remarked, hisvoice more norma now. "Aswell we left our flight no
later; we would surely have been mired here, and taken.”

Elof gazed around him uncomfortably. " Save for the trees, it reminds me of the Sdtmarshes. Theworst
parts.”

"Small wonder inthat!" said Ils. "For both that land and this are shaped and sustained by the outflowing
meltwater of the Ice. The same shadow lies over both.”

"Itislessflat than the marshes," said Elof thoughtfully, "though theriseand fdl isvery dight. But if
anything it iswetter, and that means the water has pooled in the valeys and dips, and cuts channels
between them.”

"A land of poolsand rivulets and little lakes," agreed Kermorvan, "of mists and mires and quags. All
bitterly chill, and hard to cross. There will be no fixed pathsin such a place, not even anima tracks. We
will have to go around and about so much it will be hard to keep to anything like astraight route.”

"Let us not be drawn too far northward, all the same," warned I1s. "Remember the evil name of thisland!"

Nevertheess, even on that first night they found themsdaves with little choice. For in their way they came
upon awide svampy areathat ended only under the eaves of the Forest itsdlf, and was already more
than haf thawed. When they climbed to the top of alow dopeto spy out its extent, Elof, whose eyes
were keenest in the ashen dimness of afternoon, exclamed in dismay. "A river flowsthroughit!" hecried.
"Down from the north, in among the trees!”

"Ayel" said Tenvar. "A vadt river, twice as wide asthe Forest River! Thereisno fording it here, even if
we dared go back among the trees! That water flowsfast, and it isvery dark.”

IIs squinted into the grayness. "Dark indeed!" she muttered. "There are tdesamong my folk of such a
river, that flows from the Black Lakesin the northern Wastes down through the Forest, and they are
darker yet. The Kamgozkheit isto us, River of the Dead.”

"Y et the living must cross somewhere," muttered Kermorvan. "Or they will not long remain so; thereis
littleto eat in thisland. What isthat, upriver there? Anidand?'

"It s;ems s0," admitted Elof, straining hiseyes. "A large one, covered with trees; there are more dong the
banks. We might try there for rocks or shallows."

Kermorvan nodded. "We might, though the current may be faster." He saw the otherslooking to him
expectantly, and shrugged. "Y ou wish me to choose? | see no choice. We may at least find somewhere
more sheltered than thisto deep.”

They turned northward then, skirting the margins of the cold swamp, and plodded wearily on into the
barren lands. Even over the short distance they could make out ahead they saw the lines of trees grow
fewer and shorter, the land flatter and more desolate. Only coarse grass covered the soil, and afew
bushes that cowered low to avoid the searing wind, their tough strands running through the grasslike



entangling tentacles; it was amiracle no ankle or leg was broken in the gathering gloom. They feared lest
it might grow too dark to go on, even with IIsto guide them, but around sunset there came afierce gusty
wind that drove the clouds like sheep to the horizon and there tore them to bloody shreds. It gavethe
keen air an edge like jagged glass, and for dl their warm hunting garb it cut the travelersto the bone. The
rough ground leached their strength away asthey ssumbled and faltered over it. In the clear sky the stars
appeared like frost-flecks upon cold stone, the full moon rising rained down its Serile light upon the bleak
lands. And dl acrossthe sky to the north, in answer or in mockery, there arose the shimmering curtain of
the lceglow.

But when they lifted their streaming eyes againgt the blast, they saw tossing black againgt it the tops of a
thick-meshed wood, upon which the moonlight fell without lightening its solid gloom. "Theidand!" cried
Tenvar. "Theidand'sthick with trees Shelter, and fud!"

"Would you light afireinthisplace?’ cried lIs.
"l would!" barked Roc. "WEell need shelter and moreto stay living thisnight!"

"Thereisarapidd” cried Bure. "See the white water about the rocks? And past theidand aswell! It
goesright over! Thereésour crossing!”

"If anywherel" agreed Kermorvan. "But go with great care! Therockswill beicy, and death swiftin
those black weters. | will lead.”

Of that crossing Elof remembered little save weariness and terror, the cold rocks and the roar and swirl
of the river around their feet asthey clambered between them. The moonlight was clear, or they would
never have managed some of the wider legps, Bure and lIswere a aterrible disadvantage, and had often
to be swung across on the single length of rope they had. But even longer legs were aching before they
came beneath the first overhanging branches, and saw the idand rise stark above them. "Find ahollow,"
gasped Elof asthey clambered up the steep bank. " Screen fire... with branches..."”

Ils shook her head fiercely, and he caught the glint of fear in her 1ook; but even she, stronger and hardier
than most men, wastoo chilled and weary to argue. Elof and Kermorvan were little better, and Roc,
Tenvar and Bure staggering asif drunk. Bure had falen at least once, and leaned on Kermorvan'sarm for
support. Neverthel ess they waited on the bank, dumped againgt the lichen-encrusted trunks of the black
gpruces, while llswith her night eyes searched the gloom. The wind whined through the branches
overhead, their hard needles rattling and whispering horribly; it reminded Elof of gibbets he had seen
outsde the ruined farms of Bryhaine. But at last she grudgingly admitted she could see nothing amiss, and
the travelers hobbled gladly into shdlter. As Elof had suggested, they found ahollow, adeep gully carved
by some flood long ago and now well screened by the wiry undergrowth, taller here than in the open.
Kermorvan kindled flame in ahastily dug pit, and while the others cut branches to screen thelittle camp
Elof decided to fetch water for ahot broth. VVery dowly and carefully, keeping low and rustling the
bushes aslittle as he could he did out from among the trees and aong the bank to a spot where he might
fill awaterskin without faling in. Helay down at a place where the water had cut away the bank,
shuddering at the freezing touch of the soil, and lowered the skin into the dark water. The cold river bit
agonizingly at fingers just recovering from their numbness, and he leaned down further to make sure he
could hold the full skin. A gleam caught hiseye, and he stared in horror. The water had diced a section
through the bank, and the face of it glimmered gray white in the river'sreflection. Under ahand's depth,
little more, of brown grass and peaty soil there lurked alayer of some whitish substance. He reached
down to touch it, and jumped at the chill throb in hisfingers; it was adeep layer of solid ice. He looked
up and down the bank opposite and saw many such gleams, dways at the same shalow depth, though in
some placesit seemed to have forced the ground upward. Suddenly the whole wide land seemed to him
no more than shriveling skin atop a cold empty skull. Thisfar, within aday's march of the Fores, the



distant Ice had aready its hidden vanguard benegth the surface.

Thefull skin tugged at his hand, and he reached down to put in its stopper. But ashe did so he saw a
brief flicker of movement mirrored in the water, a swift dark shadow sweeping over moon and star. In
one movement he heaved up the skin and sprang back to cover; then he saw it clear, a shape of sable
wings out-swept, arcing down the sky onto the moonlit blackness of the river. He heard the fierce
wingbeset asit settled, and then the graceful folding, the curving of the delicate neck into its shape. Down
theflow of theflood it drifted, a huge swan gliding upon its own shadow over the glittering waters; but
which the swan, which the shadow, was hard to tell, for in every feather it was black. And as Elof stood
there, beyond movement, beyond understanding, he heard alow music drift acrossthe waters, a
haunting, somber singing of dark things. For the music was avoice, low and mellow asthat of ahuman
woman, and itswords of deep lamentation came clearly to him over the reentlessgpping of the flood.

Birds of the night sky! Sorrow pursues me, Far as | have flown over the land! Gather! Hear me!
Far flew 1! Grief sought I! Found I my fill!

Of unstilled yearning | sing,

Of unquiet waters

Of loss, of wandering | sing

By seas endless, tides ceaseless

Under the empty sky

Alas! Alasfor sorrow!

| sing of living.

Far flew 1! Grief sought I' Found I my fill!
Of hope past hoping | sing

Of wounds unhealed

Of rue, of suffering | sing

Of mouth on mouth, breast on breast

All that may never be.

Alas! Alasfor sorrow!

| sing of loving.

Far flew 1! Grief sought I! Found I my fill!
Of last despairing | sing

Of the dark River

Of pain, of lamenting | sing,

A brand quenched, a flame swallowed,



The stream flows silently.

Alas! Alasfor sorrow!

| sing of parting.

Far flew I! Grief sought I!' Found | my fill!

Elof stood astounded asthe creature glided dowly toward the bank. What he saw, what he hoped, was
awhirling in hismind; the song was sorrow and terror, and it gripped him fast. Not far dong the bank
arose astand of reeds, dry and haf withered, whispering and creaking, and into these swept the dark
swan. But even as it did among them it seemed to rear up, itsimmense wings beet asif in fury, then
shuddered closed acrossiits breast. Upward rose the shadow, taller, more erect than any swan, and with
sudden grace the wings swept open and back to reveal abreast of gleaming black mail. A human breast,
awoman's breast; for below the mailcoat bare legs gleamed, and above it lifted awoman's ddlicate
throat, strong chin and full lips. Therest of her face, her hair, al was hidden by the eyemask of ashining
helm. But from her shoulders sprang not arms, but the same wide wings held open to their fullest, blotting
out the moon, shadowing her beyond recognition. Y et among the feathersit seemed to Elof that he saw a
gleam of gold.

Suddenly she cried out, in avoice grown so harsh, so terrible, that Elof dropped to one knee, shivering.
"Rash wanderer! Man astray, in rellms men dare not dream of, hear me and beware! Already for some
thelot is cast! Doom approaches, doom no morta turnsaside! Flee, if Hee you may! Or what is owed

you, cdl for it! Saizeit!"

The wings whipped closed, beat once, powerfully, sending the reeds hissing low to the water. A great
black swan lifted from the river and went wheeling high off acrossthe water, over theidand, out of sight.
Elof'seyesfollowed it till it vanished behind the crests of the trees.

"What have | seen?' he asked himsdlf aloud, and heard hisvoicetremble. "Like... s0 like, and yet s0
terrible... What land of visonsisthis?' Terror clawed at him; he scrambled up, seized the waterskin and
bolted back up the dope toward the trees and the faint glimmer of the fire. As he stumbled and tripped
through the wood, he heard Kermorvan's low voice, and Roc's, they seemed like the finest and most
comforting sounds he had ever heard.

"Something might be made of that southward way poor Korentyn told us of. If Vayde followed it to take
hisfolk west, it might aso be a safe route back east..."

"Maybe, if it hasn't grown worsein dl thistime... Elof! What'sthe matter? Look asif you'veseen a
ghogt!"

"l have seen..."he muttered. "A warning, perhaps... | know not..."

"You st down and get warm!™ ordered lls sharply. "Here, give me that water! Don't drop it in the flames!
Now, what wasit you saw?"'

But Elof could not shape words around what he had seen. "A warning..." he gasped. "A judgment... We
arein perill”

Kermorvan sat up straight, and swung the gray-gold blade across his knees. He looked at Elof intently,
hisface set, browsdrawn tight. "I need no vison to tell methat. Isit near?"

"It approaches..." gasped Elof. "She... It... said that..."He stopped, because Kermorvan'sintense gray
eyes had widened abruptly. He was no longer looking at Elof, but was staring over his shoulder, brows



arched, lips parted in amazement. In the same instant Elof's skin crawled with the icy awareness of some
presence at his back. He knew better than to ook round; he was about to hurl himsdlf forward, away,
when out of the corner of hiseye he saw afigure, somehow familiar, step forward and douch casudly
down by thefire, holding out his hands and rubbing them hungrily. Steam rose from his clothes, which
clung damply. The travelers stared, aghast. Then, just as Elof redlized who it was he was looking at, Roc
found hisvoice.

"Stehan! By al the hdls of Hellal How'd you come to escape those. .. those water-things? How'd
you..."

The corsair made no reply, but suddenly |ooked up with such alook of cold contempt on hisface, dull
and gray inthefirdight, that Roc stopped short, opened hismouth asif to say something more, and then
dowly closed it. Kermorvan seemed not to move, yet suddenly dl the tension of adrawn bow wasin his
body, drawn and ready to loose; his knuckles gleamed white on his sword hilt. Acrossthelittle hollow, at
thefar edge of thefirdight, other shapes were moving, approaching dowly, unhurriedly through the
freezing night. Down through the encircling bushes they camein an unevenfile, and theiciclesthat
festooned the meager branches chimed and rang and shattered like glass at their passing. And as he saw
thefirst of them Elof sought to cry out, to spring up, but his limbswould not obey him, histongue cloveto
theroof of hismouth asif the chill air frozeit there. For thefirst was Holvar, and he paid no heed to any,
but came and sat by thefire aseadily asif he had but left them amoment before. Bure hid hisfacein his
plump hands, and the blood drained from the brown skin; Tenvar sat rigidly immobile among the capering
shadows, but afaint moan of horror broke half-voiced from hislips. The wind screeched and flailed the
branches overheed, the fire blew flat and roared like a trapped beadt, light and shadow flickering faster
than the eye could mark. Into the hollow they drifted, one by one, just as quietly, still without speaking,
those members of the company whose quest had ended, who should be walking in the world no more by
night or day. Behind Holvar strode tall figuresthat were Eysdan, and Maille the bosun, and Dervhas, who
waked easily on aleg Elof had seen stripped to atangle of raw sinew about the bone. Close behind
Dervhas moved Borhi, hunched up and clutching hisarmstight around himsdlf, asaman might to close
his cloak againgt the chill. But hetoo, like the others, quietly took a place by thefire, with neither look
nor word for those dready there, and sat silently staring into the beating flames. And though hisface was
fixed in agrimace of fear, he spared not even aglance for what shambled in his steps. Kasse the
huntsman, eyes glittering maevolence where empty sockets had been, took his place by thefire, and
within that firdlit hollow, with the black pines sghing and rttling above them, the living were outnumbered
by the dead.

No word was said, no figure stirred; like sllent statues they sat, the fire's smoke eddying thisway and that
about them, and it seemed to Elof that the chill which gripped thisland, theice below its soil, had flowed
up and into hisveins, and set the fireés warmth at nothing. He was shivering violently, too violently to
speak, even to form the wordsin hismind. The dead had joined them, but their eyes were not dead; a
living will dwelt in them, and aglare of menace and accusation he could read as clearly aswords. Thena
thick branch toppled and rolled in the fire, unstopping a vent of flame blown blue by the wind. In the waft
of smoky scent Elof was suddenly reminded of his smithy on the Marshlands, of lying by the forge during
hislong illnessthere, and of the tormenting phantoms that had gathered around him; those horrors he had
faced, and in facing overcome. Thelog split with an explosive crack, spattering sparks, apulsing fire
traced out the grainin its bared heart, and alike flame surged up within him, abitter anger at the sllence
around him. It was mockery, contempt, and that unearned. Whatever the outcome, he could at least
voice achdlenge and adefiance. He clenched hisjawsto quell their shivering, and he spat out the words
asif hehammered them hot from hisanvil.

"What do you want with us? Our friends you once were, but you do not come as friends should. Speak,
or begone! Leave what no longer concernsyou!”



"Leave?" whispered avoice suddenly, and a cold breath of laughter coursed acrossthe hollow like an
echo of thewind. The voice was Stehan's, but might have been any; the same meaning burned in dl those
faces. "Good amith, it wasyou left us. All of ug In ambush, infight, in flight you left ug"

"Pulled medown..."

"Shot in the throat!™

"Spitted like afowl!"

"Hunted likevermin!”

"Broken and drowned!"

"Stripped the flesh from me like the bark off awillow twig, while you played tug o' war..."
"Said, promised, you'd keep me safe—Ileft meto that beast..."

"You left ug Left usl Ust Usl Us!" The voices came together, blurred into ahissing chant amost void of
human meaning, awordlesslitany of hungry menace that battered at Elof's mind. He quailed for a
moment under theweight of it, numbing, drowning, as under theimpact of awaterfdl. Then another voice
sheared across it with the clean force of a swordcut.

"Enough!™ barked Kermorvan, and his voice rang clearer and harder than Elof had heard it for many a
day. "Enough, | say! Have | not laid such charges againgt mysdlf, and worse, in al the long hours of these
our wanderings? There are worse trial s than you can put me to, worse terrors than you can inflict!" For a
moment his voice lowered, his gaze dropped. "And did | not al but break mysdf in answering them, all
but resgn mysdf to inaction, to stagnation, where at least | need lead no othersinto harm?' Then helifted
hiseyesagain, and afierce glare, astormlight, shonein their grayness. "Bitterly did | regret your loss!
Aye, even you, Kasse, trothbreaker who would have sacrificed a sworn comrade for a catch of mest!
Craven who ran blindly to his own doom, out of the mercy of those who would have shilded him! |
would have saved you, al of you, if I could, and risked my own life to do so; you at least should know
that, Eysdan! But | could not. And the burden of regret ground me down. But by the help of Elof | was
shown my answer!" He stood, and the long gray sword he rested point down upon the ground before
him, leaning his crossed hands upon its hilt. Weary as he seemed, it was asif strength flowed into him
from the very horror he confronted, for his shoulders straightened and his voice grew stern as stone. "'l
was shown that to live eterndly shielded from dl the chances of lifeisto live shielded from lifeitsdf, from
good aswell asevil. It isto do no good, to receive no good, merely to exist, and in exigting inevitably
diminish. That the perils of life should be lessened, isgood; but that al risk should be avoided, even when
great good may come of it, that way lies a path of foolishness. Y ou knew there would be perils on our
quest, you knew you risked your lives; but also you knew great good might cometo pass. The only
amends | may offer you isto fulfill that quest, to give vaue and meaning to the sacrifice you made by
saving livesthat would otherwise belogt, and ensuring that your nameslive onin honor. That isas much
as| mysdf would wish. If you yet keep some aspect, some part of the true heart and mind of the men
that once you were, then you will understand. And if you are not..." Thetal man laughed suddenly,
though in his voice there was no mirth, and he dapped one hand hard on the hilt of the sword. "Then | bid
you begone! For among the living you have no place!”

Thelast defiant words rang out into silence so absolute that Elof caught his breath. Even thewind had
died; not aleaf stirred, thefire sank down to aflameless glow that spilled no color into the night. It was
asif thewhole scene were carved in blackened silver, with agreat red Sone at its heart.

It is you who have no place here.



Thevoicejolted them all to their feet. Whoselipsit came from Elof did not know, nor was he suresuch a
sound could come from human mouth at dl, so bloodless, so hollow, so vast. It waslike the stark echo
of some greater sound, greater and more terrible, though what he could hardly imagine.

You have no place here. From the moment you passed the treewall, the lands you have walked in,
the Gray Lands, are mine. And it is to the Island of the Dead you have come. Elof heard lIsgivean
involuntary cry of darm, and as quickly gtifleit; evidently the name was known to her. They have no
place here who are yet weak prisoners of the flesh, and here they spy and trespass at their most
deadly peril.

It was all the dead who spoke. Their heads were lifted now, their eyes fixed upon the travelers with an
intengity that made them even less human. And the voice seemed to course a random from one mouth to
another, sounding aways the same, hollow and terrible. But Elof was as much angered as daunted, to see
those who had been his friends and companions so grievoudy abused, and though Kermorvan, guessing
hismind, flashed him aglance of caution, he spoke boldly in reply. ™Y ou, whoever you are! If we have no
place in your domain, then equaly you Ve no sway over us Let us pass, and have done—"

Oneday | shall hold thiswhole circle of the world in my hand. None are beyond my sway. | amthe
Keeper. | am Taoune.

Thenamefdl upon Elof'searslike ablow, dizzying, sckening. Thiswas disagter, thiswas ruin. He had
spoken with Powers before, grown reckless, amost, in confronting them. But Raven seemed to be
benign, and Tapiau believed himself to be. Not so this presence, this appalling sound of waste and
desolation given voice. Thiswaswhat he had been warned againgt, what he had striven againgt, what he
had most feared. Perhaps they had strayed too far north; or perhaps, since the land was so underlaid
with ice, they had been foolish ever to enter it. But whatever the truth of that, they had come directly
under the eye of Tapiau's great adversary, one of the prima foes of life, betrayers of their trust, lords of
theworld'sworgt ills. In his arrogance he had dared to bandy words with one of the ancient Powers of
thelce.

But he remembered what Tapiau had told him, that this Taoune was a defeated Power, reduced to a
shadow of hisformer mgesty, amere marchwarden for the greater Powers that had succeeded him. The
greatest of these was Louhi, and had he not spoken to her, aye, and outfaced her in defeating the
Masteramith her servant? And as he had started, so he must go on; there was no turning aside. So,
though every hair on his head bristled and lifted, he steedied hisvoice, and strove to copy in his deeper
tones Kermorvan's proud ring. "Keeper? What have such as you ever kept, save avigil over the woes of
men?'

To his astonishment the voice sounded dmost hurt. 17?

/ wish men well, for they have minds. Am | not one of the loyal Powers, loyal to that which was
first and has been corrupted, the rule of pure mind? It is only the delusions, the distractions, the
wastefulness of the flesh we seek to counter. So it isthat herein the Gray Lands | seek to preserve
thought, to save all that is best in men. | gather the minds of men about me as they are purged of
their gross bodies, their thoughts freed from the foolish lust for growth, for change.

Elof swallowed. His mouth was dry, but he could fed the swest trickling down and pooling in the folds of
his shirt. But anger triumphed, and hotter than caution it flared, hotter than fear, anew rage added to the
old as he looked upon the emptiness in the eyes of those who had been his comrades. He had had
enough of thelies of Powers, that were as salf-serving as those of men. "Then you gather nothing!" he
shouted. "What isredl in men, if it survivesat al, has dipped through your grasp! Any live human can see
that! These are toysyou show us, cunningly contrived to copy the actions of lifel No more! Nothing!"



"Nothing!" cried IIs, fired by hisoutrage. "Husks, shells, shadows, no more!™

The same anger kindled among all the travelers, sparking from one to another as aforest fire legps from
treeto tree, and made the fiercer by theterror they fdt. "Did you not hear me, Taoune?' cried
Kermorvan, shaking his hard fist in the empty faces of the dead. "Without the power to live, to grow,
men are no more than the sum of their memories! That isall you capture! That isal we seein these
miserable, hungry things you show usl Emptiness and falsehood, that isyour domain!”

"Ayel" bellowed Roc harshly. "They've the shapes of folk, but where's the folk? Gone, anyone can seeit!
They're like empty gloves, these shaped!™

"Liketoyd" spat Bure. "Toys, that'sdl you make of men!"

"Puppets to dance to your will!" yelled Tenvar. "Call yourself Keeper? Waster, despoiler, grave-defiler,
bird of carrion, so I nameyou—"

With fearful speed, without any warning, the shape of Holvar launched itself upward from whereit s,
seized Tenvar initsarms and bearing him backward to the ground it lunged open-mouthed at his neck.
Even as Kermorvan, with agresat cry, svung up his sword and sprang right acrossthe fire, Holvar's
shade sank itsteeth into Tenvar'sthroat, tore and worried like awolf. Kermorvan's blade, afire-lit streak
of gold, dashed once, twice, about the thing, and in the same heartbeat Bure's sword hewed its arm and
Ils axerang againgt its skull. It rolled back, but Tenvar lay ill, hishands outthrugt, rigid, clawing a
nothing, hiswide eyes till and unseeing. Elof, frozen with horror, saw the other shapesrise up asone,
and he seized Gorthawer snging from the scabbard. The giant shape of Eysdan |loomed over him;
half-sobbing, Elof dashed wildly, Gorthawer sang a grest dark note and the creature was hurled back
among the advance of the rest. They halted, sumbling, and the black blade snarled in the chill air ashe
wove it back and forth before them. Back they swayed asit passed, like dark reeds upon the marshes,
but inched forward when it was furthest from them. Then he heard Roc cry out asif in disbelief, and
could not help looking. The creature that was Holvar, hewn and dashed asit was, was on itsfeet once
more and clawing out with its good arm a Kermorvan's throat.

"Run!" yelled Elof. "They fear my sword, it will hold them! Run to thefar crossng whileyou can!” Then
he whipped back to his own adversaries, and it was aswell he did; he had the fraction of a heartbest to
duck asde as along arm hooked at the air where he had been. In that instant's inattention Taoune's
crestures had almost reached him. Gorthawer hissed out in their faces, and they dropped back, but only
alittleway. Elof heard crashing among thetrees, at least the others were getting clear. Asif in adream,
he noticed for thefirst timethat his panting breath hung in silvered clouds before him, but that before
these nightwal kers there was none. Another shape bounded up beside him, and in panic he dmost cut at
it before seeing Kermorvan. "1 told you to run!" he shouted.

"The others have a start now! Come!"

Even asthey glanced aside to speak, the wave of dark creatures legped slently forward. Elof struck
down the clutching thing that looked like Borhi, and Kermorvan, with ahoarse yell of fury, dashed at the
thing that was Kasse, sending it crashing backward into the dying fire. "Run now!" he shouted, and
seizing Elof by thearm heall but dragged him up the far sde of the hollow. Out among the pinesthey
charged, over the barren carpet of dead needles and out, out again into the open air, so cold now in the
latter hours of the night that it was like breathing the starlight raining down on them; it turned to cold firein
their graining lungs.

They overtook Ils, Roc and Bure as they neared the crossing. They were the shortest of limb;
Kermorvan had been right to win them a gtart.



" Should we stop again?' wheezed Elof. "Hold the pursuit back once more?

"No!" gasped the tall man asthey drew level with the others. "1n the open they would only run past us...
At the crossing-stones we may hold them..." But even as he spoke they saw dark shapesthrashing
through the harsh bushes ahead, hastening to cut them off from the crossing. He set afaster pace, to take
Elof and himsdlf into the lead. "We may manage to cut our way through! There are not many..."

Hewas cut off by a sudden strangled shriek. A tal lean figure had come bounding up behind Bure,
clawing and clutching at histrailing cloak, and even asthey turned they saw it catch hold and spring upon
him as he sscumbled, sending them both sprawling among the thorny scrub. Kermorvan spat acurse,
whirled about and sprang back with dl hislithe speed. He struck out once, tearing the creature loose; it
folded itslimbs asit fell and sprang a him. His sword scythed in the air, and clove the figurein hdlf asit
legped. At once Kermorvan stooped to Bure, but stood abruptly, shaking his head, and came running
back to the others, swinging apack in his hand.

"Run!" he shouted, and there was awilder horror in hisvoice than they had yet heard. "That was Tenvar
took him! Run, ere Bure comes after usin histurn! Run, for the last stretch!™

The horror of that thought, of being pursued by the friends they had seen dain amoment since,
stampeded them all. But as they charged down the last dope Elof's heart sank in his breast; the ingtant's
delay had cost them the crossing. Dark figures were massed there now, and some were aready
streaming up the dope toward them. But he saw Kermorvan raise his sword with set face, and copied
him; here there was no retregting, and if they fought well enough, some at least might win through. He
read the same knowledge on Roc's face, and on Ils, and wondered crazily if in minutes to come he might
not be fighting her semblance, or she his. Together, without shout or war cry, they plunged into the last
stand of bushes,

Then headmogt fell over, as something huge and black shot up flapping before hisface. A harsh scream
tore his ears, and from far downriver he heard it answered. He looked wildly that way, toward the distant
Forest where heavy rainclouds swept over the horizon, rising to envelop the sinking moon. Likewinged
daggers againg the clouds he saw two black silhouettes rise to meet, whedling, cawing and squawking in
idiotic triumph at what they had found. The bushes blew and riffled into his path, snaring him, holding him;
al through him there coursed asudden thrill, an awareness of some vital change, and athought that was
amost too great for hismind to contain. Then he cupped his free hand skyward, and shouted to burst his

lungs

"Y ou there! Y ou searching sentinelsl Tell your master! Tell him, ravens, with al speed! | call in my debt!
What is owed, | reclaim!”

It was asif the world had stopped, amoment of breathless, prickling hush so profound that Elof held his
breath, though his lungs labored with the effort. It seemed he must listen, listen hard. The wind was
changing. That waswhat he had felt! From the southwest came agtirring in the air; the light flickered asa
vanguard of the cloudbank touched the chill moon and passed acrossit, blotting it out. A cold droplet,
heavy and wet, stung his upturned face, another, two more... But for amoment more the moonlight
broke through, and in its brief gleam he was appalled to see the dead legp forward.

Then the moon might have come crashing down upon the earth, so great was the blast of white-violet
light that shattered the night. Into the ground before them it struck. Elof regled from the impact, and the
downpour that crashed to the ground like a curtain of steel chain dmost knocked the travelers off their
feet. Elof recovered, staggering, soaked in an ingtant, and then, as abruptly asthe lightning, something
huge plunged out of therain into the midst of them, and he and Kermorvan had to legp for their lives. It
was ahorse, animmense beast and white, and its shrill neighing rang louder than the wind, the stamp and



trampling of its huge hooves|ouder than the thunder and the roaring rain which danced smoking from its
flank. A rider it bore, Elof could see bootsin the black tirrups, but al above was hidden by the blinding
torrent. Acrosstheir path charged the beast, then it wheeled and reared up againgt the rain and came
thundering back, so closeto Elof that he had to jump once more, lost his balance and crashed down onto
the hard wet earth, dmost losing hold of Gorthawer. Strong hands seized him and dragged him up.

"Run!" screamed Ilsin his ear, and Roc's voice echoed it.
n Run! n
"Run!" cried Kermorvan. " They come!"

Hislegs obeyed fagter than his mind; he was running before he knew it, running blindly into the sheeting
rain, hisonly guide IIs hand on hisarm. He glanced back, and saw shapesin the grayness bounding hard
onther heds. 1Is grip dipped from him, and he whirled round, ready to fight. But then the grest horse
was among them again,

plunging, snorting, whedling about asif to trample them dl. Its huge flank dammed into him, sending him
reding off backward in the mud till he plowed into Roc, who had fallen to hisknees. Elof hauled him up,
and they staggered on after 11S voice. The next few minutes were sheerest nightmare, of icy mud and
drumming, ginging rain, of faling and being helped up, of helping others up, of losing hold of someone
and screaming frantically to stay together, and, most of al, of fighting to stay out from under those
maddening, terrifying hooves that came charging out of the storm at every turn or step, whenever they
were |least expected, making the travelers jump aside or be knocked off their feet. There might have been
athousand horses around them, yet Elof knew that there was only one. And dways therewastherain,
roaring in hisears, hammering on his head till his mind seemed mdleable as any metd, histhoughts struck
shapeless. Time lost its meaning. How long he had been running, or where to, he had no idea. Therewas
only the mud, the endless ache of exhausted limbs, the hands that dragged him on, the others he dragged
inturn, and aways, dways the white horse plunging, the cascading rain. But suddenly, as abruptly asit

had begun, it stopped.

In the sudden blackness Elof tripped; he had no choice but to stop running. He risked a hesitant step
forward, ssumbled and barked his shin on some sharp straight edge of stone. Then he cried out in
surprise as hewas himsdlf rammed in the back by asmall but solid weight. "11S?" he gasped.

"Herel" came her voice from behind him. "The others?"
"Here!" said Kermorvan, so close beside them that they both started. "And Roc?’

"Herel" they heard him say, but he was not so close, and his voice sounded strange, asif therewasa
faint echo behind it. "What in Hel's hdlswas that al about? And where are we now?"

"l guess," said Kermorvan carefully, "that on sometrifling debt our mastersmith has been given full
repayment, and an excellent rate of use! And that more than one Power found us when we quit the
Forest. But to answer your second question, | fear we must stand quiet and await the dawn. Do not
movetill you can see! Who knows now where we might be..."

Silencefdl, broken only by heavy breathing. But despite their fierce run, nobody was panting, and Elof
felt no moretired than he had before; hislimbs had been aching just as badly then. Very dowly he
stooped to touch the stone at hisfoot, and the contact sent ashiver of excitement through him. Cold and
blesk it felt, covered with lichen, but its shape, its sharp edges, were regular, formed, made. Then he
looked up, and saw that the blackness had turned to gray, but it was the gray of evening, not dawn.
Besde him stood Kermorvan and Ils, staring wildly at the immense hegp of rocks that loomed up before



them, high enough to blot out dl ese, spreading out like arms on elther sideto form asmall bay or cleft.
In anarrow gap at the base of the wall stood Roc, and he was gaping idioticaly, not at them but past
them. They looked at each other, and asthey turned |ls gave alittle shriek, and Kermorvan swallowed
visibly. The end of the bay was open. Before them, clearcut in the cold air, avast plain stretched out
unbroken to the far horizon, flat and barren save for the frost-twisted remnants of grass and bush. The
cold was devadtating, the light clear but thin, asif here the sun wereforever veiled. Indl that chilly
emptiness no bird sang, no beast moved, no figure stirred. And of idand, of river there was never atrace.
They were utterly alone.

Chapter Eight - Dry Grasses

"Sol" said Kermorvan Hiffly, asif surprised to find he could spesk. He smiled thinly. "1 am glad | never
doubted your earlier experience, Elof. Here we are, ill together, and it seems none theworsefor...
whatever has become of us."

"So, indeed!" said IIssharply, fixing Elof and the barren lands beyond in asingleimpartia glare. "Herewe
are, and whereshere? It till looks like part of Taounelato me, and no better than the one we left, with
the night drawing in. What Ve we gained?'

"Wherever weare," said Elof absently, gazing around him, "I am sure there is some purpose in it, though
we may have to search for it. Perhapsthe rocks would offer us some refuge. ..”

"A perilousone!™ snorted Ils. "Thiswhoale hill is some huge ancient fall of scree and boulders, with barely
enough earth about it to hold stable. It must've hit something, some standing rock or outcrop maybe, to
fan out into thislittle notch.”

Elof shook his head. "No outcrop.” He tapped the stone he had touched in the darkness, and others
strewn about. "This one, that, those over there; weathered, but the shapes are ill visible. Something of
dressed stone, something manmade. .. or made, anyhow.”

Ils shook her head increduloudly. " Strong enough to break that fall?"
"So it would seem,” said Kermorvan quietly. "Some of the boulders were shaped also.”

Once he had pointed it out, the fact was inescgpable. Many of those immense bulks, looming against the
cloud-roof, had once been subdued to a shaping hand, and this evidence of its strength held them in ave
amoment. Then the rough excitement in Roc's voice broke the spell. "To Hellawith those pebbles!
Come seewhat I've found!" They saw him gill standing in the gap between two tal stones, staring down
asif a something on the ground and beckoning them urgently. He climbed up alittle, to squeeze his
rounded frame further in; then, with a sudden outraged howl and a deep bouncing, echoing rumble, he
vanished. Elof and the othersran to hisaid, IIsfor oncein the lead despite her shorter legs, bounding
over the loose rock with sure-footed ease. "Hold on!" she shouted, and flung hersalf down on the edge of
aprotruding stone. "See? There's loose rubble everywhere..." But even as she spoke the edge where
she knelt collapsed, the stone pulled free and tipped her down into the darknessin aflurry of rock and
dust. Kermorvan, legping up, made afutile grab a her disappearing ankles. A rumble and rattle echoed
out of the dark, and ajolting shriek.

"There'srubble indeed!" Roc's sardonic tones echoed eexily out of the dark, and the sound of Ils
coughing and swearing, sounding more angry than hurt. "A whole loose dide of it!"

"Areyou dl right?' Elof yeled.
"Aye, consdering!”
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"Don't move, well pull youup..."

A ghoulish chuckle floated up to them; [Iswas evidently undaunted by her fal. "No! Do you come down!
There's something you should see. But your eyeswill need some light. And mind your heed, long man!"

"Come down?' demanded Kermorvan. "To what purpose?" Elof tapped him on the shoulder, and
indicated the stones flanking the gap, that had kept it from collgpsing or being blocked with debris. Very
worn and weather-scoured they were, those massivertilted dabs, but upon their inner surfacesthe

remains of neat edging and beveling still showed clear. Kermorvan raised his eyebrows, and nodded.

"Very wel! But what can we usefor light? We have only our tinderboxes, and what little oil and kindling
isinthem..."

Elof smiled. "I may be able to do something about that. Wait now!" From within histunic he pulled his

gauntlet of mail, and drew it on in one smooth movement. " One could wish for more sun or brighter, but
gill... Now whereisthewest?' Kermorvan pointed, and Elof swung round and extended his hand, asif
he would capture in the gem at the center of the gauntlet's pam all the pearled radiance of the westward

y.

"Thereindeed the sun sinks" said Kermorvan grimly, as he stood waiting, wrapping his cloak round him
againg the intense cold. "Over Bryhaine, over Nordeney, over dl that we have left. All that now depends
on us, little though it knowsit, upon our quest. And there remain only four of usto fulfill it!"

"Thefour who threw down the Masteramith,” said Elof quietly, not looking at the tall man.

"I know," Kermorvan answered. "And | think it no accident. Perhaps we were smply the hardiest, the
most aert, most accustomed to long and perilous wanderings, most inured to frightening encounters.
Perhaps there was something more; who am | to say? But sorely though | regret the others, | couldill
have spared any of you. So, since we have come thisfar together, let us not be parted eretheend!” He
stood straighter then, and his gray eyes shone, bleak and grim as the skies, yet aslasting, as untouchable.
It was Kermorvan as he had been, and yet not so; it was asif his determination had indeed lost some of
itsfire, but become thereby al the harder. He had not lost his doubts; but in that awful moment by the fire
he had confronted them, defeated them, made good use of them to grow stronger. It was a path Elof
knew only too wdll, ajourney he himsdf had made.

At lagt, at the end of along cold haf hour, he clamped hisfingerstight acrossthe jewe. "Will that
suffice?' Kermorvan asked, as he turned to climb back to the gap.

"Even thiswesk sunlight isfar stronger than torch or candle. If | let it out little by little it will last us many
hours."

"Aslong asyou can maintain your grip,” said Kermorvan, peering doubtfully down into the darkness, and
swinging himsdlf into the gap. "'l go firs, to be sure you do not dip!"

"Very well, but first let uslight our way!" He stepped up, and checked as hefelt hisfeet dide out from
under him. But in the same ingtant Kermorvan's steely grip closed on hisarm, and hewas ableto lean
forward into the darkness and stretch out hisfig.

Sowly, carefully, he relaxed onefinger afraction. Light pooled in his pam, glinting on the metd of the
gauntlet, so that it seemed to float disembodied in the blackness. Then the glow began to spread dowly,
spilling down the dope of loose rubble to where Roc and Ils, scratched and dishevelled, were awaiting
them. Kermorvan siwung himself nimbly onto the treacherous 9 ope and moved down it with ease, Elof
scuffling one-handed after him and trying not to dis odge too many stones. The air underground seemed



fresh and cold as outside, with none of the odors of damp and niter he would have expected; perhapsit
wastoo cold for that.

"Now, Ils" called the warrior asthe last of the dope crunched under hisboots, "what isin this darksome
cavern that you are so eager to show us?’

"For one, what you're standing on!" she said. "L ook well!"

Kermorvan scraped idly at the layers of dust and dirt with his boot, then dropped suddenly to one knee.
A plain pattern of concentric circles had gppeared, in shades of red that shone startlingly rich against the
dimdust. "A mosaic floor!" he exclaimed.

"And asfine asany you've trodden, I'll warrant,” said Ils. " Save perhaps among my folk. But thisisno
work of ours| recognize."

Kermorvan rose suddenly and seized Elof by thearm, lifting it high. "And thisno cavern, indeed!” A
wave of palelight flooded across high smooth wals, glanced upon the angles of vaulting in the roof high
overhead. Elof gazed around in astonishment; thiswas an intact chamber in abuilding, and of no mean
Sze, a least twenty paces square. And it stood still, under the immense weight of the rock-fdl that had
shattered its upper levels. For how long had it endured thus? A hundred years? A thousand?

Kermorvan nodded. "A strong building, Elof, asyou said. But whose, | wonder, was the strength?”

Elof looked around in astonishment. "I cannot say. But at least it offers some shelter for the night, this
place”

"A damned chilly onel" Roc grunted. "At least thereé's no damp, though, and no nasty things crawling
about. Nothing liveat dl!™

"Not even lichensand molds," muttered Ils. Her wide nostrils flared, and she sniffed. "And | smell no
bats, which is odd; they love such places as these. The lands about must be too hostile for them. But as
for us" she added, "there'sjust onelittle thing more..." She pointed to the darkness at the rear, and Elof,
retrieving hisarm from Kermorvan, sent light in the path of her gesture. The sudden flooding glow
revedled awide gap between floor's end and far wall, awell of blackness beneath.

"Stairs," said llslaconicaly. "Used to be covered by dabs of this mosaic; see their fragments strewn
about it now. And as for where they lead, well, it'stoo black even for my eyes down there. But the air's
fresh enough, in fact it'sflowing thisway. What'd that suggest to you, now?"

"A tunnd..." said Elof, and whistled softly.
"Y ou thinking what | am?' demanded Roc.

Kermorvan thumped fist into pam. "Kerys Thisisthe purposein bringing us herel Thisiswhat we are
meant to find!"

Elof frowned. "Perhaps. But where can it lead? Around us there is only the Waste, and this hill of stones.”

"They must have fallen from somewhere," Roc pointed out. A high place we were too deep down in that
cefttosee...”

"So sudden arisein thisflat land?* mused Kermorvan. "Elof isright to doubt. A tunnd it may be, but how
long? Will we have light enough? We should go back outsde, and scout..." Hisvoicetalled off. Beyond
the gap the glimmer of sky had vanished, and there was now only blackness. Night had come again to the



Withered Marches, and it brought them deep unease.

"Looks like wed better camp down here, then, and wait for morning,” muttered Roc. But he sounded
less than happy with the prospect, and cast a suspicious glance at the diver of darkness above. "Doesn't
seem much shelter now, though. .."

Elof agreed. "Not open thus to the night, and with a second unknown darkness benesth us. And we
cannot even build afire here.”

Kermorvan nodded fedingly. "A tunnel may lead down or up! | think before we decide to rest, we
should at least have some ideawnhat lies below. We may find some corner therethat is safer, or at least
more easily watched.”

IIs shrugged. "I'm ready enough. And | confess, the further | am from that black sky, the happier I'll be."

"Then wewill takeamorsel of food, and exploreit erewerest," said Kermorvan. "But Elof, hoard that
light of yours, and warn uswhen it growsdim! Itslast glimmer isour lifding!”

When they had eaten alittle and rested, it was with drawn sword that Kermorvan led them down the
gairs. Behind him, as he commanded, came Elof, arm outstretched and aready beginning to ache, and
with him, her large eyes peering eagerly into the darkness, was 11s, whose duergar strength could best
support himif helost hisfooting on the rubble-strewn surfaces. Roc brought up the rear, casting many a
nervous glance back at the shadows that rushed in asthe light passed on. It was no easy descent, for
though cut into hard stone the steps were narrow and steep and hollowed with wear, and at the top they
were strewn with rubble that had spilled down. Very deep that stair led them, angling thisway and that,
so that the travelers never knew what to expect round the next corner. But for long there were only more
dairs, till at last it came asajolt to find the next step aslevel asthelast, and hear the faint echoes of their
footfals go fluttering away into air grown suddenly wider, cooler. The stair had become aleve corridor,
its rounded roof supported by arches whose plainness gave no cluesto their builders. Through other
arches other descending stairs opened into it, but at its end, only afew paces away, therewasawall of
blackness. Elof's light reached no further into it than the fringe of an enormous flagstone, and yet
somehow, perhaps through a change in air or sound, the impact of space and emptiness beyond was as
tangibleasawall. Involuntarily Elof clenched hisfingers, and the light vanished. Quickly he hed up the
gauntlet again, and ashe did so it clinked against meta; something creaked, dow and harsh, startlingly
loud in the corridor.

"What was that?" hissed Kermorvan. Hagtily Elof turned the light that way, and saw the warrior'stense
shouldersreax alittle; heavy hinge sockets protruded from the wall, and dangling from them the sorry
fragments of what must once have been astrong gate. But as he stepped out into the space beyond,
Kermorvan's manner was gill watchful, and Elof, following him, saw why.

It was no mere cavern or tunndl. On either side of the gate the wals stretched out asfar asthe light
would reach. Their stconework wasimmense, yet somehow rougher and more ancient than in the chamber
above. Theflagstonestoo were larger, and laid without pattern or ornament. Kermorvan gestured to
Elof, who very gradudly unclenched hisfingersalittle further. Light welled and spread over the dusty
stones, but the blackness seemed to swallow it, and he had to loosen his grip still further. Then he sprang
back and caught Gorthawer ringing from its sheath; Roc growled and snatched his mace, Kermorvan
dropped into fighting stance and his blade hissed and flickered in the il air, defying thetall and snister
bulk that seemed to burst in among them through the leaping shad-

ows. But llsonly laughed, caught Elof by the arm and held it steady, and they breathed more easily. The
shape no longer seemed to move; it was so close they had dmost blundered into it. It wasonly apillar,



squat and unadorned, first of long ranksthat stretched out glimmering into shadow, supporting the wide
low vaultings of theroof. If it had only been higher this place would have seemed like some great hall, or
even the square of a prosperous town, for itswalls were pierced with gaps of deeper blackness,
doorways and dleysleading away into night. Roc clicked histongue in wordless astonishment.

"Wel!" whispered IIs. "Whatever thisplaceis, a least it isnot smal. But clearly it was built morefor
strength than beauty.”

"Couldn't be some old warren of your folks, could it?" suggested Roc.

lls shook her head. "The masonry is excdlent, but we have seldom built in such afashion; wefavor the
living rock. Well, stair and corridor are bare enough, and poor placesto linger; we might fare better here.
Let uslook!"

They spoke still in whispers, because the dightest sound echoed and carried so clearly in the till air, and
because the hall wasthat kind of place. It reminded Elof of the great tombs and shrines of Bryhaine, but
with an air of power about it that dl their decorations and stained glass could not match. Even when they
found many of the pillars cracked or broken like diseased teeth in a healthy mouth, and that a great part
of the ceiling had collapsed, burying agood quarter of the square, it did not diminish the auraof strength;
rather it increased their wonder that so much more of this ancient sconework still held firm, without sag or
cracking that I1s keen gaze could detect. Somehow they felt no less safe beneath it, and sensed that
strange atmosphere enhanced.

"Yet it seemswholly empty,” Kermorvan muttered, stirring the rubble in one of the doorwayswith the toe
of hisboot. "And unmarked, undecorated, asif it were not in everyday use..."

"Not wholly!" hissed Roc. "Thereis something here... Elof! Do you let me have morelight! But be
careful!”

Rubble from the falen roof had piled up like alanddide against one wal, and he was clambering eagerly
up onto the heap, scrabbling away at debris covering what appeared to be a plague of carved stone.
Elof, straining to hold his hand higher, could make out some design oniit in relief, but not what it
represented. Kermorvan hoisted himself up on long limbsto look closer, and afrown settled on hisface.

"A crest of somekind... A desgn likeaflame, with something behind it, something benegth... But it
cannot be..." And hetoo fdl to digging away the rubble. Then he paused, and sat back on his haunches.
"A beacon," he said softly. "A cresset, such asis burned on the tops of our tall towersto guide shipsat
sea. And behind it is shown the outline of awide-sailed ship... Kerys! | have never seenit drawn thus,
but | know the sign well. Past dl error, it isthe emblem of our Mariners Guild." He looked around, and
shook hishead in sheer disbdief. "Then... it was my people who built this place?’

"Aye," breathed Roc. "Must've been... But why? And where are..."

The sound that stopped hiswordswas all the more sudden in rising out of such utter silence, the more
frightening in being, in this sterile place, the voice of something dive. But it was not human. It was adeep
coughing growl that came echoing out of the darkness. That it was far distant did not diminish the menace
of it, and it jolted them back to the dangers of the realm they were in. Heads turned, bodies tensed,
hands caught at weapons, too suddenly; the disturbed rubble shifted beneath them. Whosefoot it was
that first dipped, whose balance that was lost, did not matter, for none could have avoided it. Elof
certainly was not to blame, for it was down upon him that the others did and tumbled among alanddide
of loose stone and stinging, choking dust. He had no timeto resist, nor any hope of it; the dide landed
with athunderous, torrentia crash, hislegs were whipped from under him, and hefell backward, arms
flailing. Hishead hit the paving with astunning ring, hisfingers clutched convulsively and sagged open.



For amoment it seemed that lightning struck in the chamber, so bright wasthe glare that filled it, showing
every nook, every corner in stark relief and jagged shadow, setting every mote in the billowing dustcloud
agleam and dancing like iridescent jeweds. It showed the travel ers to each other, sprawled in grotesque
attitudes, wide-eyed, dishevelled, dustsmeared, blood-streaked from cuts and scratches. Then it was

gone.

Utter blackness rushed in on them, a darkness so absolute it seemed solid, more stifling even than the
dust. Elof, struggling feebly to rise, found himsalf seized by strong hands and dragged swiftly free of the
rubble. "No bones are broken?" hissed Kermorvan in hisear. "Good! Get back to the wall, that way!
Stay slent!" Elof blundered into the cold stone and leaned there, fighting to quieten his bregth, to listen in
the absolute darkness; it was dl too easy to imagine something, drawn by the noise, rushing toward them.
But after amoment he heard Kermorvan's urgent whisper again. "Nothing stirs! So we have afew
minutes, & least! Isdl thelight gone, Elof?*

"Yed" he choked. "l ansorry..."
"No fault of yourd Ils, if you can see anything..."
"Nothing!" she gasped, her voice shaken.

"Look back!" whispered Kermorvan harshly. "Do you press your back flat to the wall here, so, and you
will be looking back the way we came, to the stairsl Somefaint glimmer of light might yet filter down..."

"Still nothing!" Her voice was shaking, and that was ararething. "It will still be night out there..."

"There might be moonlight!" ingsted Kermorvan with savage urgency. "Move your head about, there may
beapillar intheway! Come, girl, you are our only hope!"

"No!" she sobbed. "I have waked too long by day... If wewait till dawn... Ah!"
"Wha?'
"Light... very faint, but truelight... but that cannot be the way we came down!"

"We have no choicel" muttered thewarrior grimly. "Evenif it leads us onto that besst, that way we must
take! Tolinger isto court the samefate, for surely it will be able to hunt us by scent and sound!™

"And if there are more stairs on the way? Or worse obstacles?' demanded Ils.

Metd tapped softly on stone. "I will fed the way with my sword. But the nearer we cometo thelight, the
better you should see such things! Take my hand, and Roc yours, and Elof, do you bring up the rear this
time!”

"I don't mind!" grunted Roc, barging into Elof asthey shuffled dong thewall like atroop of blind beggars.

"Kermorvanisright!" Elof whispered. " Gorthawer is sharper than your mace for anything to run onto in
the dark!"

"Quiet, and follow!" said Kermorvan, and hisvoice had his sword's edge. "Now comes the worst of it!"

And indeed it isrecorded that, athough there were dangers as grest, few hoursin al that long journey
seemed worse to Elof than that travail in the dark. For in the blackness he could do little but find one
footfal after the next, diding and scraping across the stones, and listen, and think: he lost the sense of the
passing moments, and thefires of hisfancy burned high. It brought back to him the stairs of Vayde's



Tower, and the black emptiness he had sensed there, the wrath and regret that churned the very dark.
Heretoo the dark seemed full, but of no singlefeding; it was empty, yet filled with complex patterns, like
the moldsfor someintricate jewd. It pressed in on him like avast crowd, insstent, demanding. Were
they the builders of this place, these thronging phantoms? He sought to separate them, to bring some
digtinct image of them into his mind's eye now that his outward sght was made useless. But what rose up
before him was asingle face, astartling image that faded even asit became clear, yet seemed burned into
his memory. Haggard it looked, hardened, yet in its way handsome, the jaw firm under a short white
beard, the nose straight and strong but flanked by eyes that burned like coas out of deep sockets,
belying the lines of age about them, the forehead deeply furrowed benesth thick white brows and hair. It
was acommanding countenance, strong and wise, yet holding an darming ferocity. And somehow it was
known to him. He felt agreat need to recognize it, and he wrestled with it in the blackness. He thought of
Korentyn, or Kermorvan a his most lordly and ageless, but this man they resembled only in stern
kingliness and strength; there was no likeness of feature. And this face wholly lacked the calm kindness
native to them both; he fdlt that even its compassion would befierce. It puzzled and haunted him all
through that dark time, and for long theresfter, ere he came at last to the truth of it.

How long they walked thusin the blackness they never knew. Elof could gaugeit only by hunger and
thirst, and lack of deep; he was not hungry when they set out, but he was ravenous ere the end. He
thought it foolish to dwell on that; time enough for food when they had light. They had their packs, at
least, and Kermorvan Bure's dso. There was food enough for afew days, if they were careful; though by
then they had better be under the sun once more, and among living things. But where their way was
taking them, that they never knew. They went agood way round the walls of that deep hdl, acrossthe
mouths of many doorways and corridorsthat led off from it, whither they knew not. Every moment they
awaited that dreadful growl once more, or asudden silent rush out of the shadows, Elof clutched
Gorthawer tight, leaving the hammer at his belt, for it waslittle useif he could not seeitstarget.

At last Ilsfound the opening that was the source of the light, and they turned to follow it. Kermorvan
sought to blaze the wall with hisknife at this point and others, to mark the way should they need to
return, but he could seldom be sure whether he was marking an acove or a corridor, or even whether he
made any visible mark on the unyielding stone, and he soon gave up. lIstried to count her steps, but the
way was too long, and there were too many stumbles. That they passed through at |east one other
hallway they were sure, for they touched more pillars. But it was far from thereto the light.

Deep into those winding ways it led them, from open space to narrow way, till Elof began to fear it might
be somewisp of foul air, likethe marshfiresthat led travelers astray. But 1lsinsisted that it was growing
brighter asthey drew nearer, and Kermorvan pointed out that they seemed to be following the flow of
theair, raising hopesthat it might be another way out. They heard no more of the terrible growls, and
that, too, heartened them. At last, as they made their way down awide lane, it seemed to Elof that he
could see something more than the shifting colors of the eye in blackness, and amoment later he was
sure: he could make out the shapes of the walls a the end, silhouettes against afaint greenish glow. It was
not long before Kermorvan aso saw it, and Roc, and they hastened to find its source. Thelaneended in
another open space, thistime round in shape, its upholding pillars arranged in circles. But as before, some
were damaged or atogether broken, so that the stone roof had cracked in many places. Between those
cracks some stone had fallen away and left awider gap; it was through thisthat the light came, along
streak in the roof. Kermorvan blinked. "1 had not thought us so close to the surface,” he remarked. "We
may indeed find away out here! Let uslook closer, but thistime take more carel” The air here grew very
cold. They edged closer, clambering more carefully over the heaps of debris, gathering under the
precious glow. Kermorvan wasthefirst to reach it, and ook up. But dl he did was stand there on the
rubble, saying no word even when Elof staggered up beside him. He saw why at once.

The roof was not open, and there was no sky beyond it. It was a pallid greenish radiance that filtered



down, such as he guessed might be found in the depths of the sea, too dim for any eyes of men save
those long deprived of better. The crack laid bare asolid surface like a seam of quartz, asoiled

trand ucent white in hue. Elof, his brain numbed, reached up to touch it, but Kermorvan seized hiswridt.
"No! No need to risk that!" he said, in astrange half-choked voice. "I know what it is. And so dso |
know now what this place must be." He stared around at them, wild-eyed, hisface and voiceaweird
blend of fedings. "It isfar that Raven has borne us, very far. Beyond Taounelawe have come, to the
margins of the Ice. And benegth; for there we seeit, above our heads. That isthe Iceitself.”

A cry of disbelief roseto Elof'slips, and died there unvoiced. He saw as much on the faces of the others;
they stared up at the riven roof, shocked, unbelieving, yet unable to deny that palid whiteness shining
through the rock.

"But it can't be!" he heard Roc whisper in protest. "I mean, if therésawhole great thick glacier up there,
then how's so much light getting through here?"

"It might be the bottom of a crevasse," muttered I1s. " Cracked deeper, perhaps, by the collapse of the
roof..." She hugged hersdlf, and shivered. "Thelce! | have seen it before, but never so close..."

Elof nodded. "I have trodden it, crossed a narrow stretch of it. Evil isthat memory! But never did |
dream of passing beneath it ..." Indeed he hardly dared imagineit, the glaciers that scoured the earth in
their advance, theice-sheet that enshrouded tall mountains and left only their summits protruding, stark
and bare as fleshless skulls; that incal culable, implacable weight of Ice, crushing, maevolent, hung now
only afew feet above hishead, held a bay only by the flawed and transient works of men...

The works of men. A sudden suspicion grew in him, areveation brighter than this pool of light in the
grim dark, ashock of understanding, coming so close upon the other that it gripped him and shook him
hard. He knew now what else Kermorvan had seen: only dimly could he conceive dl that it must mean to
him, warrior lord, princein exile, last of adigpossessed line of kings. Evenin Elof, of no lineage that he
knew, awareness of where he stood awoke great awe, smoldering anger, deep regret, and awild
coursing wonder. In Kermorvan heread al of these, and more. The warrior quivered asif astorm raged
within him, and yet hisface was cam, transcendent, uplifted. That aso Elof understood. Kermorvan
stood where he stood, and not even death could snatch this moment from him. His voice resounded in
bright music againgt the ancient stones.

"Aye, my friends. Elof knows. Do you? Do you guess whither we have come? These are the
underground ways at thisland's heart, lost home of our folk, lost relm of my line. We tread where no
man has trodden since the flight of Korentyn athousand years past. Wewalk in al that remains of the
City by the Waters, the vaults and cellars and storehouses of Kermorvan the City, the mighty
Catacombs of Morvan. And out of time, beyond hope, alord of Morvan setsfoot in these vaults once
again. | have come back!

He stepped Hiff-legged down the rubble, staring around him asif afraid it was avison he saw, that might
melt away at any moment. When he came to the nearest pillar he pressed his hands againgt it, savoring
the solidity of the stone. And he rested hishead againgt it, and closed his eyes, and spoke no word for a

longtime.

Roc too gazed about him awhile, and cocked his head agpprovingly. "So thisishome! Or what's|eft of it.
Solid bit of work; isthis, to hold up with such a dead weight atop it! And it has afine feding about it, for
al the dark and the chill. If thisisthe cdllars, the city must've been agrand place.” Herummaged in his
pack. "High time we had a bite, to celebrate! Hard bread, smoked flesh, dried fruit and a swallow of
wine. Fit for aking! And | fed like one, coming back herel”



Elof glanced a himin surprise. Y ou say back, as Kermorvan did. Y et neither of you has ever been here,
any morethan1.”

"Ah, but we have! In spirit, like. These are the Lost Lands, that were snatched away from us, and that
we never thought anyone could see anymore. | can just remember when | wasalittlelad, marveing at al
the old tales of it: to set foot here, that'samarve rarer yet. Don't you fed any of that? Y ou're one of the
old northerners by your looks, after dl; thiswas where your folks sprang from, too."

"l have felt something here," Elof admitted. "But not that." Roc passed his handfuls of food, and while
they ate, Stting with their backsto apillar, Elof told him of hisvison. Roc nodded vigoroudy, his shaggy
red hair flopping over hisface: he knew Elof well enough not to undervaue hisfedings.

"That would be of thelast years, maybe," he mused. "When there was mayhem and panic and even
bare-faced treason, by al accounts, Kermorvan could tell you more. That face you describe might
belong in such atime. The ending was noble enough, aye, but the last throes were savage. They gave
Kerbryhaine that bad beginning, come back to haunt it now. Still, it's the nobility that lasted here, |
reckon.”

Elof nodded. "It is noble, true enough. But it is dead, and a place of great danger for us ill." He stared
upindismay. "How will | ever gather enough of thisdim glow to light us out of here? It would take aday
initsdf!”

A plump finger jabbed him in theribs. "No need for that, boy! Leaveit to the Elder Folk to flog their wits
for you, asusud! Though I'll admit that the builders of this place were not unpracticd, either, in keeping a
good store of these ready to hand!" And she dangled before them two long handles of rough stoneware,
topped by cages of light metal, and from a bag she tipped lumps of some grayish substance. "What we
should have looked for in thefirst place! Pitch and tow and sweet resin, and many other substances too,
I've no doubt. The city folk might have cleared their cellars when they fled, but they'd not bother taking
their torcheswith them!”

"True enough!" acknowledged Kermorvan, coming to join them. To their utter astonishment he laughed
aoud, and hugged I1s so boisterously he swung her from the ground. "I should have thought of that
myself! The more 50, as the Catacombs were intended also as arefuge in time of war, with great store of
al necessaries. Little did the builders foresee the coming of that enemy before whom no refuge stands!™

Elof chuckled. "Y ou had much on your mind, just then..."

"Trueagain,” said Kermorvan wryly, dumping down beside Elof and accepting somefood. "Evenyet |
am amazed! That the Catacombs endured | could never have dreamed, |et donethat it wasto them we
had come. Y our friend the Raven! | am torn between the urge to fall down and revere him, and to wring
hisneck!"

"And do | not know that urge!" said Elof with deep fedling, and they chuckled. Hemmed in by darkness
asthey had been, the promise of light made avast difference to their mood. But when they had eaten and
rested afew minutes, Kermorvan swiftly grew serious.

"These Catacombs..." he said quietly, glancing around him. "It isgood, very good to have trodden here.
To have sat at ease beneath the very citadd and strength of our enemy only adds spice to the drink! But
let us not forget that iswhere we are. Gresat as it once was, it has become dark and perilous, and even |
have neither wish nor causeto linger." He caught up one of the link-holders and thrust atorch onto the
spike at its heart. "L et us see how well this burns, after athousand years!”

Roc was dready flicking thewhed of histinderbox. A fragment of smoldering kindling laid upon the



dust-grayed pitch sank and smoked a moment, then blossomed to aflare of bright orange fire that set the
shadows capering and dimmed the pdlid | cesheen to nothing. The other torch flared as eadily initsflame,
and that one Kermorvan took. "And when you fed able, Elof, do you capture alittle of the torchfire, and
give us one safeguard more. Now, let us be gone from here!™

At once, though, it became clear that thiswould be no easy task. For from thiscircular hal many ways
opened, and they could not agree on which one they had entered by. But at length Kermorvan said, "Do
not despair!™ and lifted the torch he carried high, almost to the roof. The shadows raced across the stone
and capered in the open ways, and he marked the way the flame fluttered. "Thereis till the flow of the
ar tofollow. It leads usthat way, | guess.”

"Better than no guide at dl!" said Roc cheerfully. "And at least well not be stubbing our toes so often
now!"

So it proved; for in the bright warm light they passed quickly over the cold flagstones of the ways, past
many doorways dark and mysterious. Glancing into some of these Side chambers, they found many
empty, and some still stacked with bales and boxes they did not stay to examine; in thischill dry air their
wood had not decayed. But in others box and bale had been torn asunder and their remains and contents
strewn violently about, sometimes right across the corridor, making a consderable obstacle.

"Surely we never passed this" grumbled Roc, wading awkwardly through amess of shriveled detris.
"We are off our path!"

"If you know another way, takeit!" Ils snapped, kicking the rubbish from her boots.

"Theair isstill with us" said Kermorvan camly. "It should lead usto some way out, even if not the one
by which we came.”

"Aye!" retorted Roc, looking behind him into the blackness. "But how soon?”

To that Kermorvan made no reply. He was weary, asthe sag of his shoulders betrayed, bone-achingly
weary asthey al were now that their flush of excitement had worn off, and sorely in need of deep.
Whether it was day or night now in the world above they had no way of knowing; the only hour they
cared for was that of their escape from this unhappy place. Roc's tread grew leaden, his head bowed;
Elof found hisfeet dragging, his heart chill. Only Ils, invigorated by being below ground, seemed to keep
her strength, her wide eyes gleaming, her heavy boots skipping lightly over the flagstones with scarcely a
sound. "Y et thisisnot my world," she muttered. "We live among soft light and even winds benegth the
living stone. And if not those, then sooner harsh sun and bitter weather upon the stark surface than this
lifdess shell. Here death done reignd™ How truly she spoke they were soon to find out.

It was some hours | ater that the corridor again opened out before them, into the curved wall of asmall
hall shaped like the halfmoon. Three other waysjoined it, but the airflow led them to the straight wall
opposite and the great double gateway of sted bars set init, most skillfully wrought and ornamented. But
both outer and inner gates had long ago been twisted and haf torn from their deep runners, leaving agap
through which even Kermorvan could pass without ducking. 1ls sniffed the new air disdainfully. "Do you
not smell it? A faint ranknessinit, likean animal odor... It might be bats! And that would bode well,
sgncethey mugt live within reach of away out.”

"Can't be too soon for me!™ grunted Roc.

Behind the gate lay a single corridor, wider than any so far, and asthey held up their torchesthewalls
seemed to spring to life around them. Carvings covered them from floor to ceiling, delicately detailed but
vivid and forceful, figuresin low rdief of men, women, beasts familiar and strange, tdl shipsand high



towers, wide lands and mysterious horizons. And every now and again, asthey moved down thelong
walls, the strangest figures of al appeared, human in aspect but so eerie and vast, so idedlized in their
Setting, that Elof knew he must be seeing images of the Powers.

"That isso!" said Kermorvan, gazing about him in ddight. "Thislooks to be some private fane, or other
place of reverence. For here are depicted tales from the early days of the world, before the coming of
men or duergar or any living thing, when it was given over to the Elder Powersfor its shaping, and thento
the New for the coming of life. Then it was, say thetales, that the Elder Powersrebelled, refusing to hand
over the custody of what they had shaped and grown to love, to be used and dragtically changed by
mere growing things, plants and beasts and men."

Roc snorted. "Morefool they. A barren love, that, for alifelessworld; what wastherein it worth their
intereg?'

"Morethan you might think!" Elof told him. "For there is beauty and order in the patterns of matter that
does not live. Think of the dow change and flowering of crystals; might not asnowflake or spar or
gemstone be to them as aflower to us? Or at the other extreme, might they not find beauty in the roaring
energy of avolcano, the thunder and lightning of great storms, the ceasaless motion of the waves? We
can, at times. Even the Ice can befair, very fair." He looked at onetal image, of awoman, unclad,
gately in her beauty, standing amid what seemed to be the waters of awaterfdl, savethat it hung above
mountains, and itsflow and billowswere dl of stars. Kermorvan looked at him and nodded somberly,
sharing amemory of majesty and terror. He pointed to the frieze around the image, withinwhichin
archaic characters aname was s&t. llslowered her torch and spelled it out.

"T... A... OU... Teounehtar! Brr!" Shetilted the torch avay hagtily. "There's beauty you may have, for
my money, and well rid! Why put her on your walls?'Y ou neglect the best and greatest of the Elder
Powers, the one who never rebelled, him we most revere.”

"llmarinen,”" nodded Kermorvan. Helifted historch, so that the flames spilled and smoked a ong the roof,
and waved ahand at the wall opposite. From floor to ceiling asingle vertical dab was st iniit, graven
with asingle vast image. "He was neither forgotten nor neglected. See him there, much asyour folk
portray him, Ils."

lIssniffed. "Y ou make him too tdl, like along human, with huge shoulders and spindled legs, not fair and
square proportions. And what is he hammering out on hisanvil there?!

Elof peered down at the dab. "It ishard to tell... Theimage seemsworn, or defaced...”

Kermorvan held historch lower. "Mmmn. Y es, there are some gouges and chips out of the edge here,
and many deep scratches. By the color of the stone beneath they were done more recently; certainly
sncethe destruc-tion of Morvan. Asif something had been clawing at thedab..."

"Thereés akeyhole here!" barked Roc. "Thiswhole dab'sadoor!”
"And asolid one, for it has never been opened or broken,” said Kermorvan thoughtfully.

Roc groaned. "That'd be safe to deep behind, if we could only get it open... Elof, you're asharp lad with
locks—"

"Not ones athousand yearsold!" protested Elof. "Time alone can weld meta, even without much
corrosion. And how am | likely to succeed, when hostile hands have not?”

"Their approach wasless subtle," Kermorvan said. "They would not have battered at the door thusif they



knew anything of locks. So why not set your hand to it?"

Elof sghed, took his bag of toolsfrom his pack, and extracted alight hammer and some long shapes of
bright meta strangely wrought and twisted. "There will probably be ten open doors further down the
corridor..."

"Something open that suddenly becomes shut may attract a certain attention!™ countered Kermorvan
dryly, watching Elof tap dl round thelock, feding the vibration with hisfingertips, then passthelong
probesinto the keyhole and tap on them. "Wdll, do you think you can do it?'

Elof shrugged, produced alittle bottle of fine cil from the toolpack and dipped a probeinto it. "Who can
tell?1f itisassmple asit appears... But | doubt that. Morvan the City was agreat center of our craft,
and much wisdom was scattered to thewinds at itsfall.”

"Yet it had to start somewhere. If that lock was old even a Morvan'sfal..."
Elof'sirritation flared. " Then the accursed thing redlly will be set solid! Quiet, and let mework!”

Kermorvan smiled tolerantly, and strolled alittle way up the corridor, gazing watchfully into the dark.
Roc and llsjoined him, peering at the carvings and talking in low voices. "What d'you reckon that place
might be behind there, anyway?" muttered Roc, suppressed excitement in hisvoice. "Some secret
hideaway?'

Kermorvan shrugged. "It is hard to say. For people, you mean, or treasure? That islesslikely. Thelock
isnot well concedled, and the folk of Morvan must have known there was no hope of rescue or recovery
inther lifetime or their descendants. But many old houses of Kerbryhaine have some kind of hidden
entrance or &air..."

"Y ou mean... that could be the lower end of some such thing?' |Is demanded. "L eading to an escape,
perhaps?’

"Perhaps. But do not build up your hopes. For now | will be content with some placeto rest.”

Elof pursed hislips, and went on probing at thelock. He had sprung itsleversfree, oil was spread
liberdly over the channels where the key should travel, and he had traced their shape; it did indeed seem
smple, too Smpleto deter any save the most casual attempt to open it. Perhaps they had thought the
great gate protection enough. Next, he must twist and tap a scrap of siff wire into the shape of the
wards, held in grippers, that should shift the balt, if it could till be moved. He maneuvered the wireinto
place, and began to twist it, squeaking and scraping, through the channels. Up it went, up, up, and he
became aware without turning that the others were breathing down his neck, tense and silent. Slowly,
with all the ddlicate strength he could muster, he twisted it to the very top of the lock. Then it was asif
fireand ice flowed into hisarm, aconvulsive, tingling shock that must have showed in hisface.

"What isit?' Kermorvan hissed. "Areyou dl right? Can you not..."

"l am afool!" snapped Elof between clenched teeth. "Who would place so strong a virtue upon so smple
athing? But thereit is, aforce of stern authority such as| have seldom encountered...”

"Towhat effect?’ [lswhispered.

"I don't know," muttered Elof. "It wastoo quick, | wasn't ready. | mugt..." Gritting histeeth, he twisted
the wire once more, hard. Again that pain surged into him, but thistime he met it, endured it, opened
himsdlf to it and sought to read the resonancesit awoke within him. A feding grew in him, which became
anote, aphrase, aline, acomplex net of surging music. And in that music he heard words of stern



command.

Look to the lock! The wards are of fire!
Of ice the bolt!

It stings,

It burns

The hand that turns

That lacks the right,

That serves theill!

It scorches,

It freezes,

Its strength shall consume you!
Fall back then, false that you are!

"Ah!" he murmured. Never before had he been so clearly aware of the virtue within awork; it was asif
words were reinterpreted, remade within hismind, asif the voice of that unknown smith of elder days
spoke to him, sdlf to sdf, through the power of their common craft. Eerie he found that, and daunting,
and yet a the sametimeits sheer clarity aided him. "It says only one with authority may open this door!
Ancient and arrogant and strong it fedls, older than the meta of thelock itsdlf..."

"Isthat possible?' demanded Roc.

"If the lock were repaired piecemed, over many, many years, yes... and if the virtue were made strong
enough inthe beginning. Which it surdly was."

Kermorvan growled with impatience. "Then you cannot open it?"'
"Not directly! But let methink..."

"It would be astrong forceindeed,” he heard Ils murmur, “that could resst what isin him... if only he can
bringitto bear..."

Elof searched his mind with growing impatience. In what would the lock recognize authority? A key, set
with amatching virtue? But keys may easily be lost in the course of time, and that spell was meant to lagt.
Wasthat why the lock was made deliberately smple? So new keys could easily be cut... and used with
some greater authority, lesslikely to be lost. Any number of locks could be secured thus. Most men
would need some outward emblem of authority, imbued by smithcraft with virtues of command, but a
smith might manage with asmpleform of words, if only they were theright words....

Or strong ones. The arrogant sting of the spell, the shock of pain and the contemptuous dismissa in the
words, these had roused agreat impatience in him, and it swelled now to danger. Kermorvan had bidden
him open this door, and who now waslord of these ruins, if not he? Elof bitterly resented being so
daunted by this ancient force; he would meet its demand for authority with hisown. Hewould create a
counterpoint to that wild music, an answer to those challenging words, as surely as he had shaped wireto
ward. And with that thought hisimpatience turned to a harsh indgstent rhythm, a chant of authority no less



imperious than that upon the lock. He leaned his head againgt the cold stone and though he muttered the
words he seemed to fed them batter againgt that guardian thought like aforging hammer, like that of
llmarinenin hisimage.

By the sdlf that hears your singing,

And the craft that burns within me,

By the strength | turned to evil

And the evil that | withered,

By the skill that | have nurtured

And the knowledge | have gathered,

By the courage of the seeker

And the quest that now | further

These the rights you shall acknowledge

These the strengths you shall bow down to,

You, a singing of the Old World,

You shall hearken to a Master

As the Shaping to the Shaper

Intheimage you are set in! Asarightful lord haswilled it, By that will | bid you—open!

On the last word he gripped the wire and twisted, thistimewith dl his strength, ignoring the pain that
lifted before him like aforbidding barrier. Then suddenly, astonishingly, it was no longer there; the lock
was turning softly, silently, the bolt diding smoothly back from the socket it had lain in athousand years
or more. Elof let out agreat sigh, and sagged down on hisknees, still clasping the grippers. Under his
weight the dab creaked out alittle way from thewall, and stopped.

"Bravely done, my smith!" said Kermorvan admiringly, as Roc helped Elof to hisfeet. "Do you rest now!
For since your skill has freed the lock, let mere thews do what remaing” And he leaned forward,
clenched hislong fingers round the lip of stone, braced afoot against the wall and hauled. Slowly, ever so
dowly, the great door yielded to his careful strength, afinger'swidth, ahandspan; thefaint protest of
hinges could be heard, but no more. IIs ducked under hisarmsto add her own unhuman strength; her
shoulders tensed, the muscles stood out on her shapely limbs, tracing the shape of the heavy bones
beneath. The dab advanced a handspan more, and in its exposed edge meta glinted, a diamond-shaped
plate of tarnished bronze that could only be the lock. Upon it were incised many characters, but it was
the cartouche upon the square face of the bolt that caught Elof seye, that sowed within him a sudden
unease. So fierce achallenge, on alock so smple... Those characters, that pattern, he had seen them on
other bronze; his hand flew to his pack, to the wrapped shape of the scepter, and he saw at last what
crooked shape it must be that Ilmarinen forged. That carven door must symbolize roya command, the
power those characters embodied; and so he had misread that challenge. Not arrogance, but astern
decree of date... "Kermorvan, hold! Thismay be no common hiding place..."

But he was dready too late. Under the unison of strong arms the stone was swinging outward with a



momentum of its own, sending Ils hopping out of its path, Kermorvan driving to hdt it lest it be torn from
its protesting hinges. The torches fluttered, and from the open doorway the darkness billowed out like
curtainsinthewind. A dight rush of air swirled out after it, awaft of odors strange to the cold corridors,
aheavy, dtifling weight of dust and mugt, a strange scent tinged with athin spiciness, with arométic resins
and pungent balsam. It was such asmell as antiquity might have, the dust of withered summers, of faded
years.

Kermorvan, releasing the door, swept up the guttering torches and stepped over thelow sl into the
chamber beyond, holding them high. They flamed up and flared, the blackness cowered away at their fire
and fled down the long chamber before them. For amoment Kermorvan'stal shape hid it from the
others; but then he seemed to crumple asif struck. His cloak billowed about him and he sank down to his
knees, the torches sagging in his hands; red light and long shadows surged up the walls. Strange shadows
they were, from the high dabs and pedestals of stone ranged aong those walls, from the still shapes upon
them. Kermorvan bowed hishead low in the somber glow.

"What ailsyou, man?' Elof whispered, hardly able to speak aloud. Kermorvan made no reply, nor
showed that he had heard. "What isit?" perssted Elof, ever more unnerved. "Whét placeisthis?’

To thosewho knew him lesswdll, Kermorvan might have lacked expression, have looked like the graven
image of aman painted into life yet tinged with the stone that 1ay beneeth. And they might have asked,
those who did not know him, into what unimaginable depth or distance hisgray eyes sared. His
companions, each in their way, knew better, saw the play of fedingsinsde him like cloud shadows going
acrossahill, like breath upon glass, heat through iron. His stony lips stirred, but it was not to them he

spoke.

"All that we were ..." he murmured, and shook his head, amost in dishelief. Roc, hearing the words,
looked around him quickly.

"It can't bel" he burgt out. "We'venot..." Hebit hislip, and to Elof's astonishment he looked ready to
turn and run. Kermorvan repested the words softly.

All that we were, passes; A sheaf of dry grasses That late in green meads blew, To thisend are we
come. Passed on, scepter and crown, Justice and rule, laid down, As least man must, we rest
Slent, in our long home.

"llsand Elof, you would not know that," he said gravely. "It isthe opening of the rhymes of lorethat are
cdled Arel Arhlayn. Few in Bryhaine now learn them, but that first line has become proverbid.”

A dreadful understanding cut through Elof's confusion. "But Arel Arhlayn, in the old words that would

"TheTaeof Lords, thetdly of kings. Exactly so. And you could say you stand among it here, itsliving
sdf, or that oncelived. For asyou feared, thisis no common hiding place. We have strayed into the
crypts of the ancient King's House, and by your craft laid open the place caled Dorghadl Arhlannen,
vault and tomb of the Kings of the realm of Morvan, the deepest hallow of all that land. And dl around us

they lie"

Elof could have wished the cold stone to open then and swallow him. For in his haste, hisold ruthless
haste, had he not seen that stern barrier only as athing to be broken down, without thought or respect?
Even thus an Ekwesh pirate might shatter a casket of fine crystd to get at the gold within. The Kings of
Morvan! Kermorvan'sown line, hisforefathers whom he most revered. .. Like Korentyn. Elof thought
then of the brand that ancient lord had set upon him, of open honor and hidden shame. Had he not now
earned it doubly?



"Elof Vaantor..." said Kermorvan, and Elof sickened a the name. The warrior's voice was hushed, but
the same cold strength wasin it that the smith had heard first among the duergar, and never forgotten.
"Well may you bear that title! For by the cunning of your hand you have brought an erato an end, along
eraof divison, of separation, that should never have taken place. To thisplace of old it wasthe custom
that every prince must come ere he took the kingship, to revere his ancestors, to take counsal among
them, to reflect upon the end to which even such power as hismust come, and so use it more worthily.
And because the son King Keryn sent east was too young to have donethis, it was the pretext his
enemies chose to deny him the throne, and dl of usof hislinefollowing. Now let them regret it! For they
have laid so much weight on that one custom, that it shal turn as heavily againgt them. Y ou have done me
greater honor than | deserve, my friend." He looked round, met the astonishment on Elof's face and
amiled gravely. "Did you fear otherwise? Why? It was a my behest you broke the enchantment on the
lock; what followed was mineto bear, for wedl or ill. And bear it | shal! Share thiswith me, my friends;
look around you, imagine, wonder! Hereliein state the remains of the Kings of Morvan sincethefirst
founding of that kingdom upon the then unknown shores of Brasayha, agood four thousand years ago.”

The shadows shivered suddenly; the torches were smoking, dying in Kermorvan's hand, yet he paid them
no heed. A deep awe had settled upon them al as he spoke, upon Roc, upon Elof and even upon llsto
whom the realms of men were dight and transient; and that same sense of presence which had troubled
Elof in the outside blackness now returned. He looked from bier to bier, at the shapesthat lay benegath
dulled armor and the ragged remains of rich robes, mere webs now held together only by dust and the
rich metd threads of their ornament; fit warning indeed for any aspiring prince, but a source of deep pride
aso. Elof thought he might find it in himsdlf to envy such alineage, yet in truth he did not; he cared little
for hisancestry, there being so many other things he yearned to know. He could guess, though, what they
must mean to Kermorvan, these rows of shapes stretching out into the shadowy depths of the tomb, and
to Roc dso. Their silent mgjesty told strongly upon Elof, and al that they stood for; the weight of years,
the building of amighty redlm of men, the long sustaining and last defense of it againgt the rdentless,
ageless enemy, and within al those the high events, war and peace, battle and building, the myriad lives of
men they had once both ruled and served. And they served them yet, bearing mute witnessto the life of
their kingdom when al other traces had been erased. Then the torches guttered again, and the thrall was
broken; Ils snorted impatiently, plucked the linklights from Kermorvan'sfingers and waved them about to
rekindle them.

"Arent dl here, arethey?' she demanded. "Didn't some die away from home, or at sea?’

"Few," answered Kermorvan, rising siffly, "and we aways strove to bring their bodies back. Those few
are herein effigy, with arms or armor that were theirs. Y ou see those arches, spanning the vault? They
were onceitsrear wals, and mark the many times Dorghael Arhlannen was extended. At thelast the
number of bierswas increased to two hundred, and one hundred and sixty-four kingslie herein state.”

IIs chuckled sardonically. "A grave matter asyou might say, then, that with al the spare accommodation
some should lie on the cold floor!"

"What?' cried Kermorvan, seizing back atorch. "If some enemy has defiled thisplace...”

As he sprang forward Elof saw what 11s sight had picked out of the shadows. Far down the tomb, to
either sde of (helast arch, two shapes|lay like achild's stick drawing marked in the dust of the floor. But
the lines stood proud of it, and most so at the heads, for they were skulls. It was by the bones of two
men that Kermorvan knelt. "These were not thrown down!™ he murmured. " Surely they lie asthey died,
helms on their heads, harness about them...." Gently he lifted the remains of amailshirt,

and along halberd, till intact. "By thelook of it, harness of the old Roya Guard..." Then he gasped, and
stood up suddenly. "Thetwo guardsmen! Korentyn said it! He took with him only two old men of his



guard! Sowly, amost unwillingly, he stepped through the last arch, and stopped there. The others
crowded behind him, and saw as he did.

Thelong rows of biers here were empty, savefor afew near the arch. The dark shapes upon them were
covered, asdl therest had been, by robe and mail and helm, all savethelast. Like the guardsmen, he lay
uncovered, save by agreat black shield, a sunken shape within hismail. But above it was no common
helm, for even through the layers of dust the torchlight drew an answer from it, aglancing soarkle of
brighter fires, glittering there in many colors about the head of degth.

"So thisiswhere he came.” Kermorvan's voice was somber, degpened by sorrow, and yet within it the
triumphant ring sill sounded. "He and his comrades, to the heart of the city they would not surrender.
Here they stood, as the Ice ground and thundered overhead and laid Waste adl that they had known and
loved, dl that those around them here had built up. This place at |east they could die defending. And
when the ruin was complete, and this vault still stood, they choseto perish here, of thirst or hunger or by
their own hands, rather than risk opening that door to despoilment and desecration. And they are proven
right!" He darted forward suddenly, and knelt by the side of that last bier amoment, while the others
watched in sllence. Then, dowly, he rose, and reached out with hands that shook to the figure that lay
before him. Gently, reverently, he detached the helm, and set it down on the bier'send. Then from his
own pack he drew the helm he had carried through so many adventures, and, lifting from it itslinings of
soft leather, he set it upon the fleshless head. Only then did helift the other from the bier, and drew his
long cloak acrossit in aflourish. Dugt flew from it like banished time, and in the torchlight it flared and
dazzled asheraised it high. In fashion it waslike his own, or the other that Elof had crafted, jet black,
high-crowned, with afacemask whose aspect was dl hawkish ferocity and dire rage. But the danted
eyes of that mask were picked out in bright gems, the scul pted brows were shapes of silver and gold,
and above them rode acirclet of gold in which agreat white stone blazed among a setting of green gems,
white as clear water, green as soring grasdands, golden asthe kindly sun.

"Behold the Great Crown of Morvan!" said Kermorvan softly. His gray eyes shone with the light of the
sun over theinfinite oceans. "Againg al chance | have spoken with my kin, the last dive who walked
here. Here | have come to what remains, to Kermorvan itsalf, Morvan the City, to him who deeps here,
itslast king. From him | receive what wasto him entrusted, and that he faithfully preserved to the end.
And that trust | take upon myself! The chain that was sundered is made whole, the line that was severed
isrestored in me. No longer ishethelast King of Morvan! For another shdl follow him." And he raised
the helm above his head.

Then, to the surprise of hisfriends, helowered it, and cradled it in hisarm, and smiled. "But not yet. |
must give meaning to that name, beforel clam it.” And he picked up the linings, and began to fasten them
withinit. "Strange, are they not, the workings of destiny? And foolish our wish to guide them. For Keryn
my ancestor sent the Great Scepter of Morvan westward, that his son might have regdiaof royaty in his
new kingdom, but kept the crown for himself, that it might remain in Morvan asasymbol, | guess, of
continuing resistance to the Ice. Y et in the chances of time it was the scepter that waslost, and it isthe
crown that now passesinto the hands of hiskin."

Then agreet lightness came within Elof's heart, warm asawind from the living south. And beyond all
doubt, al danger, hislaughter rang in that solemn place like the laughter of the Powersin the morning of
the world. "Strange are those ways indeed, lord! Stranger even than you can imagine! Y et do not call
them chance! For isit chance that you met and befriended a boy from Asenby, and helped him, among
many greater causes and concerns, to recover athing that had been histo use since childhood, in a
humble labor? A thing so worn, so aged that even you could not guesswhat it was. That | could nat, till
Korentyn himsdlf gave methe key!" And he drew from his pack the rod that had been a cattle goad, and
held it out before Kermorvan's astonished eyes. "By the craft within me, which brooks no gainsaying, |



tell you now that thisis the scepter of Morvan. From Asenby it came, the home that Ase who took the
scepter made for herself; it bears that pattern which only the scepter ever bore, and within it are set craft
and virtues which even | cannot yet fathom. Receive it now, and read it as| do—asign. For chanceit
cannot be"

Kermorvan looked at the rod, but made no move to take it; instead he looked, more keenly yet, at Elof.
"Who areyou?' he murmured. "Korentyn knew you, Morhuen knew you... If Asenby wasindeed Ase's
home, then you may be a descendant of someone from that time, and bear their face, asdo | of my
ancestors.”

Elof shrugged. "I was not bornin Asenby. Asto who | am, you have named me yourself, and | havetold
youwhat littleelse | know."

Kermorvan inclined his head, sternly. "Wl then! Whoever you may be, the scepter was given into your
hands, and has been well guarded there. Do you hold it for me till! And if ever | cometo any kingdom,
you shd| receiveit from me again, as counsdlor and prince, next after meinal my rem.”

"Well spoken!" said Roc quietly, and IIs nodded. But Elof dropped to one knee.
"My lord, | am not worthy of..."
"Will you question the judgment of aking?' demanded Kermorvan, in tonesthat smoldered.

Elof raised his head defiantly. "Aye! Or what use elseisacounseor?’ Then he noticed the faint twitch at
the corner of Kermorvan's thin mouth, and they al grinned.

"Mind you," chuckled Kermorvan, "I could as easily name you ruler of the stars, for | own them as much
or aslittle asany other reelm! And | will hardly better my estate by lingering here!” He gazed once more
at the blazing crown, shook his head in amazement and wrapped it lovingly in the oiled cloth that
protected hisown mail. "Come, friends! | have paid my respects to what has gone by; now let uslook to
thetimesto come." He hesitated. "We could rest here, if you wish; those who aready dumber here
would take no exception, | an sure..."

"No thanksl" said Roc hatily. "'I've learned some lore of the past also, and one or two of these noble
gentlemen weren't quite as accommodating as you!™

"And theair istoo dusty,” added Ils, "with thisreek of embaming. | would not deep here.”
"Nor I," muttered Elof. "1 might seethat face again.”

"Wdl then, let us seek somewhere ese" sghed Kermorvan, diding the bundle of mail back into his pack.
"Come!" But asthey stepped back through the arch, he hesitated, looking to either sde. Then he
stooped, and began to gather up the bonesthat lay there. It was the same humaneingtinct in him that had
served them so well in their first encounter with Tapiau's Children, that balanced the fearsome mandayer
he could become. With the others hel ping him, he bore them back benesth the arch, and with swift care
arranged them on two empty dabs. And he spoke to them, saying, "On the bierstherelie by your lord!
Living, you did not presumeto, but his heir awards you that, the only honor he can. Y ou shall bethe last
toliein Dorghael Arhlannen, and in no lessworth than dl therest. Guard it well, until the changing of the
world!" Then he bowed to them, to the rest of the darksome hdll, and last of dl to the silent shape that
bore hishelm. And Elof and the others bowed a so, ere they turned their faces to the distant door.

But asthey moved out beyond the arch, IIs sniffed suddenly. "That rankness again. .. and stronger than
thedud..."



"l smell it aso!" said Kermorvan. "Too strong for bats..." Then suddenly Roc, who was leading them,
cursed and swung historch high, and they stopped dead,

stood for two heartbeats unmoving, the very breath stilled in their throats. In the darkness ahead of them,
on alevel with Kermorvan's heed, two points of red fire shone with liquid brightness. They hung there an
ingtant, glittering like the jewels on the helm, and Elof felt asudden flood of the same cold terror he had
felt at the tombs opening, for he knew that they were eyes. But they were too wide gpart to be human
eyes, and below them he made out aglint of white, glimpsed jaws, long and narrow, floating in the dark
asif disembodied, yellowed fangs linked by streaks of sdiva. Then the same coughing growl they had
heard beforefilled the vault, and awaft of bresth, hot and foul.

So much Elof saw in that unmoving moment; then hefdt asharper wind whistle by, like the sveep of a
sword-cut. But it was no sword; Kermorvan had flicked down hislinklight so fast it flung out the ball of
blazing pitch, asfrom acatapult. Straight at those ghastly jaws it sped like astarstone, and the thing
reared up in awall of whitenesswith a shrieking yell that seemed to split their ears. Elof grabbed for his
sword, but Kermorvan had been faster yet, stooping as he threw to snatch up the ancient halberd from
the floor. He sprang forward and struck; the old blade bounced and skipped across the tangled
whiteness, but scarlet sprang up inits path. Again the shriek, and the beast tumbled back between the
rows of biers. Kermorvan sidled forward, dashing, thrusting, legping, harrying it; ahugeforeeg lashed at
him with a paw the sze of his body, but Gorthawer wasin Elof's hand, the black claws met a blacker and
flinched at its bite. I1s bounded up, her axe hacked at the limb with severing force but passed only
through the billowing fur; she dipped and fell, her torch rolled aside, the paw descended, and then
Kermorvan had flung himself across her and the blow fell upon the upraised haberd. The white muzzle
snapped forward, Roc's mace struck and bounced, and a yellowed fang cracked in bloody ruin. The
beast redled and fdll onits doping back, howling and clawing at its jaw with itslong forelegs, its
shorter hindlegs begting at the air.

Kermorvan scrambled up, helping I1s, while Roc caught up the torch and ducked back. "Light another!™
yelled Elof. "We dare not beleft in the dark now!" Then the thing made another blundering rush, and he
thrust Gor-thawer to meet it. But the halberd hewed out in front, dashed abloody streak below the eyes,
and the beast jerked away, snarling, its claws scrabbling and clicking on the stone. IIs stumbled to join
them, and together they advanced on it, weapons swinging, forcing it back till its haunches met the door.
It reared up asif to spring, but new light flared in the tomb; Roc legped forward with the fresh torch
blazing and thrugt it straight at the bloody muzzle. The creature, caught off balance, tumbled back ina
scrabbling mass and fell out through the narrow opening into the corridor beyond. After it lesped
Kermorvan, blade poised, and the others behind him. The halberd arced upward, flung like a spear, but
the beast sorang while the haft was il in Kermorvan's hand, and in the air they met. Right in the angle of
its massive neck the point took it, and deep into the fur it sank with al Kermorvan's strength and the
beast's own weight to drive it. Down on the stones crashed the creature, snapping and shrieking at the
tormenting shaft.

"Iseveryoneout?' cried Kermorvan, thrown against the wall by the force of the blow. "Haveweadl our
gear? Then, Elof, shut that door!™

Elof turned and seized the grippers protruding from the keyhole, and thrust al hisweight hard againgt the
rim. The grest dab siwung before him, ground forward on screaming hinges, and smashed into its socket
with areverberating crash that drowned even the screams of the wounded beast; the floor shook, stones
and dust fell from the celling, and to his horror Elof saw a crack race and radiate acrossit like the root of
some dark plant. He twisted his makeshift key in the lock, and sprang back as awide chunk of the celling
crashed down where he had been standing. Above the dustcloud he saw Kermorvan, sword in hand,
hacking and dashing & the writhing heap of white before him. "Get back!" Elof shouted, hearing hisvoice



crack. "Theroof gived"

Kermorvan sprang back. Then Elof cried out in horror as the creature threshed and struggled back to its
feet. Blood poured from its panting muzzle, dripped from the deep dashes on its Sde, the shattered
truncheon of the spear drooped from its neck, and yet with ferocious fires unquenched it reared again to

Soring.

But it was not to have the chance. One massive paw, upthrust, dammed into the sagging center of the
vaulting, with more than enough force to didodgeit. The whole center of the calling fell in, and withita
cascade of broken stone from above. Down upon the snarling head it fell, and the creature vanished in a
thundering dide of rubble.

"Run!" bellowed Roc, as he and Ils scuttled back. "For your lives" Elof, ducking frantically, grabbed
Kermorvan's arm, and together they fled down the passage, racing the cracks that spread aong the roof.
Glancing back, Elof glimpsed briefly the upraised hammer of llmarinen on the door, beneeth it a
white-furred leg kicking above the rubble, and then al was thunder and collapse.

How long they ran they could not guess, the torch flamestrailing out behind them like Sarstonesin the
dusty air. The corridor was straight and level, ese the ruin might have overtaken them. Only when they
cameto astout arch did they pause, hearing the rumble and crash of stone subside behind them, and
there they dumped down againgt the wall, panting and choking from the dust.

"That was neetly done, long man!" llstold Kermorvan, between coughs.

He shrugged, and shook dust from his shaggy hair. " The halberd was to hand, and much better in such a
fight; a sword would have been too short to get past those great limbs.”

lIseyed him. "It was not only that | meant, and well you know it."

Kermorvan shrugged again, in great confusion. "Dor-ghagl Arhlanneniswell shielded now, &t dl events”
he coughed. "And with afierce spirit to watch &t its gatel™

"A ginking brute!" Roc wheezed. "Stalking uslikethat! Slinking up al quiet! If | hadn't heard aclaw click
onthestone... And viciouswith it! What wasit, anyhow? One of those big white snowbears?'

Kermorvan shook his head wegrily. "I think not. They live chiefly by the sea”

"I've seen 'em,” added I1s. "They're not so weighty, specidly in the head. Thiswas something different,
something I've never seen. And yet..."

"I know," Elof said. "It did look familiar. Thejaws..."Hethought of otherswith such teeth, swift and
savage little hunters, serpentine scuttlers across the snowfields, bane of hare and bird. "More like ermine
or marten... or that onethey cal the glutton!™

"Ayel And it wasferocious enough!” said Roc. "But big as abear?!

"The lce can breed such mongters, it seems,” said Kermorvan darkly, "or preserve them from Elder days.
Such wereitsmain armies once; it found fewer men to serveit, ere the Ekwesh came!™ He stood up,
painfully. "Wel, we should not linger here; the roof may yet fal farther. Whet lies before us now?"

Roc raised historch, and the dust-blown air sparkled and swirled before their inging eyes. Elof blinked,
and saw that they had cometo adivison in the corridor, no open hal as before, but a chamber whose
other three walls each held an arch like the one they stood in, each with the remains of agate. "Some
crossroads in the secret ways of the King's House, no doubt,” said Kermorvan. "Theway oppositeisa



corridor likethis, the oneto theleft isadtair, leading down..." They peered cautioudy intoit, and
recoiled in disgust.

"The stench of the brute!” grunted Roc. "Must beitslair down there! Y ou smelled that, Ils, not bats!™

Kermorvan siwung round. "No doubt! But the sameistrue for both. 1t could hardly have lived by hunting
down here, s0..." He held up the torch to the third arch; it flared and fluttered suddenly, and by the
uncertain light they saw anarrow stair curving upward into shadow. "One more effort!" he grated. He
swung his precious pack closer to his side, gazed back down the dark corridor once more, and strode to
the stair. Roc aso looked back; 1l1sdid not. Elof lingered amoment, for now the torcheswere goneit
seemed to him that he saw something therein the blackness, afaint gleam and glimmer, pale, sexile, cold.
He knew only too well what it must be; there aso the Ice now gleamed through the riven roof, like bone
laid bare by amorta wound. He shuddered, and hurried after the others.

The stairs were steep, and fouled by the beast that had used them; generations of beasts, perhaps, by the
claw-marks on the stone. Only the strong draft of clean air made them bearable. The stepsled to a
tunnd, gill doping steeply upward; at itsend lay another stair, and at itsfoot the air tirred with promise
of the open. Here they had to rest, though the foulness till denied them the food they desperately
needed; their gorgesrose a the thought.

"And where could this be leading?’ groaned Elof, as they staggered up the worn steps once more.

"l guessat that," said Kermorvan, hisvoice cadm and encouraging. "At the margins of Morvan the City
therewasahigh hill, the King's Hill, that was |eft green and wooded for the folk to enjoy, with many fair
walks and parks at itsfoot, open to all. But its summit was the king's own park, whence he could escape
for awhile the cares of hishigh office. It was said that a secret way led there from his palace, and thisis
urdy it."

"But what away!" complained Roc. "We must've walked twice the width of Kerbryhaine by now..."

"And only crossed the southern side of the City by the Waters," said Kermorvan with weary pride, "for
the King's House, as| recdl the old accounts, was in the south quarter of the city, which wasthefirst
built. By so much waswhat we had mightier than what we have made. By so much are we lessened.”
The brand he carried flared suddenly, and it was asif hisvoice caught itsflame. "But it shal not dways
be so!" And then he laughed, and sprang up the stairs with the lightness of an eager child. The others
scrambled after him no lesswildly, guessing what he had seen. And as Elof, still lastcomer, rounded the
curve of the stair he dso laughed aoud, for there before them was anarrow little landing, an arch much
cracked and worn, with empty socketsin the sone of it, empty of hinges corroded to
nothingness—corroded by the open air that flowed around them, dark and cold and clean asamountain
gream, infinitely refreshing. Upon the landing, Kermorvan seized the others as they came puffing dong,
swinging them up with casua strength to join him. When Elof arrived, they linked arms and staggered out
through the arch.

But even asthey emerged their smiles and laughter died, and aweight settled on their hearts, aclutching
hand as bitter and sharp asthe air that stabbed their lungs like blades of adamant. In the open indeed
they stood, and upon ahillside, but it was a hillside scoured bare, utterly barren even of soil, asby a
thousand flaying winters. Above them, very close, was the summit, stark and shelterless againgt the chill
sky of new night, cloudless, moonless, naked to the searching stars. And not far below them the hill of
stone vanished, engulfed as by asea. But the seawas cam, itswaves unmoving, solid, their flanks faint
sresks of gray againgt the enveloping whiteness. Elof remembered hisfirgt sght of it, this dazzling
mockery of aliving ocean, and the summitsthat thrust up from it like short-lived idands, their resstance
pathetic, meaninglessto afoe that could wait upon the leisure of time and wield the weapon of erosion.



TheKing's Hill was such asummit now, and alow one. All around it, without breach or bregk, there
blazed the eerie mgjesty of thelce.

Chapter Nine - The Raven's Shadow

Kermorvan knew better than to linger in a place so exposed. He cast one quick glance around that
blasted land, wrapping his cloak more tightly round him, and then ushered the others back into the mouth
of thearch. "A poor return for al your perseverance!” he said darkly. "I should have known the hill
would beimmured intheIce..."He made asif to strike hisfist upon the stone, but Ilsintercepted it and
drew it gently down.

"Still too full of yoursdf!" she said, but her tone was unusualy mild. "Where d se was thereto go?

Kermorvan shook his head wearily. "Nowhere, | suppose. | hoped that the open air meant the Ice might
have missed this corner of the city. Anidle hopel Why should it?"

Roc raised an eyebrow. "Wdll, how'd that building escape, the one benegth the rockfall ?*

"Perhaps because it was beyond the walls, a guardhouse on the road outside the southern gates, maybe.
That would explain the strength of its building, and the secret sair, aretreat into or out of thewdlls..."

"But did it escape?’ Elof asked. "Where did the rock-fall come from?We never did climb it to find out,
remember? The Raven saw to it that we would find the chamber firgt. Ils, the Elder Folk arewisein the
ways of the Ice; what halted the spearhead it sent out to destroy Morvan? Why did it not strike further
south yet?'

IIs thought amoment. "It was not halted, not as such. The Iceisforever advancing, fed by snow and rime
nearer its center; asit movesinto the warmer south, though, the outermaost rim beginsto melt, and so
extends no further. But neither doesit retreet, being replenished by the Ice coming from behind. Its
masters must have concentrated that renewing force in one narrow areg, to drive the I ce further south
than it would otherwise have gone. For at the point where the clime bal ances the advance againgt the
melting, there the Ice appearsto hdt. But in truth, it never does. That iswhy, when agreat enough cold
comes, it can advance so suddenly; it Smply ceasesto melt.”

Elof nodded. "And in that melting, what would happen to those?' He gestured ouit at the frozen waves of
moraines. " Great mountain weights of shattered stone, borne dong in waves by the Ice to spread ruin and
mayhem at itsfoot. That iswhat the rockfall wasl Without knowing it we stood then in the very shadow
of the southernmogt Ice.™

"Aswell we did not know!" said Kermorvan. "Or we would hardly have dared venture down those
gairs!" Hishand strayed to his pack then, and his smile was as blesk asthe world outsde. "Though |
cannot complain, can 1?1t isyou others| worry for."

Elof found it in himsdlf to smile. "We gstruggle in the same net, do we not? But console yoursdf. If thishill
wasin the south of Kermorvan the City, we cannot be far from the margins of the Ice. We should be able
to crossit, asyou and | have done.”

"But not by night!" said IIswith ashudder.

"No indeed!" agreed Kermorvan fedingly. "I have had enough of that little game, and Elof dso, | do not
doubt. Which meanswe must contrive to rest heretill dawn as best we can, and without freezing to
deeth! Ils, how many torchlightsremain?’

She rummaged in her pack. "Nine... no, deven. And those two half burned in the holders..."
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"Then wewill build afire of them! The burning ones, and two more, to begin. But not up here, where the
light can be seen; it must be further down the steps.™

"Ahwdl," said Roc lugubrioudy, "perhaps the smoke will clear enough of the sench. The bruteisdain,
but it hasits vengeance yet!"

By common consent they ate their mesager farein the cleaner chill of the archway before they built their
fire. It burned bright but gave them scarce warmth enough to balance what the cold stone sucked out
through their cloaks as they sought some comfortable posture to deep in, huddled together on the narrow
dairs. "Here of al placeswe should set awatch,” said Kermorvan painfully. "I will take the first span of
thenight..."

"No, |," sighed Elof. "The nearness of the |ce makes merestless, weary as| am. | shall deep the better
for growing used to it.”

"Asyou will! I am past dl argument.” Thewarrior pulled hishood over hisface, and pillowed his head on
hisarm. Roc and IIswere dready adeep. Elof fet suddenly dreadfully done. He warmed his hands once
more at the meager blaze, rose and clambered out into the archway and the Iceglow. Two nights without
deep, as he reckoned it, and with only alittle food, had made him weaker than he redlized; hislegs
wobbled beneath him, and a degp ache burned in hisbones. At least that would help him keep awake,
and should grow less as he sat awhile. But time passed, and it did not; indeed, it worsened alittle, or he
fdt it more clearly, and found in it ashade of the pain hisfirst sepson theliving Ice had cost him.

High up over the curve of theworld glided acold diver of moon, like the sail of some unseen bark. Even
to that faint radiance the | ce awoke, and Elof, who had been sitting numb and heedlessin misery, sat up
with agasp. A greater spectacle it was than ever he had seen before, even in the Northlands. Here there
were no mountains to hedge in that dazzling desolation, few outcroppings above it savethis. Thelce
shone out clear, unbroken, boundless from one edge of the world to the other and beyond, one vast
sweeping sea of shimmering splendor, one enormous jewd that made the petty majesties of men seem
minute, mean, trangent.

But even asthat feding cameto him, he thought back upon Morvan, upon the mighty dead of Dorgheel
Arhlan-nen, and he cast it back, rgjecting it utterly. Small wonder that the | ce provoked such thoughts;
they were enshrined in it, spawned by the mindsthat madeit. But dight and flawed as living things might
be, a least they lived; they grew, they strove, and in their several waysthey loved. And all those things
men did, and had minds also. They could love the diverseriches of life, but till savor this sterile glory;
theirswas the world in both its agpects. And by that much were the kindred of men richer, stronger,
greater than those rebel Powers. Looking out over this, the embodiment of their narrowed vision, he
amog found it in himsef to pity them.

Asthe moon climbed higher he found that the Ice grew tiring to watch, that his eyes seemed to be playing
tricks upon him. Every so often in the distance northward he would see a sheen or flicker of light, but
whether in Ice or sky he could not be certain; it would play dowly across the brightness for amoment,
then vanish and reappear somewhere else, sometimes nearer, sometimes more distant. It began to disturb
him, and he reminded himsdlf he should be watching every way. He stood up stiffly and, staying inthe
shadow of the arch, turned southward. To hissurprise, in thisclearer light it looked asif the Ice there did
not extend quite so far, asif it might end before the horizon. But as he could see nothing beyond it but
sky, he could not be sure. Then something in the distance flickered: he groaned, rubbed his eyes and
blinked. But when he looked again he saw it ill, and more ditinctly. Thiswas no trick of hissight: it was
on the lce and moving, moving very fast, straight toward this hill. He turned to wake the others, but a
sudden wailing wind ruffled his hair and plucked at his cloak, strongly enough in his weskened state to
make him stumble. Then the shape was dready, incredibly, dmost at the hill's foot. And when he saw



what it was, he stood in gaping amazement one moment too long. For the figure in the heavy mantle of
midnight blue had aready siwung himsalf from the huge horse, and was striding up the rocky dope et as
fierceapace asif it was sometrifling hummaock.

Elof gathered hiswits. Thistime he would confront thisweird wanderer, thistime he would demand
graight answers from this Raven who pecked and plucked so lightly at his destiny. Grateful as hewasfor
the good things done him, he had aright to be angered at the play that was made of him, asif hewere
only some mindless piece on agaming board. He was not; he knew he was not; and before much longer,
come what may, the Raven would know it too. Elof ducked back into shadow, and as the heavy footfdl
passed he stepped out with al the grace he could muster, hishand held out to greet and to command.

Aswel might he have sought to bar thewind inits course. The mantled figure swept up unheeding, and
only its shadow touched him. But that touch struck him dumb, gppalled, terrified. Asfrom heights
unguessableit fell upon him, and for an ingtant the swirling mantle seemed a thunderhead of cloud cresting
the summit of the hill, the saff taller than thetallest trees of Tapiau. Asimmense as the Powers carved on
the corridors of Dorghael Arhlannen he saw that shape, atowering shadowy vastness againgt the stars.
Then it passed by him, and it was no taller than atall man; but till its shadow swallowed up the arch, and
Elof withinit. He could only stand still and stare as the figure bestrode the hillcrest, and brandished its
saff asif to strike down the whedling stars. He could only listen, asit cried out in that same voice he had
first heard upon the wind outside his marshland smithy, that rang out now above the guststhat wailed
about the hilltop.

Hearken, Louhi! Taounehtar, hark! From deepest | ce heed my behest! | call you up, | summon you
Fromyour bleak caves.
Fromyour stark caverns, arise!
Louhi!

Louhi!

Mistress of Icel

From shimmering stillness
Riseto the heights!

Strong songs compel youl!
Hearken and answer!

Wisdom within you

| would awake!

Louhi! Louhi!

Lady of Death!

Hearken and heed me.

Hear me, and come!

Silencefd| asthe song ended, fdll like ablade. The breeze sank, the chill grew stronger, biting into Elof's



trembling flesh. Thetall figure sood unmoving asif it had taken root in the bare stone, its staff outthrust at
the sky. But suddenly at the staff's head, wavering, crackling, sparking, agreat column of green baefire
burst out. Slowly the hooded head turned to the northwest. Elof followed its gaze, and sank down,
shivering. Intense, vivid, closer far, that shimmer he had seen coursed through the I ce, and the whiteness
darkened and grew transparent asif melted al in amoment to adeep pool. And within that depth stars
awoke, mirroring the blazing skies overhead. Y et the stars above were dill, while their images leaped
suddenly, darted and swirled in the degps like small fish around one single point of blue light that did not
move. Brighter it waxed, broader, clearer it grew, until he saw in it ashape arisng, floating upward as
one drowned; awoman's form, unclad, her limbs outstretched and drifting, her pale hair billowing about
her in some unseen current. He could see her face clearly, waxen and till, the eyes closed, the paelips
unmoving. But from the depths sang a voice, avoice clear and fair that he could not easily forget.

Srong callsthe song,

Mighty the craft that should shield you!
| do not sleep,

And | am come

Only to see who would dare ...
Deep-throated laughter echoed out acrossthe Ice.
Awanderer am|, and craft | called on
To summon you far fromyour lair!

A world-wide roomer,

Thinker, Reflecter, delver of wisdom
That lies at the roots of the world.
Thus have | called you

That you may answer,

Thusam | free fromyour will!

The gtaff swung downward in his hand, and in the swirl of its passage the green fire guttered into nothing.
A black blade glittered in its place, that struck the stone of the hilltop into lesping, dazzling sparks. Elof
blinked, and when his eyes opened the | ce stretched out unbroken, white and bleak as before; but
another figure stood atop the hill. Slender and fair she was as the Wanderer was massive, and very
straight she stood, haughty pride in the angle of her head, in the blazing sapphire of her eyes. Exactly as
last he had seen her, years past, did she look, her paefine hair gathered back from her brow but spilling
in cascades about the shoulders of the soft white robes she wore, through which the starlight shone. And
the quiet chime of her voice il set him ashiver, even with cool anger initstone.

"Y ou are not what you would seem! Why summon me thus? Have you sunk to theleve of the witless
things you shield, that you must don their shape to spesk with me?”’

The dark voice was calm. "Y ou are not what you wish to believe! For though you deem yoursdlf a
conqueror, lady, yet to your own impatience are you still adave. | cameto save you sometrouble, that is



al. Totel you where heis, that you most seek.”
"Totell me... Where, then, Lord of Deceptions?!

Thetal figure shifted his mantle allittle, settling its shadow more thoroughly over the archway. "Why,
where you cannot see him, lady. So save yoursdf the trouble of searching, asyou have done so
frantically Snce you sensed his presence. Heisfree now, and will not easily be tamed again. Spring
comes, even to Taounela, and that dark power declines. Y our consort also can hinder him no more.”

The woman who was Louhi whirled sharply about, her eyes questing out across the southward Ice, her
full lipsworking in fury. She rounded on thetdl figure. "Y ou! Though you skulk among the heights, and
seek to shied your doings from my eyes, | know of them, believe you me! Y ou give him too much aid.
Heis no free champion, such as you must have, but only a shadow, athral, apowerless puppet of your
willl"

The suspicion of achucklelay under the words that the Wanderer gave in reply. "What men have from
me shal only balance what other Powers set againgt them. So it iswith him. At most, perhaps, | have
shown him afew truths he might otherwise have come upon more dowly, perhaps not evenin time. But
he has had to earn them, and what use he makes of them ishis affair entirely. When he was under the
hand of the Forest, could | help him, or you hinder?Y et he escaped. Without his free courage, and that
of hisfriends, none of this could have come about. Lady, it isyou and yours, fettered in yourselves, who
ded inthralls. Powersthat are free, only free heroes can serve!”

The stamp of her foot split stone. "Soisit al over, then, with the Powers? What isleft to you or any of
us? Why need you exig, if those who should serve you must be free to make sport and scorn of you at
every turn of their feeblewill?

"Lady, lady, will you aways be what you were? Will you not learn, as | have had to, and thereby grow?
Change and reshaping are the rule. They brought you into being as much asthey did men, and that you
cannot alter. Nor should you seek to restore what was, solely and selfishly because it pleased you! Deep
in himself even grim old Taoune knowsthat! Or why el se should he seek to pretend he preservesthe
minds of men, when heisonly snatching at their shadows, wearing the sum of their memorieslike amask
of dead skin!"

Louhi turned away angrily, sill searching the lce. To Elof sastonished eyesthefdling moon seemed to
ettle behind her head, like ajagged crown. "And what of Tapiau?' she demanded, her voice taut and
troubled. "He embraced life, yet even he abhors men, and seeks to subdue them!™

The mantled shoulders shrugged. " Once he escaped your error, only to fdl into it again. Asif lifeand men
were separable! Sooner or later must life lead to mind, in some form, just asyour lifdlessworld had
sooner or later to bear that life. Of usdl, | among us, perhaps only [Imarinen understood from thefirg; al
things go their way appointed, and in their own time. Our hindrance or help may mean less than we think.
So, thereis more to come-but that you must find out for yourself!"

The mantle shook like ashifting hill; agigantic cawing laughter echoed through the tillness, deriding its
barren mgesty, stripping away its pretensons with the merry warmth of aspring breeze. Louhi'sface
twisted infury. A paeflame beat down upon the hill, acurtain of light, green and scarlet, flickered and
lashed about the mantled shape. Then like the echo of an angry cry it sorang away northward and faded.
Below its passage the | ce heaved and shattered explosively, flinging bright shards, jagged aslightning,
high into the empty sky.

The Wanderer stood al one upon the hill amoment and then, without aglance a Elof thetal figure turned
and retraced his steps down the steep dope. Behind the hill's shoulder he vanished, and amoment later



the greet horse sprang away across the | ce, westward after the sinking moon. Trembling, Elof lowered
his brow to the cool stone, and when he lifted it again, though it seemed but a second, the sarswere

dready pding in the eastern sky.

On limbsfirst numbed, then aching, he heaved himself wearily up, brushing off gravel that had bitten into
the flesh of hisface, and hobbled down into the archway. There lay the others as he had | eft them, around
afirewhich had burned away unfed to ablack stain upon the stone. Anxioudly he started down, but at
thefirst scrape of hisfoot there was awhirl of dark cloak, and Kermorvan was on his feet. Thewarrior
blinked at the faint gleam upon the wall above, and frowned. "What, man, have you watched the night
through?' Then he glanced from Elof's bruised cheek to the deed fire, and smiled wryly. "Ah, you fell
adeep, did you? A mercy you did not freeze, and we also! Wdll, weweredl of usweary..."

"It was more than that..." mumbled Elof, as Roc and 11s began to yawn and stir. "1 saw... | scarcely
know what | saw, whether it wasadreamor..."

"Well, haveadtab a telling," yawned Roc, "while we rekindlethefire.

"No!" said Elof, though he yearned for the warmth and the comfort that fire gives. "We dare waste no
hour of day. We are hunted, and must be off the I ce as soon as we can!™

Kermorvan cast one swift ook a him, and snatched up his pack. "Then tell us on the way! We will climb
down to the very edge of the Ice, and at first light make what speed we can acrossit.”

"And what then?' Sghed Roc gloomily, asthey plodded out onto the hillsde. "Back into merry
Taounela?!

Kermorvan glanced at the graying sky. "1 cannot say. But | think you do not redlize how much farther
east we were taken. | am hardly certain myself; even the duergar maps do not extend thisfar. But by the
stars we could be asfar from where we fled the Forest as that place was from the Shieldrange.”

The othersstared at him. "That far?' asked lIs.

"Very possibly. Perhaps here Taoune's dead hand will hold less sway. We can only hope.” He st his
face to the weather-scoured stone and began to clamber down the uncertain dope, the way the
Wanderer had taken.

"We have some reason to hope,” said Elof, and asthey climbed, he told them of the meeting on the bare
hilltop.

"You actudly heard them talk?' marveled IIs. "Taking aswe do?’

"I don't know what | heard!" confessed Elof. "Whether it was true speech, or... | don't know. But the
meaning, that | am sure of. Louhi took it as an insult that he addressed her in human form. But | think, |
am sure, somehow, that it was so | could hear and understand.”

"Couldn't al have been just you dreaming, could it?" Roc asked. "Had some funny ones mysdlf, on an
empty gut..."

Elof smiled ruefully. "Dream, or vision, or whatever, how can | tell”? But something happened, of that | am
sure; asearch, an encounter. And that we were shielded, and she mided into thinking we had already quit
thelce..." Then hefdl slent, gazing at the rubble beneath hisfeet. "Aye, | an sure. See here, herein al
this deathly Wastel" There, and al the way downhill to the very edges of the Ice, wherever therewasa
scrap of shelter among the barren soil, tiny stars of bright hue had sprung up. Where the Wanderer had
trodden, the King's Hill was carpeted with flowers.



"Spring comes!” said Elof. "As he promised, even to thisruined place. It is not wholly conquered!”
"Not yet!" said Ils. "Not yet!"

They rested for afew precious moments at the foot of the hill, watching light climb up behind the gray
clouds eastward, and they ate the last of their provision to fortify themselvesfor the coming dash. Elof sat
dlent, for athought had cometo himin the middle of histale, the memory of words he had hardly taken
in. "Kermorvan," he said suddenly, "if what you said istrue, then thisis about asfar aswe might have
come, if we had had no hindrance! If we had been traveling for dl those monthswe lingered in the
Forest!"

Kermorvan frowned. "Y ou would say that he repaid the time the Forest took from us? It could be, |
suppose..."

"Yes! Ashe cleared our way through the western Forest, because Niarad had forced us ashore too
ealy.”

lIsnodded. "What men have from me ... That must be what he meant, mustn't it?"

"Someof it, at any rate," said Kermorvan thoughtfully. *He may aso have been warning us we could
expect no more help for now."

"That was my thought also," said Elof.

"Might bearelief!" growled Roc. "His brand of help'sawhit hard to handle; I'd sooner fend for myself.
Short of any more spooks at my shirttails, that isl" he added hadtily.

"I aminclined to agree with you," said Kermorvan, very gravely. "Given that smal exception!” They
laughed, and it was asif that living sound was answered. Molten gold spilled suddenly across the rims of
the charcod clouds, and then burst between them as ariver through a crumbling wall. Long beams lanced
out acrossthe lifdess landscape, playing over the curve of the hill asahand might caress a cheek,
warming and gladdening. And from the south came a breeze that was not yet turned cutting and cold, and
carried gtill somefaint benison from warmer lands. Kermorvan sprang up, and threw back his cloak.
"That isour Sgn! Let us not waste asecond of it!" He strode out onto the Ice, and 1ls after him. Elof
hesitated, and Roc watched him keenly.

" Something the matter?'

Elof stretched out afoat, like a hesitant swimmer, haf believing he would have grown immuneto the pain
by now. But at the first touch of the Ice agony lanced up hisleg, and he sscumbled. Roc ran to help, but
Elof shook him off and staggered on, probing within himsalf for the source of that pain as a surgeon might
search awound. Like athin bladeit flickered and stabbed at him, striking in one place and then another
as he sought to guard it; he was like a swordsman set against an opponent who could toy with him, as
Kermorvan once had. But againgt it, as againgt Kermorvan, he set the smith's strength in him, and |ooked
through the pain, past it, as he might look past the sting of forge-sparksin the finishing of some fine work.
When llsand Kermorvan looked back in concern, he stiffened his back, sivung his pack about him
casualy, and even managed to forceasmile.

Hewas not donein histroubles. Therisng sun struck fierce reflections off the I ce, light that seared
stresks of color acrosstheir sight, and troubled llsworst of all: she pulled her hood low to shadow her
eyes, but erelong shewas all but blind. Her folk, as she remembered, were accustomed to wear akind
of visor or eyemask with thin ditswhen they crossed such bright places. But they had none, nor anything
to make one save athin slken scarf; with that bound about her eyes she could see enough to guide her



own steps. Despite dl, though, they made better time than they had feared, for the Ice proved less
arduous than they remembered. Here at its southern border it did not press hard up against amountain
wall, asin the north; it lay thinner upon theland, and the moraines and crevasses were further apart,
shallower and more eroded, easier to cross and climb. The spring sun gave the travelers warmth and
softened the glassy compacted snow of the glacier's surface, but not to deep dangerous dush asit would
inthe brief days of high summer. They had meltwater to drink, flowing by them in fast rillsand sireamlets,
though they had to warm it in their flasks awhile. Nonetheless it was awearying land to cross, and Elof
and IIs could hardly enjoy even the scant rest Kermorvan alowed them. At length, asthe sun fell away
into afternoon, he called out and pointed. The white Wastes ahead had suddenly ceased to seem infinite.
At the boundary between bright 1ce and sullen sky athread of darkness had appeared, thin and
wavering, and with even afew steps forward it thickened and grew more distinct.

"Land!" cried Roc. "Open land! That'sthe end of thelcel”

Elof had to fight down the urgeto run; in his excitement helost thereins of hispain, and fdt it al the more
keenly anew. They could not hurry, asit turned out, for even with the scarf across her eyes|Is sight was
failing rapidly and she could scarcely keep up their former pace; it was some hours before they cameto
their god.

All thistime the land opened out before them. At first they saw only aflat country, dark and indistinct,
gpattered and threaded here and there with gleaming surfaces, snow or water or mire, therewas no
telling which. 1t seemed dll too like the heart of Taounelato the west, though il infinitely moreinviting
than the |ce. But asthey drew nearer therim of the glaciers, they saw thefirgt distant signs of the
transformation the changing season would bring. Plaintive cries echoed down the wind; arrows of gray
geese beat acrossthe glistening clouds, settling in great flocks upon the bright waters southward. "But no
nearer," Kermorvan sighed hungrily. " So close to the rim the metwaters must be too cold. Still, we may
find hardier creatures to hunt. On now to the end!”

But when at last they neared the margins of the surface I ce, they hated in bafflement and dismay. Thin
though the Ice was, its shattered margin stood still atower and fortress above the lands; beneath their
feet it fell away in an unclimbable precipice. Itsfew breaches|ed down to perilous-looking dopes of
snow-clad rocks and scree such as the Raven had set them down in. Elof tipped down asmall stone, and
amost a once they had the doubtful pleasure of seeing awhole segment of the dope go bounding and
thundering away into shadow. Silently they looked at one another, and at the rapidly sinking sun, and
turned to search elsewhere.

Strangely enough, it was Us, blinded as she was, who found their way down. Asthey passed acrossa
wide promontory in the cliffs she exclaimed that the | ce sounded hollower benesth her feet, and then that
she could hear running water echoing up from beneath. She inssted they follow it. The sound of the water
led them some little way along the dliff to the edge of adeep fissure, dmost invisible from the Ice behind.
And when they peered over, they knew they had found their climb.

It was asif some great worm had gone burrowing through the Ice, leaving behind it awide round tunnel
with sides as smooth as green glass, which now spilled asmal stream out into the fissure. Thishad
evidently once been part of the tunnel, but had worn so wide that the roof had collapsed. Now the floor
was egten away into afantastic |abyrinthine set of fallsthat wove away down the steep dope toward its
shadowy foot, and made a passable air.

"But what did the eating?" puzzled Roc, asthey lowered themsalves gingerly down the glassy surface; he
had dected to take the lead, to hammer out handholds with hismace. "Not that piddling littletrickle,
urdy?'



"Hardly!" said Elof, forgetting the new pain each handhold cost him as he gazed in deep wonder &t the
weird fluted shapesin the cleft, columns and stairs and baths through which the brown streaml et leaped
and chuckled like some merry child, mocking greater waterfalls. "'If this much water comesthrough in the
first days of sun, it must be agreat cascade by high summer.”

"Y ou don't know the half of it, young human!" said Ilswryly from above his head. " So much ice mdtsthat
the sheer weight of itsflow can drive tunnels like these uphill, or dam up behind rockfals and send them
spilling out across the land ahead, to shatter and flood and findly to freeze. But to the glacier that much
water's nothing, less than the sweat on our brows. To the Ice asawholeit'sless still, because as much or
more will come back in the winter asrime and snow. Three greet rivers we've seen since we left my
mountains, and it'sthe meltwater that feedsthem dl.”

Kermorvan, who was guiding her down, shook his head in dismayed wonder. "We know too little of this.
If the last Kings of Morvan had had the counsdl of the duergar, they would not have reckoned too little of
the menace of the Ice, and so saved more from the ruin. Grest evil indeed has come from the sundering
of our folk!"

"From the sundering of dl kindreds," said Elof thoughtfully. "The Elder Folk from the Y ounger, north
from south, dying Morvan from newborn Bryhaine. The Powers, even, from men. Wisdom is not passed
on, and must be bought anew, and ever more dearly.”

"There speaks astrue awisdom asany!" said lIsforcefully. "But who shdl bring it to an end?"

"Who indeed?’ said Elof, guiding IIs acraoss from one steep icewadl to another, and becoming thoroughly
entangled as he sought to lead her limbsto Roc's footholds.

"Wl that is hardly theway!" she protested darkly. "Have a care where you lay your hands!" Roc and
Kermorvan chuckled.

"Bear up!" said Roc, clambering down onto the rim of an ice basin. He peered over the edge, and added,
"If you'll forgivethe words! There's not so far to go now!"

"All the more reason to make haste!" said Kermorvan, swinging himsdlf after Ils.

So they dipped and scrambled down the last stages of thefall, only to find that its foot tumbled down
over an ice-sheathed boulder in which Roc could cut no proper holds. Bracing himsdlf, Elof pressed flat
to the Ice and fought to keep his limbs steady asits bitter flame burned into him and knotted his muscles.
He climbed jerkily, like some cunning automaton of lever and cog, and indeed agony was stripping him of
thought and feding. He hardly noticed when theicy falwater splashed acrass him, when hisfeet and
fingers began to dip, when & |ast they did freeand hefel into air. A moment free from pain was amost
asagonizing in its suddenness, then came the kiss of soft snow and the jarring dam of the stone beneath.
But it was mild, bearable, compared to what had passed, and helay there laughing weakly until Roc and
Kermorvan had made IIs safe and hurried to help him up. "At least you'd only a step or two to go!" said
Roc, asthey dusted him off: Elof did not tell him that for al he had known then, or cared, it could have
been one or a hundred.

He had been at the end of his strength, but the moment he was free of the Iceit returned to him very
quickly. They had come down upon arockfal like the rest, but less steep and unstable. The stream
chattered away among the hegps of snow-clad rock, and they decided to follow its course downward.
Acrossthe snowfield it led them, and at last out of the lowering shadow of the icecliffs above.

It was only then, on the brink of along dope, they turned and looked back. IIs tore the bandage from her
bloodshot eyes, and gazed with the rest upon the bulwark and rampart of their foe.



Inlooming heights of strength, dazzling as gilded stedl in thelight of the Sinking sun, those dliffsarose
acrossthe skies of the ruined land of Morvan from east to west unbroken, unbreached, buttressed by
immense ridges of fallen rock, whole ranges of rubble hills. A strength and fortress, it seemed, that mere
men should not dream of resisting, could not hope to challenge. ™Y et we passed beneath you, over you,
through you!" said Kermorvan softly. "We came back to Morvan. And we won free. Free, and with a
prize of infiniteworth!" Then he drew the sword Elof had made him, and cried in agregt voicein the two
tongues of hisfalk, *Morvan Morlanhal! Morvan shall arise!"

Word and blade together sparkled defiance in the free air before those sullen faces of ice and shattered
stone. Asthe last echoes died he turned the sword gracefully in his hand and did it back into its
scabbard. "It isalord of Morvan telsyou!" he muttered. Then he turned hisface from hislost domain,
and strode down the dope. The others followed quietly, and let him be, and it was not until much later
that he spoke again.

By that time they had reached the end of the dope. Their little stream joined with another and larger, a
black seam of meltwater wavering away through thinner, softer snow, down toward the more level lands
below. They followed the larger stream, which wasjoined by others and itsalf flowed into ariver of some
width. Thiswas dill partly frozen over, but now the meltwater below and sun above were swellingit,
graining the Ice and cracking it into great loose floes that ground and splintered againgt each other with
cresks and crashes and the musica splintering of glass. Along its bank the snow was turning soft and
patchy; here and there plant stems protruded through it, chiefly gnarled patches of willow scrub. On
some of these the first soft catkins were appearing, and asthe trav-

elers came to one wide thicket they were startled when a stout white bird flew up almost in their faces
with asharp chattering cackle of rebuke. To their surpriseit did not fly off atogether, but flapped heavily
to thefar sde of the thicket and scuttled for cover. Roc cursed. Elof stooped readily for astone as he
had learned to do on the Marshlands, but it was aready vanishing into the bushes. IIs blinked and
squinted after it. "A snow-grouse, losing itswinter plumage; they never fly far. Good to e, for they live
onwillow, not pinewhich taintsthe flesh.”

"That wouldn't have stopped me!" said Roc.

"Courage!" said Kermorvan. "Where there is one, even so closeto the Ice, there will be others. The
more S0, asthe snow isfailing. Next timewe shal be ready!" And indeed, at the next large clump of
willow, in the shadow of a high boulder, they flushed somefour or five of the birds. Into the midst of them
hissed Elof s stone, and one dropped in aflurry of feathers. "Bravely cast!" Kermorvan cried, and the
others echoed him. He clambered up the boulder and looked downriver. "And only athousand paces or
s0 southward there are trees!™ he announced, springing lightly down. " Shelter and fuel! We have just
enough timeto reach them ere the light fades.” The others groaned, but they knew he wasright.

The march seemed endless, the twilight long and dreary, with the dushy snow caking around their boots,
and when they came at last to the trees, a stand of windswept evergreens hunched above the snow, they
found little enough comfort there. But it was something to be among life after so long in adead ream, to
squet in asnowless hollow of the riverbank and warm hands at the smoky little flames of aclay oven well
hidden in the bank. And never, never, had anything tasted so good as broiled strips of grouse, and the
broth they boiled from its tough mest for the morning. "L et us hope it foreshadows better times!” said
Kermorvan, asthey curled up againgt the warmth of the oven. "Seep now, and | will take thefirst
watch!" He smiled grimly at Elof. "May it be briefer than yours, and less disturbed!”

And indeed nothing worse came about them that night than a northwest wind whining among the trees,
and brief flurries of deet that were uncomfortable but not unendurable. When Roc, who had the last
watch, woke them, they found the snow dready melting in the risng sun. The day that followed was one



of sunshine and showers, which seemed hardly any hindrance to them now, and though the land around
was often marshy, they came among many more trees. Elof and Kermorvan cut themsalves saplings and
made crude birdbows which won them two more grouse, and, later, alarge white hare; they smoked
some of each asareserve. Elof, too, discovered some of the marshland roots he remembered, swollen
with the stored food that had let them live out the long winter and sprout again, and they carried some of
these dso. Desolate asit was, thisland was kindlier than the eastern marches of the Ice. "Which should
be no surprise,” Kermorvan reflected over the next day's breskfagt, "for it must al once have been the
richest grainlands of southern Morvan."

"Hard toimagine!" said Roc. "This stark plain carpeted from east to west in green shoots, al yelow
come harvest! How far south'd they stretch?”

"I do not know. So little lore of Morvan was preserved. | have seen rough views of Kermorvan the City,
drawn from afailing memory and many times recopied, but the rest of therealm | know lessof. | do
know that the eastern boundary of the king's own lands was arange of mountains, less high than the
Meneth Scahas; they marked the boundary with the lands of Morvannec, Morvan the Lesser, which was
Korentyn's princedom. Over those mountains, if anywhere, the outcome of our quest should become
Clear.”

Elof looked at the horizon, south and east. There were Signs of theland rising alittle, turning into rolling
country, perhaps, which might eventually give way to low hills. But Sght or sgn of mountainsthere was
none. He grinned at Kermorvan. "A long step, then. 1'd no idea your ancestors were so mighty. Wed
best be on our way."

A long step it was indeed, as the Chronicles record it, but a peaceful one. For though the lands they
moved through bore theimprint of a cold hand, it seemed to be less strong this far south, asif the lce had
overreached itself in the drive to shatter Morvan. The earth was not asfrozen in these lands asit wasin
Taounela, nor did that air of death and decay spread across them asit had in the Northland mountains.
Spring here was amuted thing, but life flourished nonetheless, and it waslife the travelers knew well,
much like that of northern Nordeney; they were never again short of food for long. The snow-grouse
were seldom far away, their plumage changing from pure white to black around the neck, behind their
eyestwo absurd tufts of bright scarlet with which they made much play in their spring rivaries. Greet
flights of geese and ducks settled upon every river and lakelet, and hares were common enough. And it
wasonly afew dayslater that they came across aherd of large deer moving out onto the plain, of exactly
the same kind that flourished in the Northlands; their coats were dill in winter gray, and their antlers half
grown and ill invelvet.

"I wondered what that white brute preyed on,” said Kermorvan thoughtfully. "Probably it had dept out
thewinter in itsdeep lair, and awakened to await their return. Other hunters will no doubt be doing the
same; we had best be on our guard when the herds are near.” At firgt, though, they encountered nothing
save apack of wolves, scrawny after the long winter, who were more interested in lame deer, hare and
small rodents than men. When Kermorvan's bow brought down ayoung deer they circled and scurried
about, but seemed glad enough to squabble over the stripped carcass and leave the travelersin peace by
their fire some way off.

But just after dark, asthefirgt of the Iceglow climbed up the sky, there came amighty outcry of yelping
and snarling, and a deep gurgling growl that no wolf ever made. The travelers sprang up and drew their
wespons, lest whatever had appeared should turn on them. Silence fell, was as suddenly broken by the
pop and crunch of bones, and then a strange beating, swishing sound, the thud of something falling nearer
them. Kermorvan caught up a blazing brand from the fire and strode forward, the others close behind;
then he stopped so suddenly they barged into him. A patch of bloodsoaked mud showed where the



deer's carcass had lain, but it was there no longer. Neither were the wolves. There were drag marksin
the mud, but they went only afew feet and the grass around was unbent. Kermorvan moved the flame
about, and they saw in the mud, sill oozing, asingle imprint longer than aman'sfoot, agreet tridentine
taon.

"There, by the bank!" cried Ils. Kermorvan cursed and swung the torch high, and they al saw what she
had glimpsed in the darkness. The remains of the deer, much mangled, lay by the riverbank, at the foot of
alow rocky outcrop. Atop this, hissing like quenched iron from gaping jaws, perched adragon. It flared
itswings and reared up at them, short legs tucked in againgt the serpentine body, the long head outthrust
and spitting. But it was ayoung beast, quarter the size of the ones Elof had first seen, and not yet cometo
itsflame. When Kermorvan advanced on it menacingly it pat at him again, then ducked its head to seize
the ragged remains of the deer, threshed clumsly doft and wavered away into the night to find some
quieter placeto enjoy its scavenging.

"A good thing it was no larger!" said Kermorvan, shaken. He tossed the brand back on thefire, and
glared at the cold glow in the northern sky. "A fond farewell from the lce!™

In that he spoke more truly than he knew. From that night on they were no more troubled by strange
creatures. As night followed night, and the lands grew warmer, the pale light of those bitter ramparts sank
and dwindled benegth the horizon, growing ever fainter until they saw it no more. And it isset downin
the Chroniclesthat many long years were yet to pass ere any of them set eyes on thar great adversary
once more.

The deer, and another they took the next day, gave them agood store of mest, which was aswell; they
encountered no more herds as they walked further to the southeast,

following the riversthat ran like dark veinsthrough the rising land. On the seventh day of their journey
they drew at lagt into higher ground, ahilly country with many long stretches of evergreen forest. Though
they viewed it a first with degp suspicion, it seemed younger and more sparse than Tapiaula-an-Aithen,
and like the Northland forestsit wholly lacked that oppressive air of watchfulness. Larger creatures were
still scarce here, but there were more birds. Jays screamed, black woodpeckers drummed, swifts shrilled
over the treetops and swooped so low over clear ground that their wingtips hissed among the weeds; a
thousand smdll flashes of life bounced and chirruped in spring feather through the woods. The sun shone
more often now, and the rain, though often hard, released rich scentsinto the crisp air. Bare though the
land was, after the desolations they had been through they felt they could wish for no better garden.

Food had given them back their strength, and only the cold remained to plague them. Y et though they
strode ever higher among the hillsit did not greeatly increase, save when the wind blasted down upon
them from the north, bringing deet and stinging hail to send them legping for the nearest large tree. They
were content enough to find no worse adversary. Fire warmed them at evening, and they met the next
day, the next hill, asthey cameto it. So it was that they were surprised one bright morning asthey |eft a
large area of woodland flanking a chain of broad waterfallsto find that they were aready high among the
lower dopes of the mountains they sought, and that the peaks stood clear above them now.

"Such asthey ardl" said Roc scornfully. "Hardly mountains a al, are they?”

"L ower than our western ranges,”" agreed Kermorvan unhappily. “And they run northwest from here; they
must meet the [ce eventudly. A poor barrier!”

Roc shook hishead dolefully. "Might've just flowed down around the far sdel™

"| doubt that,” observed Elof. "It had to make agreat effort to swalow Morvan; nowhere in the
Westlands did it come so far south. And to pass round these mountains might be agreater effort yet.



They are older than our mountains, | think, and more worn, blunt as old teeth. But they may well be
wider." Asthey climbed higher, finding pesk behind peak, and came at last to the mouth of alikely pass,
they saw that he was right. Broad as that passwas, with ariver at its heart, they could not make out its
end; it snaked away among the peaksinto the blue distance.

"They gain from being lower," said IIs. "Thereis snow here, but it is mdting as summer comes. Thereare
fewer snowcapsfor the Iceto seizeon.”

"That issome hope, at least,” said Kermorvan. "But Korentyn did not speak idly. Morvannec was small,
itslandsthinly peopled and haf wild; it could not long withstand any determined ondaught. Still,
something may yet endure. And so must wel"

The snowy grasdand that flanked the river grew sparse asit climbed the flanks of the pass, and ill
thinner till at last it dwindled to bare earth. For thefirst three daysthey saw no life a al, beyond small
birds. The snowsthat had faded on the plains ill fell at times, not heavily, but enough to make them use
the firewood they had carried from the hills more rapidly than they wished. Elof wondered if their food
would lagt; it waslittle enough they had now, yet among their other hardshipsit made the vita difference.
He could hardly bear the thought of going hungry again. On the morning of the fourth day, when the
opening of the pass had vanished behind them and alow crest limited the view before them, they were
surprised to see movement on the riverbank ahead, black specks drifting through the snow-speckled
grass. At once they dropped from sight behind stones and scrub; whatever was about up here should be
approached with caution. As Elof and the others sidled closer, keeping behind a huge boulder entangled
inwillow scrub, he saw that they were beasts, large and four-legged in shape, not unlike small wisants
with immensdly shaggy black coats, but their short horns, curving low and close to the sides of the blunt
heads, suggested sheep or goats.

Kermervan smiled to lls. "Some old friends of ours, | think, lady? Among your folk | had occasion to
guard a herd or two. Worthy beasts, save to the nose."

Sheexclamed in surprise. " Velek [Imarinen! Musk-oxen! Now why..." She glanced quickly around the
barren dopes above, and aong the passto the crest.

Kermorvan was gill watching the herd. "Thereislittle point in staking them, | fear; they are cunning and
quick, and would not fall easily to two mere birdbows. Elof's hammer might do, but it would be hard to
get close enough. I1s, what say you?' Then he sensed her unease. "My lady?' At once hetoo was
scanning the heights, dert and tense.

She shook her head grimly. "There is nothing there for you to read, Lord of Men."

Kermorvan evidently noticed the unusud title she gave him, and the dark tonesin which she spokeit. His
own were guarded, but dert. "Y et thereisfor you, lady?'

"For what it matters, yes; such signs aswe place upon our mountain paths and pastures, that our eyes
alone can read, even in what is darkness to you. None clearer, though, than those beasts, wherethey are,
s0 aso were the duergar. They are descended from our herds.”

"Here? Y our folk dwdl here?' Elof looked around him with wonder; Roc aso, but with more of
gpprehension.

[Is shrugged. "The sgns are ancient. Only traces remain. And the herds are gone wild. See!" She stood
up from behind therock. A long muzzlelifted, lip curled and nogtrilsflared to taste the air; another looked
up, its shaggy coat twitching nervoudy, and then long hornstossed in warning. [lswent sumping quite
dowly and casudly toward the herd, and suddenly they were whedling about in bellowing disorder and



bounding off across the meager grass with agoatish skip that belied their bulk. Out of reach they halted,
by awider patch of willow, snorting, suspicious, pawing the ground in threat. Y ou see?" |Istossed back
over her shoulder to the others. "These have not seen my folk in many ageneration. Why do you linger
back there? Y ou may walk these lands without fear, now, and forget whose they once were." And
without another word she stalked on.

Elof and the others exchanged startled glances, and hurried after her. Rarely had he heard anything to
match the bitternessin her voice. "My lady," demanded Kermorvan, "are you al right? Or how have we
distressed you?'

But he had no answer. Shewas dow to follow their path, and when Kermorvan laid ahand on her
shoulder to draw her away she writhed and dapped it off. She wa ked with them then, but wreathed ina
slence that spoke, black fury upon her brow. The otherstoo were silent, for despite her words they
found themsalves congtantly scanning the skyline for unfriendly eyes. Though they saw nothing, they were
glad when near sunset they rounded a sharp bend in the river and saw that the peaks ahead, reddening in
the last rays, were much lower; the end of the passwas near. Theriver they had followed up from the
forests came tumbling down here from its sources among the heights; they quitted its cold company for a
smaller stream that led them downward along and winding way between the lower peaks. They camped
some way down, in apocket of rock that would be easy to defend, and built agood fire of scrub. But Ils
curtly refused food, and dumped down in acorner; the others gazed at her in some concern. A look Elof
could not read had closed over her facelike avisor. It reminded him forcibly of how strange she could
be, of how alien her stock. He thought of the cold countenances of the duergar court, of the harshness of
old King Andvar, hater of men; he had never seen her look so like them.

"lls," he ventured. "I am sorry that your folk dwell here no longer, truly sorry. But why should thet lead
you to shun us so, your friends? When you have come so long aroad with us..."

Sheraised dark eyesto him, glittering through the dusk. "And should | have? Should | not have fled you,
asmy folk have ever done, you who live and breed so much faster than we? Around half thewideworld
we have fled, and those who would not, they have stayed and . . . dwindled.” Her eyes narrowed, asif
some new and chilly light shone upon her. "Those signs, they were rough, crude, scrawlsthat had al but
lost their meaning. Thework of near-savages Y et there was atime when no duergar lived thus; it was
newmade savages who drew them, children of wedth tumbled to the gutter.” She gave abitter little laugh.
"Aye, now | have seen whither that road of yoursleads! | have seen what we can cometo, how grest
will be our fall, when it comes! Aye, when! We cannot flee forever. Before usthereis only the Western
Ocean, and beyond it the Ekwesh lands. So why do | walk with you, why do | dream of bringing our
peoples closr?' Therewasadull flame now in her eyes, burning like alow fever. "Will that not Smply
hasten our last and losing conflict? | think | understand old Andvar alittle better now. If we can come
to... to that, should we not indeed shut you out with gulf and stone, and day al who intrude? If we are
doomed in the end, why should | seek to speed it?" She turned away furioudy, and flung her cloak about
her. Elof would have put an arm about her shoulders, but Kermorvan drew him back. Concern furrowed
his brows, but he shook his head.

"Better to leave her be," he said quietly, turning the strips of venison that toasted among the ashes. "Sheis
angry, afraid, aswho would not be? But in al she said | heard only questions. Doubt wracks her, not
certainty. We shdl try to find answers when sheisready to listen. For now, do you let her rest. And
when you have eaten, rest yoursalves, you and Roc. | shall watch, for now.”

So Elof sought deep. But the unease of the day seeped into his dreams which beat and fluttered like great
birds caged, or stalked with menace around the margins of waking. It seemed to him that he heard voices
speaking of dark things, of war and desth and decay, and then turning to higher yet hardly more hopeful



matters, and he knew suddenly that he was awake, athough hislimbs and body seemed too heavy to
move. It was IS crisp voice he heard, and Kermorvan's clear answer.

"And will it not happen again, wherever men are? More than our shape divides us. Thetides of our
thoughts flow apart. We can think and live as you do, upon the surface, but into deeper watersfew may
follow us. Elof, perhaps, and yoursdlf. Roc, no, though at least he would see and respect. But there
would dways be many others, lesser men who would not see, only resent.”

"And among the duergar aso, | do not doubt! | have met only too many of both races. But if enough of
each arewilling, it would take scarcely two generations...”

"If? That isthe greatest gulf of all, one that reason istoo weak to bridge. A greater forceis needed, and
you humans are not equa to it. Y ou could not fedl as deeply aswe. Y ou cannot comprehend our
thoughts, till lessthe passions that speed us on. Y ou would ground on the shallows of your souls.”

"Would we? There are some whose thoughts flow deep as your dark mountain streams, aye, and
passionsaso! Look at him. Within him embers are quietly smoldering, ready to burst into flame a a
touch of histhought. All thislong road they have driven him for love of agirl hehasseenindl hislifefor
barely an hour together!"

Therewas asilence, and I1s voice changed when she spoke again. "Heis more like us, indeed.”
"So, not dl menareascoldin heart asl..."

IIssnorted in surprise. ™Y ou? Y ou're no blindfish!" Her voice was tinged with glesful maice. Y ou love,
dl right. Thelady Teris might have had something to say on the matter, had you but the wit to ask it!"

"1? 1 was raised to treat women properly! With respect, with reverence, with..."
"Spareme! Andyoulovehim..."

It was dl too obvious whom she meant. Elof amost sat up in astonished outrage, then struggled to stiflea
gmile at the strangled sound Kermorvan emitted. "Not like that!" For amoment his voice wasamode of
stately outrage, and then he collgpsed into arare rueful chuckle. Elof guessed Ils had prodded him in the
ribs. "Oh, | know, the more | struggle the deeper sinksthe barb! | suppose | am fond of him, yes. Asl
am of Roc. And of you, though Amicac knowswhy!" His voice took on amild edge of itsown. "Heisa
finefelow, after dl; itisnot hard to befond of him, in- oneway or another. It seemed to me, lady, that
evenyou..."

"Even |!" She spat the words out with aforce that startled Elof. "What would you know of that? Aswell
he does not so much as notice me, him and his damned embersl And you're the man who'd have our
racesmingle! Can you not see, fool, blindworm, duggard, how dow either will be to do that? Do you not
understand what alone can drive them to such an unheard-of act? We look odd to each other, we even
sndl odd..."

"To men you could not look lessthan fair, lady..."

"Aye, thank you kindly, gr, but fair as one of your own, al willowy and wispy? Golden or red, aye, or
auburn about the hair, like acertain lady of Lys Arvaen?| take leave to doubt that. To us, long man, you
look stretched out like a shadow, weak as ahank of straw, thin asadribble..."

"No doubt," interrupted Kermorvan calmly. " So, to awaken fedings we must look past that, to what is
common in us. It can be done. Have we not come to that, in some degree?”



IIs voice was grudging. "Perhaps we have, thrown together in strange circumstance. But otherswill need
some motiveto try. In such mattersrulers cannot rule. But leaders may lead... if they can.”

So long now was the silence ere Kermorvan replied that Elof ddmost lost the fine tether of atention that
held him awake. "Neither leader nor ruler am I, as| have said ere now. But should things change,
princess of the Elder folk, shall we not speak more of this?!

"Aye, if | can hold back from laughing. But a least you lighten my mood, long man, you and he. Look at
him, deeping like the child heisl And within him aforce to bresk the will of a Power! Perhgpswe should
ask hisaid, have him weld races asfinely as he does metas, mix an dloy of hearts, an amagam of
minds..."

"Perhaps we should,” said Kermorvan, with no mockery in hisvoice. Elof heard him shift position, and
sgh.

"For now, this child aso would deep, and leave you the remainder of your watch. But think on this night!
Remember it wdl!"

All that Elof heard then was the faint crackling of the dead embers. Wasthat truly how they saw him? He
had never felt lessready to take flame. And yet... He sought to open his eyes, to search the sky above.
But the effort wastoo great; he felt hismind whirl away into a cavern of blackness. Like foam upon the
deep waters of 11s own realm it swallowed him. But hislast fading thought was that there were deeper
watersaround him yet.

Next morning he awoke in apool of spring sun, much refreshed, and dl things seemed so much as usud
that Elof viewed his memories with deep suspicion; he could not tell whether or not he had dreamed al or
part of what he had heard. Kermorvan was his customary calm sdf; more significantly, perhaps, Ilswas
also hers, and of yesterday's horrors there was no trace. In the warmer air it was possible to bear
washing in the chill stream, and she even sang amerry little song to hersalf as she splashed about. And
though that needed no better explanation, Elof had to fight down a sudden twinge of doubt and
confusion. Her fedingsfor him, hisfor Kara, Karasfor him, how much did he truly know of any of
these? What did he want of any of them? Unreasonable, ridiculous, to wish lIsat his hedlslikeadog,
while he pursued... what? A shadow, agirl of asingle hour. What did he know of her, save the cold and
dangerous chains about her, the creature that held her bound? Why chase after her, when right at hand...
He could not finish the thought. But nor, in the daysto come, could he throw off a haunting sense of |oss,
not even in thoughts of Kara.

Thewarmth of day asthetravelers set out lent anew zest to the air and a spring to their steps, and they
scrambled down the rocky way as lightly as mountain goats. Not far below, the stream pooled beneath a
low ridge between two rounded hills, and spilled over its edge with a noise of muted drums. Up the
poolside rocksto the crest the travel ers clambered, onto the level shelf beside the low falls, and redlized
that their view was no longer barred by peak or dope or standing rocks. It was from that ridge that they
looked their first upon what they had come so far to reach, the ancient Eastlands of the land of Brasayhal.

Elof'sfirst thought was of jewels, emerad and sgpphire. For dl theland below him, from the steep dopes
that seemed almost to fal away from his feet to the wide expanses of forest beyond them, to the hint of
softer hillsdes on the northward horizon and lower, flatter grasdandsto the south, dl blazed with every
shade of green, shifting, changing, glowing in the soft light. Sgpphire was the water that flashed and
winked among them, deepening the bluesit plucked from the sky of Iapis behind white clouds, and these
aso had their reflection upon the land. In the tree-girt basin far beneath the last of the morning mist was
gathered, awhiteness purer than the Ice, apool of gleaming milk whipped up by thefirst breezesinto a
towering wash of cloud that hung dmost leve with their eyes, like a seawave frozen in the moment of



bresking.

"Or like ahand that beckons!" breathed Kermorvan, poised tense and eager upon the very brink of the
rock asif impatient to follow its behest. His gaze soared like aquesting eagle across the verdant land
outspread before them; itsrivers sparkled in hiseyes, itsvibrant lifein hisvoice. " See the richness of it!
The Ice has never touched this place in many along year. From whereit now is, it could send little more
than bad weather across these mountains. And near the seathe climes must be warmer, asthey areinthe
wed..."

"Aye, but see dso thewildness!” chimed in Roc. "If the I ce hasn't touched it, no more has man. Doesn't
look like well be finding many easternerd™

"There never were many," answered Kermorvan camly. "Morvannec was small, and upon the seacoadt,
which must ill be beyond our sight. Thither isour god, to seewhat if anything till remains of it, and if
theselands may belivedin.”

Elof felt awarm bare arm dip through hisand cling tight; it wasIls, who had no greet love of heightsand
open spaces, and hefelt obscurely pleased that she had come to him for support. "And after that we've
only to get back home, without ending up stiff or daft by theway!" she growled. "No smdll order. But this
| can say, well not hasten the search by perching on acliff edge, gawking!"

They laughed, and admitted the justice of that. Y et to Elof, after lush forest and bleak relms of I1cethe
fair balance and harmony of the view refreshed both eye and spirit; he wasloath to leave it so suddenly,
asif quitting some spectacle beforeits climax. He lingered a moment after handing 1ls down, and gazed
due eastward, to where the sun shook off the clouds and poured down richness upon the mellow
country. A faint flicker held his eye, ablack speck amid those streams of molten gold, a shape that
swooped againgt the dazzling distant clouds. Straight into the path of the rising sun he stared, shading his
eyes, squinting till dots of color danced and blinded him and he could see no more. Now IIshad to help
him down, while his sight cleared. "What'd you expect, idiot?" she demanded.

"Black wings," he muttered. "In the path of the sunrise, as| was bidden. Let us go down now."

Their descent led them by the lower dopes of thefalls, where dready grasses and flowerswere
burgeoning among the stones, and out at last onto steep dopes where the land's bared bones il thrust
up through the thin skin of soil. Y et even here the grass grew ever thicker and lusher, most of al aong the
leaping streams; they came to amountain meadow whose grassitsdlf, breast-high to 11, seemed like
some deep pool of greenness where fish might swim among the waving stalks. They looked down its
dopesto stands of tdl trees, and dthough those around them were dmost al evergreens till, they could
see the crowns of seasondl trees spreading below, bright with new leaf. Before day's end they were
among those trees, awoodland with light and air and running waters, dl full of life. Among white pines
and balsam firs, gray birch and tall beeches they walked, and found track and trail, heard scurrying and
dashing among the mold; birds fluttered among the trees, fish rose in the degp pools of the Streams. There
was no need to fear hunger, at least; in so rich acountry they could expect to hunt and fish and snare
enough for their needswith little effort and delay.

So indeed it proved, over the days that followed, while they made their way down through the woods to
the lower lands beyond. They passed among paper birches, hickories and ems; they camped one night
under massive oaks with green leaves, the next under chestnuts that loomed like stepped towersin the
morning mists. Elof could not help missing the great redwoods of his northern woods, Kermorvan thetall
aders heknew, for those grew here only as large streams de shrubs under the willows and the poplars
and quaking aspens which seemed more common than in thewest. It was along avenue of these poplars
that caught Elof's eye some mornings later, silhouetted by sunrise upon the crest of the next hill. He called



to the others, and they saw, as he had, that the trees grew strangely regular and separate. After abolted
breakfast they hurried to investigate, but long before the hill's crest they could see that something lay
there. When at last they struggled through the tangled bushes at its edge, the road came as no surprise,
save perhapsfor itswidth and its Sate of preservation. The stone dabs that surfaced it were cracked in
many places, with grass and other plants thrusting up through the crevices, but so large were they to
begin with, and so smooth, that save at the edges, where the poplar roots had been at work, little of the
paving was wholly overgrown. "I've seen parts of our High Roadsin lessgood repair!™ exclaimed Elof.
"Have men kept it thisclear? Or hasit lasted..."

"No man has passed thisway for many long years,” said Kermorvan, gesturing downhill to where
thornbush and bramble overhung the path. " This must have been maintained since thefall of Morvan, yes.
But | would guessitisabeast'strack now. Still, it seemsto lead eastward, and we have no better guide.
Let usfollow it!"

The road proved agood guide indeed. Often they had to hack aside overgrowth with sword and axe, but
hardened asthey were to rougher country this bothered them little. They made swift progressaong its
kindly path, and strayed from it only to gather food, or bathe in the rivers. Out of the woodsit led them at
last, winding like agray stream among grassy hillsthat might once have been rich pastureland, and out
onto araised bank acrossawide plain. It ssemed asif only spring grasses grew and tossed here now,
but Kermorvan, plucking the heads from many, found that they were grains grown once by men. "And
now sunk back among grasses and tares!" he muttered, kicking at a weathered hummock by the
roadside. " See, here sat the boundary stone of afield. And somewhere nearby there would have been a
farmhouse, avillage even. Over there, perhaps, that low mound where the road turnsfor no reason.”

They gazed at it in Sllence as they passed. "How long'd such a place lie forgotten, to cometo that?' Roc
wondered.

"Five hundred years, maybe," said IIs, "or twice that. It must have been left long before the fields ceased
to be cultivated.”

"It wasindeed," said Kermorvan darkly. "For this must have been land farmed by the sothranswho fled
west to found Kerbryhaine. Those who stayed must have kept up theland..." Hiswordstailed off, but
Elof had read his thought, and could not help but voiceit.

"Kept it up, until there were so few that they could not, or they no longer needed its produce. And they
maintained the road, which must have led over the mountains to Morvan, till it was clear that none would
return that way..."

"Till now!" Kermorvan barked, hisface gone dl to edged flint. "We have come back! And few or many,
they will know that we are the herads of anew time!™

For many more peaceful days the road led them on. Into woodland it wound again, sparser now and with
few evergreens, and the air grew warmer, milder, with every day that passed. The woods straggled out
through low hilly country where among good but empty pastureland the ru-

ined stone circles of cot and fold gaped like empty eyes, and still no man stirred. As the days went by
Elof began to believe that he could smell the sea upon the breezes, and soon Kermorvan was agreeing
with him. They found that the road seemed in better repair, and beside it they came upon ruinsthat till
stood, alonewall, three walls and agable, four walls and half aroof sunken askew between them. Ona
night of rain they sought shelter in one such ruin, displacing only owl and bat from its hollow rooms.
"Here, remember the placeswe camped in, by the High Roads?' chuckled Roc. " Seems alifetime past,
yet it could just about bethe same..."



"Not quite,”" said Kermorvan serioudy. "Whatever reduced this and the others, it was not war as such;
they have not been sacked or burned, smply... left. Neglected. And not for very long, to be still standing
thus, fifty, Sxty years, perhaps, certainly lessthan ahundred.”

"So recent?’ asked I1s. "And... al of them? All abandoned at once?"

Kermorvan's mouth twisted. " They look about the same age. Not acomforting thought, isit? That there
werefolk here until so few years ago, and then... none. There could be many reasonsfor it, few good,
most ill. But the sea cannot be so very distant. And therewe will find at least part of our answer.” He
turned over then on hisbed of cut brushwood, and went peacefully to deep.

"Aye," muttered Roc. "Always providing it doesn't find usfirgt!”

It was no more than aday or two later, asthetales are told, that the road led the travel ers up a steep
dope of the land and into a patch of thick woodland that Kermorvan guessed had been cultivated asa
windbreak for fields beyond. They found the truth of hiswordsin the lively breeze that set the boughsto
dancing and whipped at their cloaks. And astoward noon they emerged into the open once moreit stung
their wide eyes, and yet hardly did they know or care, for the gleam of wide waters under the sunwasin
them, and more than that. They looked with awe upon the end of their perilousjourney which had lasted
from one spring's beginning to another's end, and from one shore to another of al the vast land.
Boundless before them, unbroken to the horizon, stretched out now the waters of the Eastern Ocean.

These were the Seas of the Sunrise, over which the fathers of men, founders of the rellm of Morvan, had
first sailed to thisland. Far below the horizon, beyond the very curve of the world, these same waters
lapped upon the fabled strand from which they had sailed, the shores of Kerys. The sght of them in itself
was a mighty wonder. Elof's heart |eaped to behold again great waters, and to hear, bornefaintly over
the long miles, the play of their waveslike avast bresth upon the shore. Y et it gripped the travelersfor a
few momentsonly, aslong asit took their sight to resolve out of the dazzling light the lands below and the
great hilly promontory, stark againgt the glittering sea, that so dominated them. Such asight Elof had
beheld from afar once before, and it stirred in him now an even greater awe. That ordered landscape,
fair and fertile, the checkered pattern of field and orchard and well-tended woodland, these were the
mark of the children of Kerys upon their new homelands, nature mastered but not plundered, tamed but
not ravaged. But whereas around Kerbryhaine the fields had been scarred with fire, enshrouded with the
smoke of siege and sack, they stretched out here unmarred from hill to sea, from north to south asfar as
his eyeswould pierce the hazy air, at least twice as greet in their extent. And as greetly asthey
overmatched the lands around Kerbryhaine, so aso in the same proportion did the city at their heart.
Kerbryhaine had seemed to Elof ajewel, abrooch or boss upon that blazon of fields, but this, laid out
along that widenesslike some ark of the Powers come to shore, this distant city was atowering coronet.
And it held the eyes of Kermorvan as no lesser jewel could have done.

It was Ilswho spokefirst. "Kermorvan! Y ou did not say that your people had another grest city to the
east! Or isthisthework of some other folk?"

Thetal warrior shook his head. "From the Site of it there is only one place this could be. Doesit not Sit
like acrown upon the cliffs of along ness? Doesit not thrust like a spearhead out into the sea, amighty
seawdll to shied itsown fair harbor? On that same shore that lord of Kerys set foot who wasthefirst
king of dl my line, and there he made hisfirst town, from whence his sonswere to found Morvan the
Grest. Did we dream ourselves mighty, we of the west? Did we dream we had revived and kept aive the
gloriesof old?' His voice shook, but it was awonder that he could form hiswords at dl. "Behold then, a
dreamer has journeyed long to awakening and found how tawdry was hisvison besidethe glory that is
true, and lives! For do you look now upon Morvannec, Morvan the Lesser! In your minds mirror from it
the much greater splendor that has passed—and mock our child's pretense.”



"I would not make compare,” said Elof softly. "Kerbryhaineisthe greatest city of the west, but the west
isareadm divided, two lands that should be one. | would rather seein thiswhat Kerbryhaine might have
been, had your wise line beenitslords. A city of onekin, one blood."

The otherslooked at him and smiled, and only then did he redlize how apt wasthét title. For acity of one
blood it might well have been. In the noontide sun the sand-red stone of its far-off walls gleamed warm
and ruddy asif living blood did indeed course through them. "That'stheright of it," said Roc. "And the
sooner it turnsthat way again, the happier well be. A right marve isthis place!™

"Itid" breathed Ils. "Mighty are men, if Morvan was greeter!”

Kermorvan nodded gravely, and placed an arm about her shoulder. "But mightier till they will be, if their
Elderswill but stand by their sde! Come, it isstill agood four leagues avay, at the least. If we hopeto
reach its gates before nightfal, we must not delay!”

It was aswdll they had a smooth road before them, for none of them could long bear to take their eyes
from the miraculous city, lest like some decelving vision in the Wastes of the south it rippled and vanished
into the haze.

But asthey drew nearer it grew only clearer and sharper in their eyes, yet till more marvelous.

Elof saw now that like Kerbryhaine it had grown and spread gradually outward from the crests of its hills.
Many wallsthat had once been outer walls wove between them, overwhelmed and overtaken by waves
of new building in their shadow, until these werewaled around in their turn. But this Morvannec had not
thelook of Kerbryhaine, with that city's chill walls of ivory stone and circles of rooftopsin cold grays and
greens, itslooming citadel, a diadem of gold-crowned towers, asacold heart. Here al the defenseswere
toward the outside, wallswider and thicker, smooth and seamless, with avery roadway for their parapet
and at every turn and corner avast round tower, massive and broad-based, smooth-flanked and
windowless savefor agdlery with firing dotsjust benesth the high conical roof; turrets and gatehouses of
the same pattern lined the walls between. "They are strongly shaped, those towers,” said Ils. "Built less
for vainglory, and morefor use"

"Looksfriendlier, dl the same," was Roc's view.

IIsarched her brows. "But of course! Squat and solid like duergar, not tall and weedy like men. They are
bound to look kinder than those haughty towers of Kerbryhaine."

"Thewhole city hasawarmth to it," said Elof.

"A lack of order, you mean," grinned Kermorvan. "But | can forgiveit that, for what it holds at its heart.”
He gestured at the crest of itshighest hill. There the stone of the cliffs surged up through the circles of the
city like the back of some vast seabeast breaking surface, and out of it avast plinth had been hewn.
Great dairsflanked it, and raised above them was a high straight-walled tower of immediate strength and
majesty, that bespoke immense age. Y et thiswas no grim fortress, blind and commanding, but rather a
great hdl of many galleries and wide windows, which boreitslight fortifications as might aking a
crowned helm, chiefly for ceremony, but serviceable at need. "It was said of the City by the Watersthat
you could not walk its width between two sunsets,” mused Kermor-van. ™Y ou could cross Kerbryhaine
in haf aday. And this place?'

Elof squinted to judge the distance. "Midway between, | guess. We seeit so clearly only becausewe are
nearer the end of the ness here than its beginning. Happily there are gates on this sde, or we should have
alongwak!"



So much the travelers must then have seen: but there is much more here recorded of that city's aspect
that could not have been visible from so far off. Some, no doubt, they saw as they made their way down
out of the hillsand in among the inland farms, and some, perhaps, was added | ater, asisthe way of
chronicles. But of theimmediate impression it made upon them there is no doubt, and the palace most of
all. It looked to be of the same red-gold stone as the outer walls, but darkened amost to blackness by
westher and the smokes of the town benesth. So aso were the walls of theinner circleand itslesser
buildings, they were of atype, tall and stately with high-peaked gables under gray date and columned
frontage, built in long rows and facing outward around the hill, outward to seaand sky and land. Many in
the circle below were of the same lordly fashion, but some among them glowed in stone of alighter gold,
somein adark stone with agreenish glossto it that winked and glittered in the sunlight. And these, where
the hill permitted, were laid out in squares or circleswith small splashes of greenery at their hearts, and
like dender ladies or impudent children, other smaler buildings danced around them; these were not
uniform and austere asin the west, but of amerry variety. Gray dates clad the taller rooftops, but the
lesser were acheerful riot of tilesin al colors, red and yellow and blue the commonest, and al manners
of glaze and pattern. Their wallswere of colored stones, or bricksin many earthen hues. Some were
faced with glazed brick, or rendered in dazzling white, or smply painted in many colors.

But it was the gaggle of housesin the notch where cliff and wall dipped down together toward the wide
harbor that caught Elof seye. Many of them seemed to be built boatlike in wood after the fashion of his
own homevillage,

their roofs of scaly wooden tiles tar-blackened over high crested gables. Their walls were painted in
many colors faded to lightness, and it seemed to him, straining his eyes over the distance, that some bore
bright designs, leaping and curling shapes that could be very like the waterbeast patterns he remembered.

"It seemsthere are seamen here," said Kermorvan. "Probably of northern stock. .. But where are their
boats?'

Roe shaded his eyes. "There's some mastsin the harbor..."

Kermorvan frowned at the smal dark streaks within the great breskwater. "Indeed, but only afew, and
smdll; light fishing boats, they could be. A city thissSize should have greater shipsthan that, if only to bring
in produce from fields that stretch asfar asthese. It would be far chegper and faster than drawing it by
road..."

"But ared| thesefiddsin use?' Ils gestured to the ones nearest her, and Elof saw that though they were
gl clearly hedged off, they had not been cultivated at al for sometime; the hedges contained atangled
riot of growth, chiefly weeds.

"Strange," muttered Kermorvan. "And no beastsin any field | can see, no sound or movement from the
farms, no smoke from their chimneys..."

"Thisisdl too like what we found before Kerbryhaine," said Elof uneesily.

"Y et there was asiege, and here, as we can see, isnone. Nor any other cause. Could it be that their
stock hasfailed, their people dwindled? If so... But the sooner we come there, the sooner we will learn.
Make hastel"

Ancient and noble as Kerbryhaine was, to Elof now it seemed young against the venerable crag that rose
before them, frail and dight against those strong walls scarred by an age of wind and weether. And
though the city below might ssem more jumbled and lessaugust, it Sooke moretruly to him of long ages
of life and growth than did the unchanging face of the west.



"Perhapsthat iss0," Kermorvan admitted. "In the thousand years since its foundation we have striven to
keep Kerbryhainefair, and so built more or less gtrictly in the fashion of what has gone before. But this
city was where man first dwelt in al these lands. Few buildings, even the palace, could have stood so
long. Y ou look upon acity that grew like aliving body, that was built and rebuilt over and over again
down dl thelong years. Why do you shiver?'

Elof smiled, somewhat shamefacedly. "Y ou spoke of years, of the first coming of men to thisland. |
cannot take them so lightly, seeing them embodied before me. | am asmith, well used to looking deep
into the past, delving for ancient learning. Y et even | am awed by the passage of five thousand years."

Kermorvan's eyes gleamed. "And the last thousand wholly apart, done, aswe were. | bdieve these last
strong walls could be no older than that, and many of these buildings also; asif the city was swelled then
by refugees... Will they have changed, | wonder? Do men of southern and northern kindred dwell
together still asthey did in Morvan? Who rules here, snce Korentyn waslogt to them and had no heir? A
thousand questions await answer!”

Roc shook his head. "But the first one's got to be whether or not they shoot at strangers! Even onesthat
might bekin. Or king."

"I had considered that. Best we make oursalves known at first only as men of the west. Cdl me
Kermorvan 4ill, but not by my given name—"

A rush and whistle cut the air. He had dready dropped to afighting crouch, his sword half-drawnina
singlefluid move, before the arrow struck into the ground at his feet; but then he stood, and moved no
more. |ls cursed and snatched her axe, then like Kermorvan she stopped, frozen, as she was. Elof shand
was on his sword, but he too made no move to draw; he aso had seen the hedges stirring along the other
sde from whence the arrow had come. They were outflanked by aband of unknown number, and they
might al have bows. Behind he heard Roc breathing heavily, and his muttered words. "Rush 'em! Fight
‘em, likewe did before!”

"No!" breathed Elof. "Hold your hand, Kermorvan isright! We have not come dl thisway to our logt kin
only to day or be dain by them, have we?'

Roc snapped hisfingers. "Aye, wdll..." But there he stopped, for hetoo had heard lis strangled cry. He
stared with the others at that arrow, and saw that the fletches it bore were striped in black and white,
And out from behind the hedge, that perfect ambush, there arose adozen tall warriors of the Ekwesh,
bowsin hand.

Elof'sfingers convulsed upon his hilt, but there was nothing he could do save think thisabad dream. Y et
there they were as he had first struggled againgt them when they took hisvillage, as he had last seen them
at the ambush in the wood; tall men in armor of stiffened black |eather, faces writhing with cicatrized
serpent markings and the scars of war. The bows were very steady in their hands; they would not miss.

There was a sudden hiss and awhirl above, and next moment Elof was enveloped in damp rope, foul
with fish-scalesand sdlt. A net had been cast over them al, and even as Elof struggled to draw and dash
at it, dark shapes rushed up and seized hisarms. From then on the tusde was without hope, though he
fought and struggled for his pride's sake; at last he was bound and tied and lay threshing, hearing other
sounds of struggle only afoot or two away, unableto see or help. A ghastly gargling shriek chilled him,
and the sound of threshing in the dust. But at |ast the net was plucked from him, and a hard brown hand
hauled him to his knees. He looked up, and had a terrible shock, for the face above him was too much
like the old chieftain who had so nearly had him daughtered. The likenesswas of type; thiswas quitea
young man, grinning through filed teeth.



"Orn! We haveyou!" He dapped one of their great copper-edged clubsinto his palm. "Obey, march,
you live! For now. To thecity, go! Kianhnu nat'deh!"

Their packs and weapons were plucked from them,

given no more than a perfunctory glance and passed to othersto carry. With spearhead and dagger at
their kidneys, arms bound, legs hobbled, they were pushed forward along the road as they had been
going, toward the sunlit walls ahead. The young warrior caressed the patterns painted upon his
breastplate, and grinned again. "Y ou think we fools, not to watch road? Word come, we watch al
ways." Hejerked athumb at the city of Mor-vannec. "This ours now."

Chapter Ten - The Flames Mount

Thetravelerswere driven dong at a brisk trot, too dazed at first to take in what was happening. Elof
could hardly make sense of it: it had come about with the suddenness and utter unredlity of nightmare.
The Ekwesh had barely conquered hdf the west, and that chiefly by their overwheming strength upon the
sea; how could they have reached the eest? How could they have overcome so massive aburg, so much
greater than Kerbryhaine, without leaving any scars of Sege and gtrife?

For amoment hewondered crazily if timein the Forest had deceived them more thoroughly than they
thought, and decades, even centuries had passed during their few brief monthsthere; but that he could
not credit. In his bewilderment he stumbled, and at once felt asharp sting in hisback, atrickle of warm
blood ran down beneath histunic. The pain jerked him back to cold awareness of the immediate danger.
He was being goaded aong as once he had goaded cattle, and to much the same end, perhaps. He
gmiled thinly to himself. Once he had refused life as an Ekwesh thrdl, knowing it might lead only to being
ritually daughtered and eaten. What else could he expect, now? But the time between had been worth it,
come what may; and if he could not hope to find Kara, what else was there for him? 1t wasfor hisfriends
he was mogt anxious. If he had managed to day one of the ambushers, as had Kermorvan, might it have
tipped the balance, given them a chance to fight? No; they were too many, too well-armed, and there
was aso the net. A fight would have earned them nothing but the finality of aquicker desth; he was not
ready to embrace that yet. While he breathed he must hope, and be dert for any cardless move by his
foes, any chance the others might take.

Herisked aglance a Kermorvan, and was dismayed. Thetal man also walked asif in adream, his
hands bound &t his back, torn and bloody from the net. Roc was behind him, out of sight, but Elof could
just seellsat the corner of hiseye; shetoo was bound, and rage boiled up in him at the grinning Ekwesh
who drove her dong, for every so often hewould crack the rope's end across her broad thigh. When he
tired of that he began to rummage in one of their packsthat he was carrying; Elof sheart sank at the
thought of dl they might find in his. And what Kermorvan'shdld...

But then the young chieftain turned, barking a command that wiped the grin from the warrior's face, and
hit him aringing blow on the arm with hiswhite baton, another on the ear when he answered sullenly. The
warrior cringed, muttered something in their guttura tongue, and let go of the pack. Kermorvan laughed
coldly. "Stiff discipline, if naught else! Booty goes untouched to the chieftainsfor due division, isthat not
07" His neckrope was jerked, and hefdll slent.

The reproved warrior subsided into sullenness, and then, to Elof shorror, he began to work out his anger
inacrueler game. Every so often he would jerk [Is rope, so that she stumbled back against the bladein
his hand. She did not cry out, only caught her breath and bit her lip, but within afew minutes the back of
her jerkin was cut and bloody. Elof was ready to kick out at him, whatever the cost, when the chieftain
looked around again and growled afew words: the warrior swallowed, and passed her rope to another.
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"What'sthisthen?' jeered Roc. "Manners 'mong the maneaters?'

"Y ou mistake him," said Kermorvan dryly, ignoring the tugs on therope. "It is not we who concern him,
but discipline; now is not the time for such games. Also..." Hefdl slent suddenly, but his blue-gray eyes
flashed alook of startling intensity to the others. Elof gave acurt nod of understanding, for the same
thought had occurred to him. He had assumed they were being kept dive asthrals; but it looked very
much asif there was some command to deliver them unharmed, perhaps to be questioned. Theflick of a
rope would not matter, but a stray stab might go too deep, or loss of blood weaken. The reluctance to
day might prove aval uable weakness, should some chance of escape appear.

But none did. The vigilance was unwavering, the pace unreenting, rope and blade ready to punish the
dightest hestation or sumble. And ssumble they did, weary and dismayed in the growing twilight. After
what seemed like alimping eternity there came aharsh command, and the company halted so suddenly
that the captives were caught by their ropes; Elof fell to hisknees, and was driven aside with blows and
kicks. Looking up, he saw the outer walls of the city looming in the darkening sky ahead, startlingly near;
the Ekwesh had set amurderous pace. Y et now they were squatting by the roadside, talking softly
among themselves, asif waiting for something. He raised tired eyesto the city, and saw that the road they
had taken led to an arch in the wall, asmall side gate compared to those he had seen from afar. There
they waited while darkness advanced and the first stars gppeared; he was surprised how few lights
showed above thewalls. Even in the palace only afew windows glowed. When the last daylight was
gone the chieftain sprang up, and the weary prisoners were hauled to their feet and herded down toward
the darkened gate.

Ahead they heard abooming blow, a curt exchange of words, and the creak of a port opening.
Torchlight glowed on the red-brown skins, set fire in the dark eyesthat surrounded the travelers, fierce
and pitiless. Elof fdt that there was something out of the ordinary about these men; they were as hard as
any Ekwesh he had ever seen, but they seemed quieter, more formidable, than the yelling clansmen of the
raider shipsor that first ambush in the west. Also, few save some with chieftain's markings were young.
These were picked men, veterans, and something else dso. It came to him as he and the others were
bundled through the little port and into a darkened, empty street flanked by featurel ess silhouettes of tall
buildings: theinner cam of these Ekwesh was the cam of fanaticism. Old warriors, young |eaders—that
fitted both only too well. It reminded him of the Masteramith.

More Ekwesh formed up around them now, awhole column, and at the chieftain'sword the ropes were
jerked violently. The travelers found themselves dragged forward now over aroad of smooth cobbles,
and swiftly. Around them their guards broke into atrot, but Elof quickly redized they were more
concerned with watching the sides of the street than the captives. Sweat stung his eyes, and he could
make out no more there than high walls and looming shapes, dark against darkness. Suddenly the column
swerved sharply, sandals dapping on the cobbles, and turned off the broad street into abewildering
succession of winding lanes and aleys. They were dark, without even aspill from lit windows; one or two
Ekwesh dipped on loose stones and fell cursing while the runners poured over them. With the stupidity of
fatigue Elof wondered why they did not carry linklights. Could it be that they did not want to be seen? Or
was it him and the others they wished to conced? But from whom? And why?

The moon came out from behind the clouds then, and by its light Elof looked hisfirst upon the face of the
city. Thelanethey ran in was bounded by two tall buildings, joined by a curious arched bridge, roofed in
and windowed. Beyond these ran walls of some light stone, only ahead or so higher than aman, topped
by spikesthat seemed more decorative than effective and broken by many arches and gates. Behind
these walls on either side rose remarkable buildings of the same stone, with between them spaces of what
seemed to be greenery and garden, with trees that weretall and fair. One edifice rose to their right, many
times higher than the wdll; arched windows, very tal and graceful with leaded panes, filled its frontage



from the wall to the roof, and atop the great bay in the center a carved eagle spread its weatherstained
wings. Opposteit, dmost againg the wall, sood alower building with many small windows between
which ran bands of carving, startling and very skillful, images of animasand flowers mingled with
grotesgue human caricatures. Harried as he was, he strove to takeit in; its sheer exuberance captivated
him. It was civilized craft, worlds away from the grim vitdity of the black and white Ekwesh emblems, yet
it seemed quite recent, clean-edged and unwesathered. His suspicions were confirmed. If this city did now
belong to the sea-raiders, it had not done so for long.

After many turns the lane broadened and opened into awide thoroughfare, its skyline jagged with
buildings of many shapes, from tall towersto wide hals and lower houses, yet asawholefair and well
proportioned. Across this the column hurried, and there the moonlight showed a grimmer truth. From a
stout linkbracket upon ahouse wall a corpse dangled by arope round its neck; it was not garbed asan
Ekwesh, but no more could be said. It had been there some days by the look of it and thetaint in the air.
Atop the bracket, perched on oneleg in glutted deep, sat afat gray gull. Elof found his own horror and
anger mirrored in the faces of hisfriends, but the Ekwesh paid no heed to the sight, and bundled them up
anarrow dley besdeaninn.

All through the city they climbed thus, along and weary way worsened by the devious routes. Long
before they reached their destination, not far short of the middle hour of night, Elof had guessed it would
be the palace. For dl its darkened stone it seemed afair and noble building, with warm light from within
to gild gdlery and buttress; it put him lessin mind of Kerbryhaine than of the Hals of Summer, its
grandeur more graceful than proud. But he was | eft little time to |ook; there were many Ekwesh on guard,
and thearriva of the column started them stirring like ants. The chieftain wasted little time on words; in
moments a side door creaked open, and the travelers were dragged into the smoky red light within.
Stairsled downward, worn and winding, low-roofed and echoing; Kermorvan and the tall Ekwesh stood
dikein danger here, and in fact asthey turned into aleve tunne the chieftain managed to strike hishead
aheavy blow on akeystone. But he saw his captives hurried down and through a stout wooden door into
adark cdlar, and he stood over them, cursing softly and flicking blood from his eyes, while they were
unbound and thrust down at spear's point against the cool wall. Then stout manacles were fastened on
them at wrist and ankle, and through these they were chained to wall rings at their backs, so tightly they
could barely gtir. The chieftain stayed long enough to test the fastenings, and order Elof'stightened; then
he swept out, and al the rest in hiswake, taking al the torches. The door dammed, akey grated in the
lock; blackness and silence settled upon them. None spoke, none stirred, for they felt stifled. The
nightmare was made absolute.

But at length Kermorvan moved; they heard the clink of hisankle chain. "What has happened?’ he
asked, inalow voice, dull and incomprehending. "Kerys, what has happened?' None of the others
answered; they had been about to ask him the same.

"They hurried us here after dark,” Elof mused, "asif they did not want us seen..." Then suddenly the
words stuck in histhroat. Very dowly, very quietly, the key was turning once morein the lock. It drew
back, and for an endless moment silence fell again. Then, very cautioudy, the door was pushed open a
crack, and afeeble glint of yellow light shonein. Above it aface appeared and Elof choked. It seemed
deathly, spectrd, floating in darkness like one of the faces of Dorghagl Arhlannen dust-whitenedto a
semblance of life. He saw with ashiver that it had their look indeed, of strong bones beneath stretched
skin, sunken at cheek and temple, crowned with wisps of colorlesshair. But asit glided closer he saw
that the hair wasthick and sivery, the nose firm and straight, the lips thin but with atrace of color in them,
dim blue eyes shone in the sockets. Y et till it might have been one of those facesliving, or some other he
could not place. It was avery old face, yet noble and fair with the fragile grace of age; in youth it must
have been handsome as... Kermorvan. It did not mirror him as Korentyn had; the likenesswas of cast
aone, but strong, not least in the glitter of cold vitality that rosein those eyes asthelight fell upon Elof.



He strove to return the old man's gaze, but it was not an easy face to ook upon, grown to age, and aged
by suffering. The voice bore witness to both.

"Will you say, dirs, who you are?' The voice wasfair, the speech was southern, strangely inflected but as
clear asany Kerbryhaine, savethat it trembled. Ingtinctively Elof waited for Kermorvan to answer.

"Wayfarersfrom thewest," he said at last. "From the western shores, that men of Morvan settled after its
fdl."

"Ahhh..." It wasasound of understanding, yet dmost agasp of pain. "How can this be? We did not
know that the west had come to anything. And it isafantagtic, aterrible distance to have journeyed..."

"We knew no more of the east,” said Kermorvan quietly. "And it wasindeed terrible, and cost many
lives. But mogt terrible of al isitsending! What has happened here, that these barbarians who menace us
adso hold thiscity?"

The face turned away sharply. " So they hold the west dso? Then perish, what you awakened..."

"They've not got it yet," growled Roc. "Those you speak to had some say in that, even mysdlf. Sent 'em
running with their shirtson firel"

"Then hopelives!" said the old man urgently, and then grew flustered. "B-but have you need of mesat or
drink? | have brought you what | could, poor asit is. | have no better myself.”

"That iskindnessindeed!" said Elof fervently, for histongue was swelling with thirdt. "But can you free
our handsto eat, good jailer?

"No, good s, for | am no jailer, not even aturnkey; only for the most menia tasks of aprisonam |
tolerated. They do not trust me with any keys save the doors. And rightly so!" For amoment metal rang
inthetired voice, "Y ou are anortherner, by your speech? It isgood to know they thrive in the west a so.
| must feed you; do you forgive meif | am clumsy, my sght fadesfast. But hearken, if you will, to thetdly
of our woes!" His hand, long and strong as Kermorvan's, raised aflask to Elof s mouth. Watered wine,
cool and fresh, flowed againgt hislips, and he gulped gratefully. "Where did they begin? They have many
beginnings. Aslong past asthefdl of Morvan, perhaps, and the desthsiin its defense of king and prince
both, Keryn and Korentyn." Kermorvan seemed to choke, on the wine asit might have been.
"Morvannec they had committed to the care of Karouen the Lord Warden, their cousin, and when the
last fugitives fled across the mountains with the sad news, the people took him and hisline astheir lord.
And worthy lordsthey were, for the most part, being of the line of Kermorvan. Only itsfiercest firesthey
lacked, perhaps, and many thought that no bad thing. Once it was clear that the mountains and the clime
held the Ice well at bay, they became more concerned to build new life and prosperity for Morvannec,
which had languished so long in the shade of Morvan. And that they found, and enjoyed through many
long lifetimes, content for the most part to settle their own immediate problems and forget the past.” A
bitter note in the old man's voice awoke an echo.

"So ds0 it waswith ud" said Kermorvan fiercely. "But go on. How long did it lagt, this complacency?'

"Till the days of my age," said the old man bleakly. "And | lived as complacent asany. Would | had died
S0, and rotted inillusion still! About four years past it was that the plague came, if plague it was, some
say that our wells were poisoned, though they cannot tell who might have done such athing. Thenin one
swift summer afull two-third parts of our folk perished, and those left dive were hard put even to burn
their bodies. My family perished; children and close kin; yet | hold it aworse evil that our Lord Koren
died, and hislady, without issue, and left uslordless.”



"Had he no brothers?' asked Roc, champing at the scraps of bread and meat he was being fed.

"All too many! And some of not the worthiest ssamp. They declared their rivalry, and somehow drifeand
riot broke out around them. Though to do them credit they none of them fostered it; yet it followed them.
Lesser men gained influence over the crowds, and one most of dl, aroving merchant from our lesser
towns as he claimed to be. | doubt that now! For he brought with him as servants many brown-skinned
men from lands far southward, as he said, and hired them out to help us, intown and infield. They were
hard and tirelessworkers, and a great assstance to us. We grew used to seeing them, and could not tell
how many there were in the city. Then, only last spring, this merchant returned from some voyage. And
that same night these servants cast off their guises and took up arms and armor they had concealed, and
fell upon thefew guards a our gates. Others hastened down out of the wild lands to the north and were
given entry. Our other townsthey took in like manner, but with shipsthey stole from our harbor. Many
wished to fight them—aye! even |—but we were |eaderless and weskened, and from the first they acted
as unquestioned conquerors, asif resistance were unthinkable; that counted for much. In aweek our
whole land was overrun, and for more than ayear now we have borne their heavy yoke; we labor ten
times harder for them, than ever they for us."

Kermorvan looked at the old man. "Even to serving astheir jaller?"

"Aye, even 50, in cdlarsthat once held no worse than good wine, and where | was chamberlain and
master. Resistance of any kind, even dight and passive, they quell a once and brutdly. If you have fought
them, you must know the cruelty that isin them, how little of good save in bravery and order, and what
manner of evil they practice as worship and kin-rite. That men could sink to such horrors| never
dreamed! Their heartsare asdark astheir skind"

"They are apeople corrupted,” said Elof quietly. "But the skinisno mark of that. Many such have
mingled with the old northern kindred, and have suffered as cruelly from the Ekwesh, and hate them as
bitterly asdo you."

The old man offered 11s bread with el aborate grace, and sighed. "lam sorry for them. But it restores my
faith in humanity. | could dmaost have thought we dealt with some other breed, aslegendary as duergar.”

IIs snorted, and her eyestook on an evil glint, her voice sardonic menace. "Beware lest alegend snaps
off your finger-ends, old human!" The old man gasped, and peered at her so closdly their noses dmost
touched.

"Areyou then..."he ssammered, and then smiled in sheer wonder. "Oh, my lady, forgive me! | did not
mean to match the Elder folk with these brutes, save as being reputed as far above common men asthey
are below. Still lessdid | expect ever to meet one of them! Would that you had graced our city in happier
circumstances—"

IIs blossomed, but Kermorvan cut urgently across her reply. " Sir, you say the Ekwesh have lingered here
ayear. Why?Have they brought in their familiesand thrdls, to settle asisthelr practice?’

The old man shook his head. "No, that they have not. And they waste this city asif they do not mean to
stay, herding in the country folk and | etting the fields go untended while they waste our store. We have
wondered what istheir purpose. Almost it might seem they were waiting. .. Though who can say for
what?"

"Thismerchant,” put in Elof. "What is he doing? He s not one of them, you say, yet he rulesthem?”

"Aye, hedoes. Him, or hiswomen.”



"Hiswomen?'

"I have seen them. One has dwelt with him since hisfirst appearance here, and departed on his voyages
with him. Theother... | cannot say. But they do not carry themselves like wife or daughter, either of
them.”

The chill at Elof sback was degper than chain or cold wall could set in him, and he shuddered in
apprehension. Yet it had to be asked. "Arethey... isonetal, blue-eyed, very far of hair and skin? And
the other... not quite so tall and very dender, with dark locks cut close?"

"These arethey, indeed!" burst out the old man. "But how comeyou to... ah. They have been in the west
ads."

"And this merchant, what of him? Has he aname?"

"Aye, though what right to it | know not. For once it was honorable of itskind, one of the familiesthat
have opposed the line of kings since the ancient days of Morvan. A Bryheren heis. And Bryhon by
name."

A sudden spilling of redness across the floor looked more like blood than light. "That's so, old man. But
what business have you saying it, that's the damned question, en?" The torch was held low, thefigure
behind it al but unrecognizable between shimmering light and shadow. But that bluff orator's voicethere
was no migaking.

The old man stood up siffly, painfully unbending bowed shoulders, and met the accusation calmly. "Sir, it
ismy given task to feed prisoners.”

"Aye, those you've had ordersto! And not to wag your doddering tongue! Be thankful that nothing
you've said will matter, soon enough. Be off out of the palace, and be damned to you!" The old man was
thrust violently up the steps, and the door dammed to behind him. " Stinking rathole!” muttered the voice,
and quick steps crossed the room. There was a creaking crash, and a shutter dropped down. The light of
afull moon flooded over the dusty earthen floor, and cool air flowed in, bearing the sound and scent of
the sea.

"Thank you, Bryhon," murmured Kermorvan camly.

"Not at dl," answered Bryhon Bryheren with equal calm, as he hooked historch into awall bracket and
cameto stand before them, leaning againgt a pillar and folding hisarms.

"You!" raged Roc, straining at his chains. Y ou spawn of Amicac, how'd you come here? What're you
about, you traitor filth?'

Bryhon shrugged. "I don't know what you mean. | am no traitor, and never have been. What | serve, |
savefathfully.”

"But solemn oaths you have broken,” said Kermorvan, hisvoice level and cool as edged iron.

"None | meant. None | was not bound to break by earlier, sterner oaths, bound both to take and to
break."

Kermorvan sighed deeply. "So it istrue, then."

"Itis" answered Bryhon.



"What's true, you damned doubletalking loons?" hissed IIs, an instant aheed of Elof.

Kermorvan shifted on the stone. "That thereis, and haslong been, an... say, an undercurrent within our
folk. A mirror image of al we believe and stand for, ahater of dl we revere, aworshiper of what we
shun the most. A secret reverence of the ancient Powers. A hereditary cult of the lce.”

Bryhon nodded. "A fair summation. Save that we despise, rather than hate. And we do not merely
revere." His voice became suddenly smooth, and yet beneath it, like quicksand beneath afirm crugt, was
the tremor of agrowing excitement. "We worship. Aswe have done ever since the first days of men,
among the former, lesser, Winters of the World, before even the rise of Kerysthe Accursed. From
Keryswe cameto Morvan, and from Morvan westward, though by ill chance herein the east our line
failed dso. And in dl that time we have striven againg the spreading, corrupting filth thet is mankind.
Whithersoever men flee, so shall our faith flee with them, to the utmost corners of the Earth, to the last
breath drawn. It is mind we worship, bold and independent, freed from the stinking cesspool of the body.
We seek the utter cleansing of the world, the cooling of that corruption, the frenzied, thoughtless ferment
that islife. We atone for our flesh by subduing it to the service of the purest mind, we seek its
mortification and the suppression of itsdemands..."

"And meanwhile you lust after power and possessions,” said Elof dryly. "Spare me sermons | have heard
before, Bryhon. | know their worth."

"Do not judge me by your late master!" snapped Bryhon urgently; a nerve had been touched. "That he
was something of ahypocrite, | alow, though he thought himsalf astrong believer. But isthis hypocrisy?!
With savage energy he thrust back hisright deeve amost to the shoulder. "Or this?' He pulled apart his
jerkinto bare hisbarrd chest.

Kermorvan exclaimed in horror. Roc cursed. 1lsturned away, looking sick, and Elof felt hisown gorge
rise. Thewide skin of the upper arm was alacework of scars and weals, some old and faded amost to
whiteness, one or two new and angry half-healed scabs. The chest was the same, save that there were

aso thinner wedls curling right round hisbody, asif lashed with awhip of hot wires. "To thisexercise of
fath | have devoted my life, as my father and hisfathers of our line before me! And you, boy, you dare
name metrator!"

Roc spat at him. "Aye, and al your cracked forefathersl Hellafry the pack of them in their own mad
filth!"

Kermorvan gave asigh of astonishment and even pity. "I can guess now why you have never taken a
wife, last of the Bryherens"

Bryhon tilted hishead. "We are bound to wed only in later years, and solely for the engendering of helrs,
of course, not for mere plessure.”

"Of course. But | meant... other things."

"Small wonder he got here safely!" muttered Ils. *Not even the Hunt would soil their clawswith him! He
might enjoy it!"

Bryhon's eyeswidened at the mention of the Hunt, but he regained his composure a once. " So that's the
company you've been keeping dl thiswhile, isit? But do you think it much to have crossed thisland just
once? These last few years | have crossed and recrossed it many times.”

"Over thelce, of course” said Elof.



"Only at firgt," Bryhon answered. "The Ekwesh we had to bring that way, though it meant losing agood
few. But they are brothersin blood of the Hidden Clan, and took that asthey should. No, | tread afaster
way, and adarker. How, you of al men should know; the meanswas of your making, after al.”

Elof snappedrigid in hischains. "The Tarnhelm!™ he cried.

"Indeed. Lady Louhi had it of your master. But she has honored me with its use, many times, in preparing
the taking of this place and the assault on Kerbryhaine. | was concerned lest you had seen me appear
withit, that night on the battlements, but your witswere fortunately dower than | expected. Y our late
measter had only then finished giving me an exaggerated idea of them.”

"So it was you betrayed usto the Magteramith!” said 11, in tones as silken as Bryhon's own.

He shrugged. "Naturdly. By the hdm'said | could take frequent counsdl with him, to ensurethat | and
those few followers | would still need should be safe when Kerbryhaine fell; the smith and | werekin
from afar, but that made us more rivalsthan dlies. And of course | summoned the Ekwesh to waylay
your expedition when you set out. If there had been more of the Hidden among them it would not have
been so mishandled.”

"Strange,” said Kermorvan quietly. "To think | amost believed you meant your wish, that we would reach
ourgod..."

"I did!" said the dark man, asif mildly surprised. "It was my duty to prevent you, but | hoped you would
manage nonetheless. Because here | would be free to settle with you mysdlf, as| could not without
sacrificing my influencein Bryhaine. Here | could fight you openly, and end you and your decayed line at
agtroke."

"Wl then!" blazed Kermorvan suddenly. "Here you see me! Y ou have only to spesk the word. Unbind
me, return my sword! Then let us see which way the strokefdls, which lineis ended!”

Bryhon shook hishead. "Painit isto me, but | cannot. | came chiefly to tell you as much, and add my
regret. That graceis denied me, and your lives dlotted to another. A matter of discipline, | believe, a
certain siffening of thewill, and afit requital for many strayings. And on your part, reward enough for the
trouble you have caused us. Madness and despair await you before your death, for such isthe gift of the
onewho issent you." Helooked round quickly at the open shutter, and when he turned back fine beads
of swest glistened upon his high forehead. "1 must not be here. | have lingered too long asit is. Tomorrow
| return to the west, to set in motion again that cleansing dtrife you have hindered, and the assault that
ghdll follow. Do not delude yoursdlf that any shall hdtit. The ravenisacarrion bird, and cares not whose
bones he picks. Farewd!" The low steps were taken in one stride, the door dammed, the key twisted
sharply, metal squealing upon metd. Then there was no sound save the quiet harmony of wind and sea,
far below.

Elof sought to speak, and could not. Nor could the others; the terror they had read in Bryhon had
infected them all. The man had been deadly afraid of being caught up in what was about to happen, even
of witnessing it, though his strange shadow-life must have acquainted him with horror enough. A sudden
clink of metal made Elof start and tremble, till asobbing breath of effort told him it was Kermorvan
graining furioudy againgt his bonds, and vainly. Elof too tried, till the very seams of hisjerkin were ready
to burgt, or the threads of the muscles beneath. But the stedl of chain and manacle held firm, and he
toppled on hisside in the dust, gasping. Fear settled on that darkened cell asdowly, asthickly, asthe
disturbed dustmotes that drifted down through the bright moonbeams. Suddenly they leaped up, those
dustmotes, asablast of chill air whistled in the cell, and another, another, apulsing best like great wings.
The motes sorang and swirled and sparkled like metd, ever more thickly, more brightly, till it seemed that



the dust swirled into shadow, into solidity, into adender shape of light and shade. Therein the moonlight
it took form, and out of the moonlight it seemed made, athing of slvery brightness and blackest night.
Brightnessit wore as mail, night as a cloak outspread like black wings, one with the outer darkness of the
cel. Bright wasthe helm it bore, black the fierce bird-eyes of itsvisor, black the long spearshaft, bright
the gauntlet that brandished it high above their heads. But brighter than any,

blacker than dl, were the spearblade at itstip and the swirl of patterns set thereon. They caught at the
eyeand held it, yet Elof stared past them asif they were not there, at the fair face haf hidden beneath the
visor, thelips that moved, that voiced his name.

"Alv! Elof! Look upon me!"

In awe and terror, in Sick gpprehension, he could scarcely find voice. " Say, then, who you are, sofair, so
gravel Show meyour facel”

Like digtant chimes on achill night rang the answer. "When | am armed for war, who meets my gaze thus
leaveslife and light behind. They aone may look upon me now, who are marked for death at my hand.”

A deadly shudder shook Elof, aqualm of chill like the onset of some bitter fever. A grim laughter rose
unbidden to hislips, for that voice, changed asit was, he knew. "So will you day us here, bound and
hel pless as we are? Speak then, bold one! Set your name to the deed!™

"Of the Morghannen am |, the Vakyrior, Givers of Life, Choosers of Degth. A Warrior of the Powers
am |, and from them isyour death my charge. My nameisKara."

"Kara!" It wasif the name was wrenched out of him, though he had known it from the first. He gazed up
at her, histhoughts awhirl like the dust, unable to take in what he saw, what he had been told. He could
not accept her asthe girl he had first spoken to, lost and unhappy as any daughter of men might be, as
the dender form he had held and kissed in an hour of dark danger. Y et, just as surdly, he knew thiswas
her, that thiswas the truth of her, and the consummation of the fears that Tapiau's words had sowed in
him. And he remembered aso how afraid of Karathe Mastersmith had seemed; his heightened
awareness must have sensed some peril in her. Elof could not fly from the truth. He had dared to love
one of the Powers; how foolish she must have thought him! His heart seemed to wither within him, as
once he had seen aman wither and known it for his own work.

It was like drowning, like being back in the Forest lake with dark claws dragging him down. Sickness,
emptiness, lossweled up over his head. The world, the act of living, seemed suddenly dien things,
beyond his understanding, and he pulled darkness about him like ashroud. For him nothing remained...

Y et even asthat thought came to him, he knew it was not true. His very desperation cameto aid him. His
friends, bound beside him, they remained, they would suffer if he could not help them. So that was |eft
him... and amemory of whispered words. "Kara! Isthisthen what you are? Then you choose so
between truth and falsehood. For once you swore to me that you were of no common sort. And trueis
that! But you swore aso that you would not change!™

The mouth twisted, the heim flinched, yet haft and blade did not. And grave, implacable camethereply.
"What | am, | am. The sentence given | must execute. That pain is mineto bear without ending. Make
ready, and be ill."

Elof swallowed desperately, and fixed his eyes upon the blank mask of the hdm. "Hear me! Areyou then
aWarrior of the Powers? But which Powers? A Giver of Life. Areyou a Chooser of Death? Then why
do you serve those who admit no choice? By whose will do you dedl out death?”

The upraised blade wavered. "By thewill... that binds me! Seek not to change itsworking, nor delay.



No fear, no weakness hasit that you or | could challenge. Seek not to worsen your agony, and mine!
Evennow..."

"Even now?' He heard himsalf shouting, hisvoice echoing in the vault. He strove to force strength into his
words, to drive them upon metd at hisforge. "Even now you are tormented, Karal Even now you are
torn! Torn between your will, and that which is set upon you! Between what you are, and what holds you
inthral! Bewhat you name yoursdlf! Choose fredy!"

A shiver rippled through the mailed flank. The spear faltered, fell away. Then shejerked violently, her
head thrown back asif some sudden hand had seized her at the neck. Her voiceroseto acry. "Upon
me you look! | have no choice left me!" Back flew the cloak, scattering shad-

ows. High rose the spear, madness shivering at itstip, and at hisheart it drove.

The patterns on the spearblade seemed to writhe and uncoil like anest of snakes, and strike full into his
eyes. Darkness and cdll wal vanished, he was hurled and buffeted amid atorrent of boiling blood that
softened hisflesh like wax and washed it from his bones, while shrilling voices shrieked wordless tauntsin
hisears. "Karal" he screamed, over the voices, over the torrent's thunder. He struggled to hold on to his
thoughts as they were broken and scattered, his memory asit dissolved and leached away; to one
perception he clung, one sudden rock in the torrent, the sight of her arm uprai sed as the cloak fell back,
and upon it, leaping like understanding to his eyes, asudden flash of gold. "Karal" he cried out. "By what
you took upon yourself | conjureyou! By thevirtues| set within it I command you! For by my armring
aso you are bound!" Abruptly he was sprawled on the cdllar floor, every muscle clenched and cramped
in shrieking rictus, and above him the birdmask stooping. He drew atortured breath. Y et in those
bonds... liesonly freedom. Kara, by what you are you have sworn! Be yourself, then! Befree! And as
ever you loved me, aid usl They do have fears, we are their fears! From the city they hid us... and so
you may thwart them! Do what they feared! Rouse the city! Summon—" The arm flashed forward. The
blow fell.

He screamed something, he convulsed againgt the immovable chains even asthe blade chilled his neck
and struck downwards. The cdll lit with aflash of whitefire; hefdt the blasting force of the blow, and it
was asif it rebounded on Kara. Her head snapped back, her spine arched, and behind him the stone wall
splintered, the taut chains shattered and flew ringing apart. His hands sprang free. Kara shrieked aoud,
the dreadful shrilling cry of awounded facon; vast wings beat once in the narrow space, the open shuitter
smashed to splinters, and with wrenching suddenness she was gone. Elof fdll face down upon the earth.

A voicewas cdling into vast depths, and dowly, effort-fiilly, he swam upward, struggling to understand
and answer. He could scarcely make the effort, he wanted to cut free, to rest. But then a hand touched
his shoulder, and he was suddenly wide avake. The old man was sooping over him, hiseyeswide, his
dlver hair awry asif from somegreat wind. "Sir! Sir! What is happening? What has passed?"' Elof shook
his head, unable to answer, and in sudden panic looked to the others. They sat there, ill chained, their
faces pae with shock but dlive and dert. "Hasit cometo you, Sr? Thewhole city isastir!”

"Haswhat come?' snapped Kermorvan.

"l... 1 cahnot say... A v-vison, avigtation. A terrible sight, upon rooftop after rooftop. In mall,
barelegged, dender asayoung girl, yet... Likeabird. Crying out, chanting..."

"Like abird? Her helm, you mean, and her feather-cloak?"

Thejailer shook hishead. "No! No cloak... All over the city sheis seen, on one rooftop she appears,
then vanishes and takes shape on another. And each time, Sir, each time wilder, eechtime morelikea
bird! Theway she cried out, the shrieksl And then the words, a chant, a summons, awarning.... that



there werethose cometto... to deliver us... alord in danger of being dainin secret. .. that we should free
them, heed them, that we might al win free! And | thought at once of you, how secretly they brought you
in and Bryhon came to you. And under cover of the uproar | crept back..."He stopped. "Listen! Do you
listen, now!"

Faintly they heard it, a shrieking incantation, aclarion cry that rang and echoed across the city below.
And though wordless with distance, yet it set the hair bristling upon their heads, the blood surging in their
hearts. And under it, even asit cut short, another sound arose that might have been the searising yet was
not, wasthe distant dam of shutter and door, of voices raised and feet running, and here and there the
first angry shouts of conflict, screams and turmoil and the thin clink of arms. The old man winced. "Sirs,
lady, she'srousing al the quarter around, men, women, children! The man-eaterswill cut them to pieces!
Isit you? Isthe one she promised among you?"

"Wemust get free!” cried Kermorvan. "Elof, she broke your chains—"
"Aye, but my feet are ill fastened!™

"Hold, sr!" The old man picked up astout bar of stedl. "I could find naught else, and doubted its strength
and mine. But you..." Elof snatched the bar out of his hand, thrust it through chain and staple, and gave a
single sharp heave. The bar quivered, the staple rose, bent, and then with acrack bar and chain shivered
asone, and Elof rolled free. He snatched up the larger piece of bar, but it would not shift the heavy ring
fastening Kermorvan's manacles.

"Y our hammer, man!" wheezed Roc. "Y our toold!”
"They took them with the packs and the swords!"

"Two great swords, Sr? And packs of green hide? They lie in the guardchamber, S, at the stairhead. |
might... if the guardsare occupied... | might..." Theold voice trembled.

"Show me!" hissed Elof, and together they plunged for the door. The corridor beyond was empty, but
from up the stairs voices echoed, and the dam of doors. Motioning the old man to stay behind him, Elof
sdled up, griving to be slent, hadtily gathering up thelengths of dinking chain till hanging from his
manacles. He fdt no fear; that moment of insanity, that shattering spearthrust, had blasted fear from him.
Hemoved asif in adaze of concentration, taut, ready, intent as beast upon its prey.

The door at the stairhead stood open, and in it two Ekwesh, staring out into the restless night. The old
man touched hisarm, pointing to the firdlit archway beyond them; the guardroom. Elof nodded, and as he
did so the clumsy manacle scraped againgt stone. The Ekwesh whirled around, but Elof had aready
launched himself across the floor. One hefted a spear, but Elof dashed his manacled wrist into the man's
face, and hefdl. The other sprang aside, drawing along dagger, but Elof whipped at him with theloose
chain, once, twice, and caught him in the throat. He also fell, and Elof snatched up the spear from the
floor asathird warrior ran out of the guardroom. The stout targe on his arm turned the awkward thrust
Elof aimed, but the force of it overbaanced his own stroke; he sumbled past, Elof sprang asde and
drove the broad spear through his back. But the first man was up now, drawing his short sword, and Elof
could not free the spear. Helet go, gathering up his chain, but the Ekwesh jerked suddenly, gurgled, and
collgpsed. Behind him stood the old man, long dagger bloody in his hand. "There are only these three!
The rest must be outside somewhere. Quickly!" Elof thrust closed the outer door; there was no key, but
he shot the heavy bolt, and turned to search.

Within the guardroom, laid cardlessly upon atable, lay Gorthawer and the other wegpons, and beside
them their precious packs, apparently untouched. "If only the chieftains were too busy to look at these
yet!" muttered Elof, thrusting them at the old man. "I need my handsfreg!™ In hisright he took Gorthawer,



in hisleft the hammer, and one of the torchesfrom thewal. "Now, down again!”

The hallway was empty, the Sairs aso, though raised voices and heavy feet echoed elsewherein the
building. They plunged back into the cdll, and Elof locked the door behind them. " That wins us minutes,
at least! Now, dl of you, lean away from thewall!" Three grest strokes smote chains and hasps out of
the stone, another three the staples from their feet. Then, heedless of gasped thanks, Elof delved among
histools and found grippers to unfasten the bolted manacles.

Kermorvan stood up, swaying only dightly from his cramped confinement, and seized his pack. His
breath shuddered amoment, and he shut hiseyes. "It isherel” he gasped. "They have not taken it!" And
he spilled the bundle of mail from the pack, and began tearing at histattered traveling clothes. "Do you
others don your war gear! We may need mail to win free of herel™ Swiftly he pulled the black mailcoat
over his head, donned belt, mailed leggings and boots, and buckled on plates a shoulder, arm and knee.
Only the jeweled helm he did not don,

but returned carefully to the pack which he hung beneath his cloak. Last of al hetook up the small
breastplate, and beckoned to the old man. "Now, sir, | may answer your question! Bring here thetorch,
and look well upon me." The damascened tracery on the breastplate gleamed redly as he buckled it on;
the dim eyes squinted at it, widened in shock and lifted at once to hisface. Kermorvan nodded curtly,
and they filled with sudden tears. "Aye, chamberlain. The raven spreadsitswingsin the east once more.
And one named Keryn bearsit.”

The old chamberlain bowed his head, unable to speak, and then he glanced at the others, Ilsin her bright
mailshirt and Roc in breastplate and stedl helm, and stared in amazement at Elof; He alone bore no
armor, but after shedding histatters he had donned the smith's garb given him by Korentyn, and over it
his swordbelt and the long mail gauntlet. "Sirsand lady, as noble and fell acompany are you asfitsthis
hour! If we can win through to the streets, | will guide you asfar as old legs may bear me. Say no more
to me, but to the people!”

Kermorvan drew his sword, unlocked the door and threw it wide. Out into the passage he sprang, the
others behind him. There he hesitated, looking at the other cell doors, but Elof, knowing how impulsive
his humanity could be, and how perilous, barged him forward. ™Y ou cannot help them yet!"

Kermorvan turned reluctantly to the stairs, and sprang up them with Roc on his hedls, Elof and Ils helping
the old chamberlain. The dain guardslay undiscovered in the few minutes that had passed, the door il
closed. At Kermorvan's behest they flattened themselves against the wall while he spied out through the
doorway. "Everywhere Ekwesh!" he whispered, tense as abowstring. "But no solid line, and their gazeis
turned outward to the city. Best we burst through from behind and bolt ere they recover!™

"Then you must leave mel" gasped the old man. "1 will dday you..."

"Enough!" said Kermorvan crisply. "We leave together! Ready? Now!" With a swift heave he sent the
weighty door wide on its hinges, and charged through. Elof, right behind him, had abrief confused image
of firdight, smoke and disorder, and the black silhouettes of tall men only afew paces ahead, pointing out
into the blackness and shouting. Not until Kermorvan was almost upon the nearest ones did they seem to
hear, and glance back; one was fast enough to whirl round and raise his spear, and by aflicker of thefire
Elof knew him for the young chieftain who had captured them. But before his spear |ft hishand
Kermorvan's sword reaped the smoky air, the spearshaft shivered and the chieftain seemed to spring
backward in aglittering spray of blood. Kermorvan legped over him and hewed the head from another,
while Roc smashed his mace down on the shoulder of one till drawing sword. With that they were
through to the outside steps, and clattering down them into thicker wresths of smoke; Elof saw with a
dreadful sinking fedling that they were drifting up from the town, and that the firdight was burning roofs.



Shouts came from behind them, and on the steps below startled brown faces|oomed suddenly out of the
murk; Elof struck at one and it vanished in aclatter, I1s another, then for amoment it was hard hewing,
shouts and shrieks, before away was clear and they could run. Elof lagged a step, his bootsole greasy
with another's blood. Suddenly a ghost plucked hard at his cloak, another hissed savagely by hisear. He
called awarning to the others as the arrows whined in the blackness and rattled across the worn stone of
the stairs, but through the smoke now only chance could have found them atarget. Behind, though, Elof
heard the heavy tread of pursuing feet, and further off the sound of hooves. Abruptly there were no more
sairs underfoot, but ringing cobbles, and the chamberlain was gasping out directions. Down a steep
winding street they ran, into anarrow aley and through to another winding street. But round the corner of
that, doubling up the dope from the city below, came afile of somefifteen Ekwesh, dert and watchful
with their spears readied. Without abreak in stride Kermorvan siwung up his sword, yelled " Morvan
morlanhal!" and flung himsdlf a them.

The sheer speed of hisattack carried him down theline, and three fell amost before they could counter
him. But by then he had burst through the file, while llsand Elof fell on itsleaders. It might have been a
sore skirmish, but the Ekwesh broke away the moment they could and ran off up the dope.

"Cravend" jeered Roc.

"Not these!" panted Kermorvan. "They must have orders. Orders not to risk engagements... That isit!
Patrols have been mobbed, and they are pulling in the rest. No more policing; they regroup for an attack.
Sir, we must come fast among men of the city!"

"Towherefolk would most likely think of mustering, then,”" the chamberlain croaked. "To the Landfall
Squarel" Acrossthe street he led them, and to a gap between buildings so dight that few would think of
squeezing through it; Roc, dimmed as he was by hardship, had some trouble. Into a courtyard it led
them, by the boarded windows of an inn, and out under alow doorway in theinn buildingsinto awide
straight street of tal towers and dwellings that doped away down the hill and into the distance. Sounds of
pursuit were left behind, but they hurried dong asfast asthe old man could bear. "If | fail,” he gasped,
"do you go straight that way, follow that road and the sound of the seato... by Kerys Gate!"

He pointed with trembling hand, but there was no need. The others a so had seen and heard, the sudden
flash of light atop the tallest tower at the hill'sfoot, the eerie cry that rang so loud the deepest deeper
would be blasted awake and shivering. But more shattering to them was the sight they saw clearly, being
amost on aleved with the tower top. A figure stood there, and instead of armsit had vast black wings,
which smote at the gars. Atop those wingswas no helm but the living head of agiant bird, abright-eyed
raptor with sickle bill agape, shrieking darm asif each breath cogt bitter agony. But beneath head and
wing, mail clung to the heaving breasts and body of awoman, bare legs below were fastened by a
gleaming chain and shackle. And from moment to moment it was asif the wings faded to adrape of
shadow over dender arms.

Folk of Morvannec! Harken and hear me!

Sart fromyour sleep now, wake to the watchcry!
Strike off your shackles, shatter your slavery!
Free and at hand is your destined deliverer!

Into the streets with you! Out at the summons!

Sweep out as streams in the surge of the stormrains,



Strike as the waves at the walls of the harbors,
Burst with your bright blood through bond and through

barrier! Look to your lord for the light of your liberty, Heed him that through himyou all shall be
free! Harden your courage! Harden your courage! Harden your courage, and hew at your foe!

And it istold that amighty wind did then seize the bells of that tower, and many others, and shake them
like so much chaff cast up from the winnowing. Acrossthe city agreat clangor of chimes arose, and the
voices of men answered them. But atop the tower the voice wavered, the figure tottered asif seized and
pulled off balance; the vast wings threshed, and with alast ear-splitting shriek of pain it vanished.

"They have her!" said Kermorvan grimly. " She was sorely torn, but she has done your bidding, Elof, and
that is much!" He looked up at the dwellings around, where startled faces peered out from behind door
and shutter, staring from the empty tower top to the armed figuresin the street. " Out!" he cried, the clear
meta of hisvoice mingling with thewild bell music. "Out at the call! The city isrisen! Freedom and death
hang in the baance! Find weapons and follow! Follow to the Landfal!"

"Follow to the Landfall!" cried Roc, and Elof with him. But the city folk needed no further summons.
The cry from the tower had done itswork, here as el sawhere, with the bellsfor confirmation, and the
sight of armed men abroad who were not their Ekwesh oppressors. Out of doors they streamed, men
and women and even young children as the chamberlain had said. They took up the cry with aforce that
drowned the bells, and after Kermorvan and his company they streamed, all the way down to the sea.
Many ran from other streetsto join them, some newly arisen who had scarely heard the summons, others
from the streets near the citadd which had risen first, who had aready seen battle and their houses burn,
and were now in fell mood. "Who isit summonsus?' growled one in northern tones, hefting abloodied
sword.

"One who was spoken of," answered Elof shortly, for Kermorvan was slent. "At the Landfal more will
besad."

Hearing the northern speech the man looked sharply at Elof. "1 thought to know al of our kindred within
this city, and most within theland, for | have traveled widdly. Y et though your face is somehow famiiliar,
you | know not, nor your garb.”

"Nor should you. For from the utmost shores of the west | have come. At the Landfal al will hear. Wait
till then!"

But hiswords were heard, and awhisper raced through the crowd. "Thewest! The west lives! It
awakens, and comesto war!"

A sudden scent he knew and loved, areek of seaand shipsand al that went with them, reached Elof's
nogtrilsand he smiled.

"Aye, itisas| thought," croaked the chamberlain. "Here they have gathered, where first men set foot in
al thiswideland, beneath theimages of our vanished glory." And indeed, dl around the square aring of
tall shadowstowered silent and grim upon their pedesta's above the heads of the milling crowds,
dwarfing the hotheads who clambered there to harangue them. All kinds, al ages were gathered, with
every sign of disorder and haste; many were haf clad and wild, but none without some kind of weapon.
The Ekwesh in their confidence, or design to appear so, had made no grest effort to confiscate weapons
save the armories of the City Guard. Many others had weapons and even some armor in their
homes—merchants who had once had wealth to guard at home or abroad, and others who had kept
older weapons as trophy or ornament; there were many of these, chased pike or polished sword, worn



but servicesble. For the rest Elof saw hunting bows and short falchions, daughterers poleaxes and heavy
butchers cleavers, boathooks and spikes stripped from the quayside, carpenters hatchets and fearsome
rakes and billsthat must have come in from the fields, or tended the green gardens of the city. Where
those were wanting, even the ordinary tools of the household had been turned to use, maul and mest
knife, chain and weaving-sword, or smply stout wood for staff and cudgel. Anger and fear broke over
the crowd like surf, and made these homely things deadly in the hands that held them.

Into this melee plunged the newcomers and their following, at the chamberlain's direction making for the
raised platform that began the seawall, flanked by two tall statues that he named the Watchers. A few
would-be leaders stood there and shouted conflicting commands that few heard, et done heeded; dl
eyeswere turned upon the travelers, for their armor and their air of purpose. Many aso recognized the
old man they bore with them, hdf fainting from the race through the city. "It isyou who must spesk; if you
can,” said Kermorvan urgently. "Y ou they may believe sooner than an outsider!™

"Then set me upon the base of the lefthand Watcher, and give me atorch!” 11s and Kermorvan boosted
him up easily, and many following began to call for sllence. The other speskers were drowned and fell
back abashed, dow to argue with armed men. The crowd's roar gradually sank to an uneasy murmur,
and the old man, catching his breath, hauled himsdf up againg the legs of the statue and cried out,
"People of Morvannec! Heirs of Morvan, Mor-vanniannen al! Y ou know me, Eroud, late chamberlain
to Koren our lord, and like you downtrodden into the very dust!" His dry, dignified voice was better than
the loudest herad, for the true passion that alone sustained it could be heard. "But thisnight | have beheld
agreat wonder, men of might such aswe heard of in olden time! All the way from the west they have
come! The Powers herald them, as many have seen, and the Elder folk are their dlies! Hear them! And
above al himwho..."He gasped and swayed, asif hewould fall. "No more words do you need! Only
behold!"

Kermorvan sprang forward, lifting hisarmsto catch the old man. But hefdl not, only lifted high historch
to spread flaring light over both statue and man below. And the crowd swayed as one, and gasped, for
one might have been the other. Elof read off the stiff characters upon the pedestd. " Kaer..Yn! Keryn!
Keryn the Fifth!"

"Small wonder old Korentyn mistook!" breathed Roc. Armed dike were Kermorvan and the statue,
closer il in countenance, and life seemed to legp between them. The golden stone took on thetint of
living skin, the sculpted hair atinge of torchfire, the armor of black marble glistened brighter than the
dulled stedl, and from both their breasts shone in gold the Raven and Sun.

Kermorvan swung to face the crowd, shrugging back his cloak. "Words you are owed!" He spoke
without effort, yet hisvoice carried over the crowd's excited chatter and stilled it. Elof remembered his
quiet command of the crowd in Kerbryhaine, and how he had bound them to hiswill; he was|eaving no
time now for any ebb of doubt. "The likenessis no chance; | an Keryn, Lord Kermorvan, last of that line
inthewest. But in proof of my name | show you itstokens! For through the ruins of Morvanitsaf havel
passed, beneath the devouring Ice; in Dor-ghael Arhlannen itself have | stood, and borne away agreat
prize" And from his pack helifted the crowned helm.

A sghing shudder ran through the crowd as the torchlight flamed upon its gems, alouder stir as Elof
stepped forward and drew from his own deep pack the worn bronze rod. "Here you stand where your
ancestorsfirst stood,” he said in alow voice. "If hereisnot your kingdom, then nowhereis. Receive the
scepter!” Kermorvan's mouth twisted in aquick smile. Hetook the rod, balanced it on hispalm asif
savoring the moment, and then with swift decision he held crown and scepter high above hishead. Likea
retreating wave the crowd of thousands drew a single breath, and then as surf that broke in thunder they
cheered, a sound that must have shaken the very shutters of the distant palace. Torch guttered and



brazier flared asif a sudden storm blast swept across the square.

Y et Kermorvan did not don the helm, asit seemed he might, but instead quickly handed both to Eroud,
asif eager to free hishands. "Enough!” he cried, and there was an ingtant hush. He spoke swiftly, quietly,
but histone was grim. "Now isyour time of need. Above us there the barbarians muster. Y ou have
taught them a dangerous lesson, shown them that they cannot any longer act like guards over beaten
thrals They gather asan army, for that isthe only way they dare meet you now! And if they defeat you
they will not be content to keep down heads with afew patrols, and here and there a sharp example;
they will day you every last one, for they can never again fed safe. Perhapsthey are dready on their
way. Y ou have no lord now, no marsha, and you need one. | have seen something of war. But only by
your will would | wish to lead you. Say..."

He got no further. The crowd swayed like a cornfield scoured by a storm of hail, and the torrentia roar
of acclaim was deafening. It did not stop until Kermorvan gestured furioudy for silence, and then only by
degrees. "So beit, then. Let any who held high rank in your guard come to us now, and merchants,
captains of the sea and other men accustomed to command. But do you remember! For thistime only
are you bound! When peaceisrestored we shdl take counsel once again. Meanwhile | ask only that you
receive aso my companions, without whom | could not have come to you, or won free of the enemy’s
snares. Skilled they arein fighting, but stronger yet in the ways of peace. Of both our kindredsin the west
they come, and of an older yet. Learn that we men do not stand alone againgt the lce and itsminions! An
emissary of the Elder folk fights beside us, the lady 11" An astonished hush greeted her, aripple of
curious whispers, none of the hostility of Kerbryhaine. "For the Sothran folk stands Roc, worthy citizen
and soldier!” It was agenid roar that greeted him, for if Kermorvan's face looked down from the statue,
Roc's grinned back at him from the crowd, many times over. "And for the northern kin, a smith of
surpassing craft and wisdom, by name Elof!"

But when Elof stepped forward in his smith's garb, the cheering faltered among those closest to him. Then
suddenly awoman on the steps below him pointed, and screamed. Other arms shot up, words raced
through the excited crowd, then so deathly ahush fell that only the calm sealslapping at the wal below
was heard. Alarmed, astonished, Elof looked to hisfriends, only to see them also staring, not at him, but
at the second Watcher above him.

Though to the same scdle asitsfellow, it seemed gigantic by comparison. Animageit was of atowering
man, sturdy in body and limb, a shape of strength and grandeur that seemed better clad in bronze and
stone than flesh. Not landward did it gaze, but out to the boundless sea, whence came a breeze that set
torch and brazier aflare. And in the sudden light Elof aso gasped, as the Watcher's countenance became
clear. Well formed in itsgrim way, yet stern pride and anger seamed it, amarred and ferocious mask. It
was the countenance he had glimpsed in Morvan, that had haunted hismind ever snce. But why should
that so affect the others? IlIsmoved to hisside, and took hisarm tightly. "Do you not see? But you would
not. An old troll, whoever he was, large even among men, old and bearded and cruel of countenance; all
these things you are not. But for the rest, the face..." She shook her head. "Y ou are the stamp of it."

Elof'svoice stuck in hisdry throat. For hislooks he cared little; it was the impact of that face that
unnerved him. All that heread in it seemed dien to him, and horribly disturbing. Hewagged hishead in
protest, yet he could almost fed the mold of his own features betray him.

Helooked desperately to Kermorvan, and found only astonished confirmation. "But how isit possble?’

"Amazing!" murmured Kermorvan. " Small wonder that | resemble my forebears, being of aclose-bred
line. But you, ignorant even of your own parents, let done ancestors? Y et it seems you have found one."
Heturned to Eroudl. "Could it be an accident? I sthat atrue likeness of its origina ?*



"But do you not know?" demanded the astonished chamberlain. "It is said he went westward, and for all
we know died there. But here he landed, and here he would ever look back across the ocean, as does
the image, made by one who knew him. Do you not know the lastcomer from Kerys, thelord Vayde?

"Vayde!" breathed Kermorvan. "Elof, that is Vayde! Vayde the Gresat, whose tower we scaled, on
whose roof you forged your sword... Aye, we know him indeed!" He looked from the statue to Elof,
and back, and grinned. "Yes, | could well believe that fiery blood runs somehow in your veins. Does that
dismay you? It should not. No better friend had the kings than grim old Vayde!" He laughed aoud.
"Kerynand Vayde!"

The gathering guardsmen, merchants and other leaders, hanging on his every word, took up the cry, and
through the excited crowd it raced amain. "Keryn and Vayde! The Watchers are come down among us!
Keryrn and Vayde are arisen! The Watchers come back to war!"

Kermorvan rounded on them. "Well then! Let us order our fight!"

Of the swift preparations for the Battle of Morvannec the Chroniclestell little, and scarce more of thefirst
fighting itself. It islikely enough that the preparations were few and smple. Againgt warriors hardened
and fanatical Kermorvan could oppose only an ill-armed citizenry, but one driven as hard by wrath at its
sufferings, and now also by awild exultation at what seemed the sudden resurgencein their midst of a
mighty past. He could not deploy his people in subtle tactics, or rely on them to defend astrong-

point; he could only hope to hurl them againgt the foe in great waves, and bear them down by sheer
weight of numbers. So he laid his plans, and so the outcome was determined.

It appears, though, that Elof was scarely aware of dl this, and played little part in its shaping. A greeat
misery and sickness had settled upon him, areaction perhapsto the terrors of the past hours, the impact
of too many shocks, the burden of harsh discoveries not easily borne. He sat dumped against the base of
the stern statue that so resembled him, and the world grew blesk and hopeless. It seemed to him that
Kara, for whom he had come so far and through so many hardships, was now eternaly beyond his
reach. Aswel might he seek to love the stars that wheeled above him! They appeared as she had, dmost
close enough to touch; yet how infinitely distant they truly were. And without her, what did anything ese
mean? Hislife had falen inward suddenly, aslogs hegped upon afire burned out at the heart, leaving only
acloud of bitter embers. Hislong guilt, his sojourn in the Saltmarshes, hislong quest againgt the
Magtersmith mattered nothing now, and still less al the hazards of the way east. The sport and toy of
destiny he had been, agaming piece in the strife of the Powers, lured on by false hopes and foolish
dreams; lured on to do some good, perhaps, but little enough for himself. He looked up at the statue.
What wasit to him whose blood flowed in hisveins? He had heard little of Vayde, ill lessthat he liked.
But he too could have looked out at the ocean thus; he listened to it, rising now as the wind freshened,
and felt adeep wish to cast himsdlf down into those infinite waters, and there at |ast, perhaps, find peace.

Thetide of blackness arose again, and overwhemed him. Chill and nausea crept upon him; he shivered
ceasdedy till he could amost imagine his marsh fever was returning. Lack of food and degp made dl
worse; aharrowing night was wearing toward itsend. IIs or Roc might have cheered him, but they were
aready away, leading small bands of such experienced soldiers as could be found into the nearby streets,
to give warning of any sudden assault by the Ekwesh. But it wastypica of Kermorvan that he, the center
of so much activity and excitement, should have found time to consder what ailed hisfriend. When the
hard hand was clapped upon his shoulder Elof looked up with dull eyes, and met alook that blazed.
"Take courage!" hissed Kermorvan. "Only take courage! Men have dared ere now to love the Powers,
and great good has come of it. Did you not know? It issaid my own line, the roya line of Kerysitsdlf,
gprang from such aunion in the lost degps of time, and so that great nation was born! And she, sheaso
loves! Think only what she did for you, when bonds we cannot imagine were tearing her heart and spirit!



For that done you must fight on!”

Among the ashes choking body and mind Elof felt atrace of returning warmth; he nodded, jerkily. He
could il fight. If he could do nothing esefor her, there was dways that. And againgt those who had so
misused her he had along scoreto settle. "Good! " said Kermorvan, sharply. "Anill thing when a cool
heart like mine must rekindle the fire of asmith! Come, thereisamorsd or two of food; eat while you
can, for there are ftirringsin the upper streets! | wonder they have not dready attacked.”

"Could it be Kara?' breathed Elof.

"Thegirl! Of course! She has put the fear of Hellaiinto them, appearing thus. And well she might! They
fear to venture far beyond their stronghold. Timeit isthat we gave them cause!” He turned away,
shouting orders, and Elof saw the crowded square begin to stir like agreat whirlpool. The smell of
cooking meet drew him, but he had barely time to gulp down some of the savory scraps toasted over a
hastily built bonfire before Kermorvan regppeared, and with him Eroud. "Into your hands, old man, |
commit crown and scepter. If | return not to claim them of you, do as you will with them; they will no
longer mean anything. But better the sea should have them, to my mind, than the Ekwesh. Now, Elof, are
you ready? Y our placeisbesde me, if you will, for it is our column must strike the hardest.”

"l am ready," said Elof, and he plucked abrand from the fire. To Erove's horror he drew his mailed hand
down it, and at once it sank to charred blackness; even the smoke rolled leadenly groundward. But
between Elof's clenched fingers a gleam awoke. "We may need light; would we had adragon to giveit!
But thiswill serve”

Fanfare and drumbest there was none as they filed out of the square, not even awarcry or alighted
torch; Kermorvan had ordered silence, and it suited the mood of hisfollowers. Their first wrath had
cooled, and they knew there was no going back. Many no doubt thought themselves as good as dead
dready, but fell rather than fearful it made them. Some till wore only the nightrobes they had rushed out
in, but to Elof they seemed not comical but eerie, an army of shrouded forms gliding over the dark
cobbles, Kermorvan and the dark-cloaked goblins at their head.

They were wd| into the city, climbing the broad street that rose in stepped terraces toward the palace,
when the night ahead roared into sudden life, to shouting and the clink and hammer of wegpons, the hum
and spit of bows, therattle of running feet upon the cobbles. Againgt aburning building up the hill
slhouettes appeared in furious combat, and the column made asif to surge forward. Furioudly
Kermorvan ordered them back. "A feint!" he hissed. "That istheir advance guard meeting ours. If only...
aye, here comethefirg of them!"

Sure enough, llsand her party came flying down through the back streets, with Roc's not far behind. "As
you ordered!" she gasped, when she had regained her breath. "We broke and ran in disorder, asthey
thought it. Will it tempt out their main force?"

"It has!" panted Roc, arriving with hisforce. " Soon usthey saw us scatter and thought they'd only mobs
to ded with, out they swarmed like bees from abyke! They're less scared than you thought!™

"Or harder driven!" said Kermorvan, and raised hisvoice. "Now, aswe ordered! Into the side streets
with you, and remember—await the word!™"

Thegreat column split and swiftly melted aside. Kermorvan lingered to urge the last of them into cover,
and barely had timeto draw Elof aside before the vanguard of the enemy burst over the edge of the
terrace above and poured down the dope. In ataut spearhead they ran, light-armed runners with spears
and smdll targes, their hard faces set in fierce grinning masks; afew mounted men cantered at their flanks
and in files behind them, some with bows aswell as lances. Then behind them the main ranks came down



inwave after wave like flood over waterfal, spearhaft and swordhilt rasping asinister song againgt the
painted shieds held asawall before them. So swiftly ran the vanguard that they were dready past the
first Sde streets before they noticed the throng in the shadows. Before they could halt, Kermorvan
barked asingle order. A gust of arrows wafted up and rattled down among the vanguard, and scarce
dower surged out the people of Morvannec. Up againgt the disordered vanguard they thundered, and
past it, leaving it to those who were coming up from below. Up the street they charged, Kermorvan a
their head, and as flood meets flood in boiling turmoail, they came up against the main force of the
Ekwesh.

To Elof it was atime of thunder and madness, asif he had been caught between his own hammer and
anvil, and bitterly he hated it. He fought often at need, but never before had he been caught up in the
whirling fury of abattle, where survivd lay in hewing men before him as brush in aforest, sumbling over
limbsthat till twitched, dipping in blood till flowing or fresh-spilled entrails. He saw men and women
hurled down at hisside, yet he himself was untouched by the weapons that raked at him, always that
shade too dow. Gorthawer met them in the red-tinged night, and they bowed before the blade and the
strength of hisarm, and fell away broken upon the bodies of their wielders. He swiftly lost sight of his
friends; IIs reappeared briefly, toppling atdl warrior by main force and sinking her broad axe into his
breastbone, and now and again he caught brief glimpses of Kermorvan, aways ahead of him, hiswarcry
on hislipsand his gray-gold blade sweeping in intricate patterns among the hedge of spearsand shields.
At length Elof dared to hope the intengity of the fighting might be dackening, only to find it redouble
suddenly as anew wave of foes swept forward over the corpses of thefirst. And with it, in armor as
bright as Kermorvan's was black and marked with the emblem of the broken chain, the tall shape of
Bryhon Bry-heren came plunging through the fray. The sword he swung was long and heavy, ahuge
two-handed thing with a scalloped edge to the upper blade, but he wielded it with the sameliquid grace
as Kermorvan his, and cut a degp swathe of bloody panic among the city folk. Then into his path
Kermorvan sprang, and in aringing flurry of blowsthey met, flowing around each other with the deadly
grace of adance. Never before had Elof seen awarrior to match Kermorvan, but for thefirst time he
realized that Bryhon's confidence was no mere bluster, that he was indeed of the same order and
schooling. And he was fresh, and bore a visored helm where Kermorvan was bareheaded. If Bryhon's
gangling frame moved with less fluid ease, there was avicious power in the sweeping strokes he favored,
which could suddenly switch direction without dackening. Such astroke, aimed at Kermorvan's body,
legped asidein the very ingtant he parried it and dashed down upon his unprotected head. But
Kermorvan sprang aside and ducked in the same swift movement, the point grazed hisface, glanced off
his shoulderplate and struck the cobbles. With a suddenness that startled even Elof, Kermorvan's

steel shod boot crashed down on the blade and tore the hilt from Bryhon's grasp. Bryhon sprang back,
tugging something from his shoulder, a broad-bladed battleaxe hdf hisown height. But the fighting swirled
into the gap, and Elof, battering frantically at anew shieldwall, saw the adversaries borne gpart on its
tides.

Then, as suddenly asit had come, the shieldwall fell back, fragmented, melted away before his eyes, and
he found himsdf striking giddily a empty ar. Helowered his sword and strained for breath, desfened by
the roaring in his ears. His head ached terribly, though he could find no wound; the blood spattered on his
mailed arm was not his own. He looked around, and was startled. Though he had not been conscious of
moving, the baitle had borne him ever higher up the hill, till now he stood in the square below the palace
whence so recently they had fled. He looked back, and winced; the street behind was avery carpet of
bodies, some moving feebly, some till. It was hardly possibleto tell which were Ekwesh, which not, for
the same wash of blood boltered them all asthey lay. Steam and stench tainted the night air.

"So!" said Kermorvan's voice beside him. "We are not yet parted, then, we four!" He stood there, calm
as ever despite histangled hair and the broad dash that skipped from forehead to cheek. Roc was with
him, and lls not far off, hel ping to tend awoman who lay wounded and shrieking. Indeed, the air was



filled with groans and cries, and the sound of them raised the hair at Elof sneck.

"Have wewon?" he asked, and cursed the stupidity of the words. But it seemed that Kermorvan
understood.

"Not yet!" he croaked. "We beat them back to the palace, but at terrible cost. Then out sallied a
rearguard under that creature Bryhon, and covered their retreat within. Some five or seven hundred we
dew out of their two thousand-odd, but the rearguard was easily that large, and more would remain. |
guessthey Hill disgpose of wel-nigh two and ahdf thousand men, fighting men at that. And our losses..."
He closed his eyes amoment, then gestured at the ragged force he had led, standing shocked and
bewildered among the carnage or searching desperately among the maimed and dead. " Arm yourselves
from the Ekwesh!™ he shouted. " Spear and shield and armor, if you can! And form up then, for soon we
attack again!" He ground his teeth, and added, amost under his breath, "We must. We have no choice.
So many Ekwesh crowded into the palace, they will know they cannot withstand asiege. Any moment
now they will saly out—and what then? Will the people endure another such daughter?”

Other columnsthat had seen little fighting were swaggering into the square, only to hat in horror at the
butchery. "L ook near ready to drift away now, some of 'em," muttered Roc, "whatever the cost.”

Kermorvan frowned. "Thisis hard for tried soldiers to endure, let done peaceful citizens. | had hoped
their anger would give them an edge in strength, but thereis something else, some inner will that spurson
the Ekwesh no whit less hard, nearly to madness..." The sameideacame at onceto al three.

"If she could raisethe city so swiftly—"
"She could be turned against us—"
"But where is she? She could be deep within the pdace..."

"No," muttered Elof. " She would need to see..." Between finger and thumb of his gauntlet athin white
flame arose, and itslight danced aong the darkened windows of the palace. A murmur of wonder arose
from the folk behind, and they pressed closer to see, only to fal back as Ekwesh archerstried for the
mark. But Elof ignored the arrows skipping around him; he could see none but Ekwesh at the windows.
He swept the light swiftly dong the galleried roof.

"Therd" cried lls.
"Theres nothing but datues..."
"Seethere! Inthemiddle! There's onetoo many..."

When Elof looked again he saw it. Impassive, unmoving behind helm and shield, she might indeed have
been adtatue like the rest, save that one corner of her long cloak fluttered in the restless breeze. Elof
looked around desperately. "I must get to theroof! Those windows there, do they not light astair? It
must begin somewhere near the main doors. If | could only get through the lowest window...."

Kermorvan raised his eyebrows. " Then we could turn our assault on the main doors. But be swift, if you
would save livest And weighthemwdl againg... other daims.”

Elof nodded, for words he could not find, and Kermor-

van turned to bark out orders. A great beam was lifted from one of the ruined houses and borne forward,
gl smoldering, in the arms of the strongest, Roc and 1ls and Elof among them; adong it and over them
were raised Ekwesh shieldsto guard against arrows. Kermorvan cast an eye over hismotley force, gave



acurt nod of encouragement and waved them forward with his sword. Over the cobbles trotted the
bearers of the beam, gathering speed, and up the worn steps without a single dip. Asthey reached the
top, arrows rattled and thudded into the shields, and the bearers began to run, gathering speed. One man
fell, the others skipped over him and hurtled on toward the high bronzed doors, the tarnished figures on
them shining strangdy in the faint sarlight. Then they were under the gdleries, and in the last moment ere
they struck Elof hurled himself asde. From behind him he heard amighty creak and clangor of bronze,
and another as the rebounding ram was swung back and dashed againgt the doors once more, and aloud
wolfish cheer. Then with arumbling crash the doors swung apart, tore free of their hinges and toppled;
the rammers sprang aside, but Elof, turning to the window, was caught. One buckled bronze mass
loomed over him and crashed down. It wasingtinct that raised his gauntlet to it; it stopped short in arush
of escagping flame, poised on hispalm, al the force of that heavy fal drawn into his gauntlet and captured.
It was gill dead weight, but without the impetus he could thrust it aside, and dodge. It crashed down
among therising roar of battle renewed. He dared not look back; he swung himsdlf up to the carven sill
and punched his mailed fist through thetiny lenticular leads. The high window cresked open; heflung
himsdlf through the gap, and down into the hallway beyond.

Coming in from that reddened night it was dazzling, a place of white wals and mirrors and lamps and
candles burning behind bright crystd; even the empty floor wasamirror of black marble. But striding
onto it from adark archway was atall figure in sweeping robes of white, and at the sight of her, great
wrath and chilling fright warred within him.

"Louhi!" hecried out. "Say!" Shewasturning toward the great staircase that ringed the hdl, and she
was arranging something that glittered about her head. At the sound of his voice she turned, and he saw
her clearly, asfair as ever he had thought her, blue eyes wide with astonishment. Then they blazed
furioudy; shetook astep toward him, hesitated, then whirled and ran up the stair. She was swift, past the
firgt flight before he was anywhere near the foot; he could guess whither she hastened, and she would be
therelong before him. " Stay, lady!" he shouted again, and in desperation he drew the hammer from his
belt and dapped it down between his clenched fingers. It felt then asif he held an earthquakein hispalm.
He swung hisarm in agreat whed and threw. With al the strength of hisbody behind it, and dl the
pent-up impact of the faling door, the hammer hurtled high into the air, ablur of movement, and, witha
crash like thelightning it had forged, it smote into the Sde of the stair only afew steps beyond Louhi's
hastening fedt.

The stonework cracked across, sagged, and cracked sharply once again; dust puffed outward, and a
greet chunk of the sair tore free from the wall and went crashing down in ruin upon the gleaming marble
below. On the very brink of the gap Louhi tottered, her dress and robe billowing around her; the glittering
thing flew from her head and tumbled jingling down the stairs, coming to rest on astep near Elof ashe
came running up. He knew it at once, athing of hooped bronze and ringmail, ornate in copper and gold;
he had aready guessed, or perhaps his own work called to him. For it wasthe Tarnhelm.

Herased hiseyesto Louhi, pacing down the steps toward him with the measured intensity of agreeat cat
poised to spring, and lunged for the helm at the moment she did. Their hands struck it but did not grasp, it
jingled down afew steps and their feces dl but collided; for amoment they were as close aslovers, he
felt the warmth of her satin skin, he tasted her breath on hislips and found it fragrant as spring. Then she
recoiled, eyesblazing, and put ahand to her thigh asif hurt. "My fair young smith! Such afool | never
thought you! Do you not by now know who | am?Would you, fragile asfineworks are, go up against a
Power?'

The shriek and clamor of battle echoed through the hall, and Elof felt hisgrin go horribly lopsided. ™Y ou
arenot thefirst, lady," he croaked, and drew Gorthawer, and leveled it menacingly at her breast.



Louhi stared increduloudly at the black blade, and then at hisface. "So!" she said. The hand at her thigh
suddenly clasped a hilt; from among the folds of her dress a bright broadsword sprang and struck down
at hishead. So swift wasthe blow that the black blade barely turned it in time, so hard that he staggered.
Then shewasa himin aflurry of cuts and dashes, asthick and fast asthefirst fals of acloudburst, and
the vicious strength behind them startled him. Y et though it seemed too grest for those dender arms, it
was only human strength, and the skill behind it no greater than hisown. Thefirst hail of blows he
countered, and then himself sought the attack. But he felt something amisswith hissword arm, and at
every blow he struck it worsened, asif the ringing impact numbed his muscles. He cut hard at her, and his
point dashed the billowing fabric of her robe; she hurled herself forward, their blades met and locked
before their distorted faces, their panting breath clouded their blades. And before Elof's appdled eyesit
froze on both surfacesto askin of rime.

Now he knew what that numbnesswas! With ashudder he sprang back, fegling his arm bones ache with
the spreading cold, and Louhi hewed at him with both hands. But now, instead of Gorthawer, he caught
the blow on the palm of his gauntlet, and closed the fingers round the bright blade. To hishorror, where
blade met mail afaint greenish flame sprang up, sputtering and crackling, such as he had seen upon the
Ice, and he yelled in agony as his own mail sucked the heat from hisskin. ™Y ou would gather up my
strength in your clever little toy, would you?' bresthed Louhi, and her breath smoked like thefirst airs
of winter. "Well, young apprentice, Master Mylio taught you ill, who forged my blade to my design. Or
do you not remember that cold cannot be so contained? It is no force, child, but the absence of force, the
negation of it indl things, that bringsto dl stirrings stillness. And pesace.”

Then afearful seam of chill shot down hisleft arm, and stabbed like a skewer at his heart. It |egped,
convulsed, skipped best after beat; the breath wheezed out of him, hislegs sagged and he shuddered. He
could stand no longer; but he could choose hisfdl. With dl hisweight he dumped upon the blade.
Unprepared, Louhi staggered, the edge was turned away from him, and he tore free hisfingers.

The bright blade legped out of Louhi's grasp. High it sprang, glittering in the brightness, and over the gap
inthe gtair. A loud clatter sounded from the floor far below. Louhi recoiled with agasp of pain, clutching
at her hand; Elof sagged weskly againgt the balustrade. Then, recovering, she sought to push past him
and seize the hdm from the step. But she recoiled abruptly as Gorthawer's edge hissed a finger's breadth
from her throat. "The cold, no," grated Elof. "But you struck too hard, Louhi. That forceit could capture,
indeed.” He clambered to hisfeet, Gor-thawer leveled again at her breast, and caught up the T&rn-helm.
"And now, woman, in this body of yours you can be hurt. So either you will release K—

He got no further. With ahorrible shriek she sprang upon him, striking and clawing even with her broken
fingers. But by the sheer force of her spring she ran Gor-thawer through her left shoulder.

Louhi'slips parted in a soundless gasp. She wrenched violently free of the blade; a single spurt of blood
drenched her robe, and stopped. Fury shrieked out of her, an endlesswailing cry of wrath and frustration
that rang with deafening force in Elof's ears, that shook the very walls, that overrode the battle's clamor
and brought the fighting for amoment to afrozen hat. Elof let fal Gorthawer and clapped handsto ears
asmirrorsand crystasdl cracked and shattered and rained down in glistening shards. Louder, stronger
swelled thecry, likearushing wind in the hall, like ablast of bitterest winter thet whipped the air full of
flying splinters. Asunder flew lead and bar upon the windows, they blasted outward in an explosion of
wood and glass and through them streamed the wailing wind. Elof, shielding his eyes, saw Louhi's ripped
and bloodstained robe billow violently about her and suddenly float free, rippling and gliding out into
emptiness like some eerie creature of the seas, wafting dowly downward. Out of the hdl shrieked the
sudden wind, and all across the northward rim of the city bells jangled asit passed, tower tops were
toppled and rooftops torn; the wreckage below sparkled suddenly beneath a crust of white rime, and so
aso theempty Sair.



Elof, rising, forced down all thoughts save one. In shattering the stair he had barred that way to the roof;
he could find ancther, or... Heretrieved Gorthawer and with clumsy fingers set the Tarnhelm upon his
head, feding the metal of the mask icy on hisskin, asif from Louhi's touch. He pulled the mail closed
across hisface, and thought hard, thought of the palace roof, of the gallery round its rim and the rows of
datues. There! Among them! He felt something gtir; the few lightsleft seemed to grow dimmer, the
shadows stronger, the sounds of conflict more remote. Y et he was still upon the stair. He cursed; he had
made thisthing, all save the mask. Could he not now control it? It bore hisvery name, in both its
meanings, in the couplet he had set uponit.

Eynhere elof hallns styrmer Stallansimars olnere elof ...

Aloud he murmured the words, while in hismind he summoned up in the same archaic tongue the words
for shadow and roof, to add to the cantrip afind line.

| stans nethel, erand alt!

"Darkness and shadow, to the height! It isElof calsyou!" Blackness did so suddenly acrossthe
eyedits of the helm that he ssumbled, fearing himsdlf blinded. His hand found a ba ustrade of cool stone; a
brisk Seabreeze rippled the fine-knit rings of mail. Aswell he had |eft Louhi no timeto use the hem! For
he stood upon awa kway of worn stones doped for drainage, in the shadow of atall statue. In the blink
of an eye he had been carried to the roof, and not four strides from him, spear held high asif to Strike,
stood the figure of Kara.

Chapter Eleven - The Mold is Broken

But now the spearpoint was not turned against him. Over the balustrade it pointed, down into the square
bel ow, where the bloody surf of battle raged and roared against the palace wall. What he saw looked ill;
the bulk of the fighting was outside the paace now, which meant the assault was being driven back.
Thereindeed was Kermorvan, mustering aragged line for another charge againgt the uneven shieldwall
commanded by atall man in bright armor, but all around the heart of the battle smaler struggles raged,
little knots of fighters swirling thisway and that in amad crush. Forward surged the line; the shield-wall
broke at its center, where Kermorvan led the charge, but Bryhon wasthere at once, the greet axe
flashing asit cut aterrible swathe through Kermorvan's men. The edges of the shieldwall had held, and
now they curved round across the square to trap the front lines of city folk; Kermorvan was faling back
hastily, attempting to regroup once more.

It could not last; even Elof, unversed in war, saw that. In the end the iron discipline of the Ekwesh would
be the deciding factor, and that flowed from the fanatica strength of will Karawas pouring into them, as
he might into some work of hisforgeto give it unity and strength. With every moment that passed the
gppalling daughter grew worse. Elof knew he had no choice. He looked at the dender shape, dim against
thelast of the dark, swallowed and reached for his hammer. But that lay somewhere under the rubble of
the stairway below. So much theworse... He raised Gorthawer and sprang forward.

She became aware of him even as he legped, and swung round with unhuman speed. He had aimed for
the spear; the shidld was suddenly there to take the blow, and he haf expected it to beimmovable asa
mountain, the black blade to shatter againgt it like obsidian. But it wasthe shield that broke; it split, did
down and went clattering over the balustrade. Off balance, as startled as he was, Kara half-stumbled
from therail and down upon the walkway, and Elof flung himsdf againgt her. The arm that held the spear
dtiffened to strike, and, dropping Gorthawer, he seized that wrist in both hands and forced it down
againg the edge of the roof.

"Karal" he gasped. "It'sme! Elof! Stop this, Kara, stop the daughter now!" The spear wedged againgt


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

the balustrade and would move no former; the strain on the hand grasping it must be terrible now. The
mailed figure threshed againgt him, and it took al his strength to hold her. "L ouhi compels you no more!
I've driven her off! She'swounded and fled! If you ever truly... Kara, please ..."

Thefingers dipped from the spear. He seized it, was about to tossit aside when her legs doubled up
under him, caught him in the sscomach and catapulted him back against the doping roof behind. The spear
flew from his hand and rattled off down the leads. Kara sprang to her feet. She could dash past him and
resch it—

But she limped, hobbling againgt the slver fetters on her ankles, and the spear rolled out into emptiness.
With ashrilling cry she seemed to fal forward, her cloak spreading out dong her arms. Then they were
dender arms no longer, but wide black wings, and a huge swan with gloss-black plumage sprang from
the roof and swooped after the spear. What then? Who would she serve, when she caught it? Elof
clapped both hands to the helm. He was terrified, but there was nothing else he could do. Let him think
of a shape, and it masks hisown ...

The wings he thought of were black aso, and wider yet. The shudder that ran through him wasfiery,
climeactic to the point of pain; again night descended upon his eyes, and when they cleared he was
sweeping down the wind. Like the times he had ridden fast it felt, with his cloak streaming out around
him, but here the cloak was part of him, and his steed the rushing airs of dawn. How often he had seen
the great condors whedl about the upper airs, and madly envied them their serenity and freedom! Now it
was his, and he gloried in it, forgetting for amoment al human concerns. But then below him, out over
the harbor, he saw a black swan whedl with ashining spear clutched tight inits claws. With acry of sheer
joy hekicked his clawed feet forward, curved hiswing closer to his side and swooped down upon her.

Shewas not expecting him, that was clear, she saw nothing till his shadow enveloped her. His crud talons
raked the spearshaft and dashed it from her, seized her by the wingroot and bore her downward.
Struggling, they fdll as one, and below them the bright spearpoint twisted and dwindled till apae splash
gprang up from the dark harbor waters. The wing in his claws gave a convulsive leap, and suddenly it
was no longer there; something deek and narrow shot from his grasp, and did into the water after it. So
startled was he that he had no time to brake his dive, the water rushed up to meet him, gray as stone and
littlelesshard. In onelast ingtant of panic an image legped into hismind, and he felt no impact asthat
surge of fire again passed over him.

The green gloom opened before his eyes, and he saw the gleaming flanks of the shape that dived down,
down away from him. But his body wasong and lithe now, ribbon-lithe, and he sped after it, the bubbles
of hisbreath streaming past his nose. This shape was more natural to him, more of asize with hisown,
and it brought back memories of sitting on rocks above the bay of his home village, watching the long
deek seaotters sporting and feeding in the shalow swell. Asthey had sought shells, so his eyes sought
the spear, apoint of brightnessin the miry bottom. But over it shot a shape larger than the one that had
tumbled from his grasp, caught it up and surged away from him at a speed even he could not match. Like
agpear itsdf it seemed, or the broad head of a crossbow bolt. And yet he had no doubt it was her; its
flanks till gleamed like the mail she had worn, with air bubblestrgpped in the fur. Strange, how
appearances were preserved; was there something about him, clad in long body and blunt head, that she
also could know? But he had to stop her; she was heading for the surface too fast. He thought back to
his childhood once again, and to the high legping shapes painted in black and white upon the walls of the
Headman'shouse. ..

Thistime there was scant pleasure, great pain. Thiswasthe hardest of dl. Hismuscles clenched in
cramps, hisback arched, and suddenly he felt himsalf break surface, streaming water, and the breath
blast out of him and roar inward with explosiveforcein the ingtant before he surged under once more.



His eye was dimmed, but the risng gleam caught it clearly; he kicked out with his powerful tail, feeling the
water fountain behind him and eddy around the high thin fin on his back, and saw the sedl bregk surface
just ahead of him. It saw him aso, twisted in terror and kicked out with atailfin around which silver
gleamed, turning for the shalows. But it could no more avoid him in this predatory form than aman
outrun alanddide. He kicked out again, heaving hisdeek bulk upward, and like atoppling hill indeed he
did down upon his quarry. He felt the gape of his greet-toothed jaws close neatly round the spearshaft
and pluck it free, felt it bend and distort in their inexorable grasp, and at last splinter and snap like agreen
stick. He spat it out, and saw the ruined thing sink down into the deeper waters of the harbor channd. A
shadow passed over his eyes, wide wings of blackness, and with amighty thrust he rose from the water
asif to pluck her down. But the swan whedled away from himin the air, and he toppled clumsily back.
Thistime hewas scarcely aware of thought; again the fire passed over him, and suddenly, he was begting
up from the water's surface on black swan's pinions of hisown, gliding toward her in theair. Would she
understand? Would she believe? By different roads we reach the same end; what isin your nature |
have made mine by my craft. We are alike, youand I ...

Out to sea she might have flown, northward perhaps, or even eastward, out into the trackless ocean. But
he turned her away from there, the wind chill on damp plumage, and back, back down toward the paace
once again, down to the roof whence they had come. She might have struggled longer; did she come now
of her own will, or did she seek to trick him again? In among the statues they flew, he close behind her,
right to the spot whence they had come. It was a close landing, confusion and aclumsy impact, and a
flare of fever played over him. But by then hewas dready himself, dazed and winded, sprawled there
upon the roof afew pacesfrom Kara. Gorthawer lay at hisfingertips, asif he had amply falen therein
springing after her and no weird change had ever come upon him. But he could feel the sting of sdlt drying
upon his cheek, and the light of dawn was now stedling swiftly up the sky.

Theroar of battle burst up from below, and in dire dread he hauled himsdf up againgt therail, clinging to
some ancient's scul pted robe. But when he saw what passed below him, though the square was a place
of carnage, his heart filled with aflaming joy. For even as he watched a sweeping assault of city folk burst
againg the shieldwall of the Ekwesh, with acry like the angry sea, and now like the seathey washed over
it. The painted shields toppled before them, and were borne down. In scant moments the black-clad
ranks dissolved, hewn and beaten down by the sheer force of awrathful folk whose fettered hearts had
at last been st free, whose foes had lost the force that underpinned their belief. Men they were till,
brave men, but they knew themselves deserted by al that they had served. From iron order they became
amilling, desperate mass fighting only to escape from the square, and so being scoured from it piecemed.
Only around Bryhon Bryheren, last symbol of that service left them, did they gather and rally, and stave
off the doom that closed around. Hisarmor shone cold in thefirst gray light, bright as afragment of the
very Iceitsdf, and thefall of hisaxe clove those foolhardy enough to challenge him asthe lcethe land it
passed over. But into the very center of those diehard Ekwesh struck acharge of their foes as arrow into
target, and at that arrow's tip were three before whom no Ekwesh stood. The knot broke, and this way
and that they fled, crazed with despair, and cast themselves over the steep sides of the square, or stood
at bay with screams of meaningless defiance and were struck down with ease by the citizens. And in an
open space upon the steps, Kermorvan and Bryhon came face to face at last, and Bryhon had histrue
widh.

Though both were weary, like men fresh and young they fought, the great axe whigtlingintheair asit
chopped and cut at Kermorvan, seeking ever to force him to afase footing upon the worn stair. But his
sword was light in his hand, and as Bryhon's strokes passed, it bit and stabbed at him so fast hewas
forced to parry with the long axehaft. Showers of sparksflew up, for it was bound all in rings of sted, but
Elof knew well the strength of the gray-gold sword and the arm behind it, and guessed what must soon
happen. So evidently did Bryhon, for as Kermorvan thrust hard at him he changed the way of his stroke
with amazing swiftness, and let its own impetus whirl him round. Abruptly he was no longer in the path of



the thrust; Kermorvan lost his baance, sumbled to hisknee on alower step, and Bryhon whirled right
about and hewed down with fearsome speed at the back of his unprotected neck. Kermorvan could not
throw himsdlf out of the path of that terrible blow; he threw himsalf under it instead, straight against
Bryhon'sfeet. The axe hissed past Kermorvan, and at the same moment his legs kicked straight, carrying
him to hisfeet. The axe crashed into the stone and shattered in flying splinters;, Bryhon toppled over
Kermorvan's rising shoulders and crashed down besideit in ajangle of metd. The gray sword flashed
skyward, and with thefirgt rays of the risen sun it fell upon that bright armor. And deep asthe suninto
clear ice, it struck it through. Metd clashed and screamed; Bryhon convulsed, hislimbs jerked at that
impaling stroke, and the chain was broken indeed. Kermorvan plucked free his sword, and Bryhonin
agony rolled over onto hisback. In the silence that had falen, Elof heard him mouthing, snarling, but
could make out no words, if words there were. He folded suddenly, clutched at himself, then his hand
came free with abroad dagger and he rose on his knees and lunged at Kermorvan's midriff. Kermorvan's
sword crashed down once again, and passed point down between Bryhon's armored collar and his neck.
Hefdl back, head downward upon the steps, shuddering. A great rush of scarlet stained the tangled
beard, spread out in awide pool upon the steps, and hewas till. A deafening cheer arose from the
sguare around, and the crowd rushed forward. Slowly, shakily, Kermorvan sat down upon the steps and
put his head in hishands,

Elof turned dowly away, at once glad and sickened, and in asudden flood of horror realized he had
forgotten Kara. He looked up, and was startled to see her only a pace or two from him, her brown eyes
wide beneath her sdlt-straggled hair. What had she lingered to watch—the battle, or him? Clumsily he put
out ahand to her, and like awild creature she started back. "Karal" he croaked, and she sprang back
another pace. He stepped forward and tripped over Gorthawer; the helm dipped over hiseyes, and he
heard her halting footsteps stumble back further. He wrenched off the hdim and stuffed it in histunic,
picked up the sword and sheathed it. But till Kara backed away, her full lipstrembling, and suddenly,
coming to alow doorway, she whirled and sprang down it. In panic Elof dashed after her; if once she got
out of hissight she could assume any shape, and how would he ever find her then?

The door led down ashort stair into an upper corridor of the palace, richly appointed but with an air of
neglect in recent years, the rich hangings on the wals had afaint smell of mildew about them. Karawas
hobbling aong ahead of him, staggering along the wallsin desperate flight; the sight plucked at his heart.
Why had she changed so from the brief moments they had shared before, when she had seemed to return
hislove? Now she seemed to fear him, the last thing he would have. His heart felt empty asthese
unhappy halls, and he cried out her name as shefled, as he saw her turn a corner and vanish through a
wide doorway. Round its heavy pillar he whirled, and found himself inawide and airy room, a
bedchamber with an open balcony beyond. A tall brazier still burned there, that had warded off the
night's chill. Beyond it, on that balcony with her back to the balustrade, bedraggled in her mail, stood
Kara, gazing a him with the same fierce ferd look.

"Don't go, Karal Don't flee! Did | not do as you bade me? | followed the dawn, Kara. And dawn is
here"

"And | did as| promised,” she said quietly. "Though many atime| had to break avay in painto do it,
and endure punishment after. Did you not see my wings?'

"Often," hesaid. "And grateful | am, and grieved at your pain. But could you not have come closer? That
fleeting vision brought me as much foreboding and fear as comfort.”

"Fear and foreboding isthe lot of mortals who mingle with Powers," she said. "That | would spare you."

"Why? Because you love me?"



"Because | too have been caged so long!" She was shivering now. "1 would have no more bonds, nor
wish them upon others..."

"If I havelearned onething in dl thislong year'sjourneying, Kara, it isthat we dl must bear the bonds of
our own salves. In that men and the Powers are dike.”

"Come no closer!" she gasped. "Y ou know me for aWarrior of the Powers, and you would dare match
yoursdf againg me?'Y ou would il dare spesk of loving me?"

A breathlesslaugh bubbled in Elof's breast. "1 would! | have loved you sincefirst | looked upon you.
And if you are of no common sort, nor, it seems, am I! For you would not be thefirst of your kind | have
matched myself againgt. Have | not broken the will of one great Power, in the heart of hisdomain? And
gone up against another in body, and bested her aso? And by the craft that burns within me have | not
won for mysdlf arts scarce short of your own, strength that outmatched you at the test? Though | saw
well that you never sought in any shapeto harm me, Kara. Y ou love me, as| you. And none of these
deeds| dare boast of, not even the blood of Vayde that may run in my veins, nothing would make me
worthy of you if that smpletruth did not! | am told that men have loved the Powers before, Kara; but
those Powers must dso have loved men." He stepped closer, came up to her upon that bright balcony,
and she giffened, her body tautened, but she made no moveto flee. The silver chain clinked at her
ankles, and he stared at it with hatred. "I have no forge nor hammer to hand! But let ussee—" And he
caught up hisgauntlet, and thrust his mailed hand into the brazier. The dancing flames sank, the cods
crackled and dimmed, the glowing meta blackened and dewed the cold. "He who made thisbond | cast
down! Shewho willed it hasfled me! Shall mere metal stand againgt my will? | have seen the sun's
warmth melt the Iceitself!" He clamped his gauntlet hard about the fetters. For an instant they seemed to
drink in the intensity of heat, and then suddenly they shattered. Karaslegs quivered, and he caught her as
he rose. He stripped off the gauntlet, and reached out with hands that trembled to clasp the cold mail at
her shoulders.

"Would you destroy me?" she whispered desperatey. "Would you shatter my fair reflection upon the
dark stream?"

He shook his head gently. "I would only drink of itswaters, Kara, and dake athirst ereit consumesme. |
am wreathed about infires! But if | wereto drowninit, | could ask no more." He bent his head and
kissed her, and smiled inwardly as he tasted salt upon her lips. Then he did indeed start, as a a sudden
burning, and he clutched her close, did his hands from shoulder down across the smooth mail of her
back, felt her firm breastsflatten against him, and leap as she gasped.

"Here dso thereisflame!™ she breathed, her eyeswider, wilder than ever, an abyss of darkness beneath
him. "With al theforce of my being | could crush you in my arms, drink of you, burn you, consume you!
Elof, would you? Dare you? Do you not fear the madness that comes upon me?”

He threw back hishead and laughed. "Ah! Since when did asmith fear aflame?’

Then suddenly hislaughter turned to a cry of shock. For the mail he caressed caved inward, and fell
away to emptinessin his grasp. Dazed, helet it fal and jingle upon the polished stone, and stepped back
from it, bewildered. Of her feather cloak there was no sign. The sky above was empty, the room. ..
There wasthe cloak, draped flat like counterpane across the bed. With atingle of anticipation he threw it
back. But beneath it there was nothing save a sheet of creamy silk. For amoment he stared at it, and
then he saw the gleam that flowed within it, as through true smithcraft, and he laughed again, and shed his
own soiled tunic and hose, and lay down upon it. Under his hands it squirmed and surged, and was Kara
again, her own laughter warmin hisear.



"Y ou wrong yourself insilk," hetold her. Y ou are smoother far to the touch..." She gasped deeply then,
and he kissed her from throat to pulsing breast, and pulled her to him.

"Butif it were purest folly," he whispered, as his hands flowed over her, "if | were unworthy of you; if it
meant desth for me, and everlasting doom, still | would ventureit, and go rejoicing down into the dark!”

"Regoicing!" shewhispered, guiding hisfingertips, matching touch for touch. "Reoicing, into the dark!™
Then she closed hislips with her own, and cameto him.

It was full day when they went together down through the stairs and corridors of the palace, and out of
the broken doors. The dead had been moved from the square and the streets below, athough the stones
were till dark with blood. Thus darkened, aslater chroniclers have related, they were ever to remain; for
S0 deep into the stone had the stain sunk that a century of rains could scarely lessen it, and as Plen

Curau, the Square of Shed Blood, it was evermore known. "Buit it is ablazon of honor!" said
Kermorvan. "For though a thousand and more have falen today, yet by that sacrifice they have saved
many thousands more. And of the Ekwesh not one aive remains, and their masters are dead or
vanished." It was agreat crowd he addressed, for dmost the wholefolk of the city had come swarming
now into the square, and it was the sound of his voice that had summoned Elof down. Roc and IIs were
beside him, and Eroud the chamberlain, and they would have run in joy to greet Elof, save that they saw
Karaon hisarm, and hated in astonishment. But Kermorvan smiled, and such alook of relief settled on
his hard and wounded features as was seldom seen there. Calmly he nodded to Elof, as onewho seeshis
confidence confirmed, and turned back to the crowd. "A new day dawnsfor Morvannec! And you must
take counsd, that it be aday of growth and hedling..."

"We need no counsel!" called avoice out of the far ranks of the crowd, a deep voice that Elof seemed
amost to know. "Lord of the West, you have proven your right, and taken aready what isyours! You
are therightful lord!" And the crowd echoed him in ajoyous chant that seemed to spread all acrossthe
city, till it rang in the very ped of the bells.

"Aking!"

"The lord Kermorvan from the west, he is our king!"
"King Keryn, he lives!"

"We have a lord once again, a rightful king!"
"Keryn the King, hail! All hail!"

But athough the words had been in dl their hearts, nobody remembered which man it was spokefirg,
and none there present would ever admit toit. Soit is set down; but the chronicler addsthat Elof had his

suspicions.

But Kermorvan's face remained stern and unyielding under the dried blood that had flowed down one
side of hislong nose and matted the stubble on hisjaw. "A proper prize, stood it in the gift of the Powers
of Lifethemsalves Yet surely you offer it too lightly; little do you know of me, asyet. Thereforelearn

now my will! Last lord of theline of Morvan am |; and thet | shal remain. Let itsnamelie quiet with its
ruins, and so aso the divison and strife that marred itsend! Of arealm so torn, | could never beking.”

The crowd murmured, and gazed a one another in dismay. Kermorvan smiled faintly. "But, if you so
wish, | might be thefirgt lord of the line of Morvanha, Morvan Arisen! For so | would seethis city now
named, and the country and redlm in which it stands. And | would have uswork together with al folk of
good will, of whatever race and kin, that it shal riseindeed, to be alasting bastion against the evils of the



lcel™

The wash of sound rolled over him once more, and atide of fegling that did not draw back. He paused a
moment, and hisface grew grim once more. "Aye, you cheer, and that iswell! But to cheer afair hopeis
little effort! Will you also endure as gladly the pangs of bringing it to birth? For pangs there must be.
From the west that is doomed through folly | shal summon those wise enough to come, and from
kindreds of men that you can scarely guess a asyet. All these strangers you shall receive to dwell among
you, greet them as gladly asif the kin you have logt this night and in the sorrows of the last years are
returned. So shall the dwindling of your numbers be halted, so something of your loss be restored. And
s0 ancient follies shall be buried, timeworn sundering healed!" The crowd was silent now, yet the air
quivered asit might in thefirst breathless advent of astorm. Kermorvan surveyed them camly, his
blue-gray eyeslofty and remote. "Thusfar my word isas stedl. | shdl brook no lessening of it. Hereand
now | will hear you swear to obey it dways, in hard times asin good; and should you turn againgt that
oath, even only once, city and land shall see me no more, and you may fend for yourselves thenceforth.
To meyou shdl swear, and to these my companions, and Eroud the chamberlain; for they shdl be my
lords and counsdlors, and you shall hearken to their words as| do. On these terms only shall | accept...
this" he touched the crown gently, "and dl that goeswith it. Well, do | have your oath?"

With many words, but one voice, the crowd roared, athunder of affirmation that started the very gulls
from the distant shore. Eroud, hiswhite cloak blowing, stood contemplating the uproar with an air of
kindly detachment. "My lord," he said mildly, "you were wounded in the face, | see. Better that you had
taken care, and worn your hem." Before Kermorvan could move the old chamberlain had clapped the
bright thing upon his head, the scepter in his palm, and now the crowd erupted.

"A fine coronation!" laughed Kermorvan, when he could be heard again. "To take aman unawares,
indeed! For my ancestors sake, we will have to have something more forma one day. But for now..."
Kermorvan nodded, and agreet tenson drained out of him. "It iswell. And for that, may the Powers of
Life gaze with favor upon our city." He looked then at Elof and Kara, and smiled. "For surely they move
among usthisday!"

He raised the scepter, and pointed. Over the harbor two great ravensflew up, circling in the eye of the
risen sun. And asthefreefolk of Morvanha watched them, they wheeled away far out acrossthe gilded
ocean, asif they would seek out its easternmost shores.

Coda

At the end of the Book of the Helmis set down only that many a long year of happiness lay ahead
for himand hislove, and for their friends. Yet the years may not be as neatly closed as a
chronicle; for during this very time the snows were massing upon other summits far away, and
sundering and suffering were to follow. But also to come, as the Book of the Armring recounts,
wer e the deeds which won Elof Valantor final renown as the mightiest of all magesmiths amid the
dark days of the ancient Winter of the World.

Appendix

Of the land of Brasayhal, its form, nature and climate, and of its peoples and their several
histories, such as are set forth in that volume of the Winter Chronicles called the Book of the
Helm.

The Book of the Helm, being the account of a single immensejourney, ismore easily rendered into a
coherent tale than its predecessor the Book of the Sword: no lessliving a voice sounds from its pages.
Y et as before there remain many instances where much of interest is omitted, and much included that,
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however fascinating, isirrelevant: for the tale's sake a balance must be found. A brief account of the most
important aspectsistherefore included here. Though it can do no more than sketch in some details and
guess at others, it may at least drive back alittle the shadows cast by time upon the great deeds of an age
that isgone.

THELAND

In the years of the Long Winter the extent of the land of Brasayha was very great, avast continent that
stretched some thousand |eagues from ocean to ocean across the northern world. Thejourney of Elof
Vaantor and his companions took them from the southwestern to the northeastern coadts, an even
greater distance, and through arange of the diverselands and climesit then held. For the most part, of
course, it was Forest; yet within that Forest there were as many variations asin the lands about its
boundaries.

THE LAND OF TAOUNE'LA

Thefirst of these beyond the Meneth Scahas, the Shield-range which marked the border of the
Westlands, was the sinister relm of Taounéla. For the most part it seemsto have consisted of three
regions; the northernmost of these appears to have resembled today's Arctic desert, and was seen by the
travelersonly briefly, at the entrance of Morvan in the Withered Marches, and in amuch narrower region
at their eastern escape from the Ice. Below this opened up aregion of tundra, blesk grasdand underlaid
with thick layers of frozen water known as" permafrogt,” whose expansion can often cause the
hummocky deformations of the land mentioned. Between this and the Forest, and perhaps extending into
it, wasaregion of taiga, adightly warmer, often swampy country in which patches of woodland can
often dtill grow; permafrost may still occur in taiga regions, but more sporadicaly. To judge by the Sate
of the ground the travelers found in springtime, however, the climate was swiftly worsening, and the
tundragradudly encroaching on the taiga, which would bear out Korentyn's gloomy prediction. Theland
they cameinto after their escape from the | ce was some leagues further south, and save for theimmediate
areaaround the Ice amuch more usua form of southern tundra or taiga landscape; its sudden
burgeoning in spring is characteristic. However, the land there may have been unusudly rich; for desert,
tundra and taiga were dl relatively recent arrivals. Before the coming of the Ice dl the east of Taounela
had been the mor guerower , the"greengold sea," the infinite southern grainfields of Morvan.

THE OPEN LANDS

Beyond the western margins of Taouné€lathe river Gor-lafros flowed down from the I ce into the Open
Lands. In the north these were ableak and empty country of hill and moor, much the same on both
banks. it was asif the chill of the metwater that fed the river tainted and impoverished the soil, and it may
be that there also the permafrost was spreading. But the worst of the taint, perhaps, was carried by
outflows westward through the Shieldbreach into the Marshlands, and thence to the cleansing ocean. For
south of the Breach the western bank of the Open Lands grew more fertile, until they gave way to the
wooded country which the duergar claimed astheir own. And on the eastern bank the true Forest
flourished.

THE FOREST

Here, growing in temperate, hilly country, it was much like itslesser western arm, Aithennec; but
eastward, as one approached the Meneth Aithen, the land grew somewhat lower, the climate warmer
and moister, and the Forest ever taller and more dense as plant and tree struggled and competed toward
thelife-giving light, asthey do inthe selva, or tropical rain forest. However, the types of tree described
clearly belong to cool temperate forests; it seems, therefore, that the ecology of the whole central Forest
must have been of akind amost extinct in the world today, the temperate rain foret. It may be significant



that it was within this ceasdless ferment of growth, fed by aconstant cycle of rain and mi<, that Tapiau
was at hisstrongest, and that it was aniill climefor civilized men. It was no accident that Lys Arvaen was
gted on higher ground, the foothills of the Meneth Aithen.

These mountains were the only break in the rain forest, supporting adrier and sparser coniferous
woodland that continued high up into the dopes of the range, yet their effect on rainfal patterns may have
helped sustain it. Then as now, they must have been the tallest mountainsin that land and aterrible
obstacleto travel ers, though one would not guessiit from the brief account of the crossing the Chronicles
supply, or from the extent to which the Forest is shown to dominate them. Evidently the Forest served
the travelers as guide, for where it could grow unbroken the easiest passes must be, and spared them the
dangers of the greater peaks. But their worries about food are no exaggeration; even for such hardened
wanderersthe crossng must have lasted many long days. Beyond the Meneth Aithen the land once again
grew flatter, and in the centrd and southern regionsthe rain forest returned to dominance. In the far south
the Forest is said to have become more like the complex tropical selva, but if the travelers ever went into
that region it must have been in hunting partiesfrom Lys Arvaen, for nothing is recorded. It isknown that
this jungle very soon thinned out into the Wastes, these began as arid scrubland, not unlike the utmost
south of Bryhaine but without the rivers and coastal rainsthat kept that land fertile. And, asin Bryhaine,
after no great distance the scrubland gradually dwindled to bare and searing desert, save where the great
rivers of the east flowed to the sea. Such relatively swift progressions were undoubtedly a product of the
glacia "compression” of climatic zones, described in volume one. The Wastes were no better placesfor
men than the chill deserts of the north, athough, like them, they were not without other inhabitants.

THE EASTERN LANDS

The Eastern Mountains were not as high as either the Meneth Scahas or the Meneth Aithen.
But—contrary to what dmost everyone seemsto have assumed—they proved to be, if anything, amore
effective naturd barrier, not only to the physical spread of the lce, but dso to itsequdly letha climatic
effects. They ran a a sharp angleto the Ice, and somewhat further south; it had reached only their
northernmost peaks, and would have required an immense effort to spread further into warm climes,
without snowcapsto act asits vanguard. Most important of al, however, they were very broad; the fell
winters windborne from the I ce, which had so diminished both the harvests and the spirits of the people
of Morvan, could scarely crossthem. More, they rosein aseries of stepped ridges, which broke the
impact of theill winds, and made them spend their furies upon barren pesksinstead of therich land
beyond. So it was that the Eastlands were shielded by land, and their coasts were well warmed by sea
currents. But amid the shock of Morvan'sfall, few if any redized this, or saw the Eastlands as a potentia
successor to that great realm.

Thiswas alegacy from the early days. Morvannec was the first settlement of menin Brasayhd; from
there they had set out to discover the apparently more attractive lands west of the mountains, and
founded Greater Morvan. Morvannec had dwindled as the fortunes of its descendant grew; when
Morvan was at its height, it had become little more than a quiet and underpopulated port of passage for
produce from the sea. and the provincid farmlands. Even its princes spent moretimein Morvan,
necessarily so asthe threat from the | ce gppeared; Korentyn Rhudri was thought unusud in his carefor
Morvannec'sinterests. In this he was prompted by Vayde, who had ared affection for the town, and
that iswhy his statue was set in the place of most honor by the harbor. Vayde may have been as
farsghted in thisasin other matters, for although they had been bypassed for the lands of Morvan, the
Eastlands were potentialy just asfertile. But craggy contours and woodland cover had made the
Easgtlands more suitable for avariety of smaler farms, rather than the rich monoculture the sothrans
preferred; the plains of Morvan wereflatter and easier to cultivate. Perhaps aso the power of Tapiau
was then stronger in the eastern woods, and histerrors guarded the trees. Certain it isthat to the northern
folk aso the great expanses of hill and mountain north of the Waters, more thinly wooded, seemed more



atractive placesto stle.

But with these logt the Eastlands had much to offer. The floodplains of the many rivers could yield ample
grain and soft grazing, and the low hills around rich pastures, while steeper dopes offered hill hardier
grazing, grest store of timber, and the hunting that the northerners had excelled in since the days of
Kerys. The seadso wasrich, sncethe Ice had driven much of itslife further south. But only after the
founding of the realm of Morvanha was the wedlth of the East recognized, and turned wisdly to account.

THEICE

The accounts of the Icein the Book of the Helm reflect avery different aspect of it from the cramped
valey glaciation Elof and Kermorvan previoudy crossed. Here for the first time Elof encountered the true
icesheet, and the massive Walls of Winter, the Fasguaith, the glacid dliffsthat spearheaded itsterrifying
advance. 11s description of 1ce movement is—as one would expect from the duergar— substantially
correct, particularly in seaboard climates such asthe City by the Waters enjoyed. However, itis
somewhat overamplified; many other factors may speed up or dow down glacid advance. Onesuchis
known as basd dip; the sheer weight of ice may met athin film of water below the glacier, upon whichiit
may dide forward with greatly reduced friction—exactly the same principle as skaters use, concentrating
their body weight into thin knife edges. The rather incoherent account of Morvan'sfal attributed to
Korentyn may suggest something of what this effect could achieve over an dready frozen smooth surface;
some aress of the modern Antarctic icesheet are afl oat on buried lakes. Another factor is the season:
oddly enough, the icesheet may have advanced more quickly in summer than in winter. In colder weather
the pressure melting may lessen and the glacier freeze more firmly to the ground benegath; this dowsits
advance, but makesit vastly more damaging, tearing away vast blocks of hard rock. Many mountains
were leveled and the mgjority of mgjor |akes excavated in thisfashion. The debris, borne dong on or
ahead of the glacier wall, created rockfals such asthe one where Raven | eft the travelers, and is generally
known asglacid till.

MELTWATER

Equdly accurate is the description of meltwater effects. The sheer force of the water in such outflowsis
astonishing, and is often aided by the large amounts of rock debristhey carry, which grinds away theice
inits path. They may flow over the glaciers, or out from undernesth, and in doing so cregte tunnels even
larger than the travelers found, up to some 250 feet across; the water pressure has been known to dant
them updope, aslls suggests. Often they carve deep channelsin the surrounding rock. Volcanic action
under aglacier, often triggered by its pressure on the rock, can result in atruly explosive outburst, an
erupting torrent of water and debrisknown in Iceland as a jokul hlaup.

THE KING'SHILL (MORVAN)

Such isolated outcrops asthis are in fact not uncommon in ice sheets, their technical nameis nunatak.
The ravaged surfaceis characterigtic. Its sudden flowering, however, is equally probable; many species
of smdl plants and even insects have been found thriving on nunataks, perhaps sustained by the
concentration of sunlight reflected off the surrounding ice. It has even been suggested by some theorists
that they acted asrefuges for many subarctic species during mgor glaciaions, but thisis uncertain. It was
probably the existence of the hill gatesthat hel ped preserve the Catacombs so well, by alowing aflow of
dry cold air along the passages, grave goods in tombs in the Andes and €l sewhere have been smilarly
preserved.

THEMAPS

Asthe Book of the Sword made clear, the peoples of the Western Land of Brasayha had grown very



insular in the thousand years since the fall of Kerbryhaine. For the kindreds of men, dl that lay east of the
Meneth Scahas was amemory of loss, grief and dangers dmost beyond comprehension, and they chose
to blot it from their minds, and keep no maps; they thought never to return. The Duergar were less
blinkered, but age upon age had passed since their first flight west, and they also had expected never to
go back. The map accompanying the first volume represents the gpproximate extent of even thelr
knowledge, and it had grown vague and generd. Thus Kermorvan's journey wasin every sensean
exploration, and he knew little or nothing of what lands and conditions he might expect to find. Only on
this second map isthe full extent of Brasayhd shown; or rather, Brasayhd free of the Ice. For therest of
that great land lay dead and buried for along age, and longer yet wasto pass ere it saw the sun'slight
once more; and, aswith the long dead, its aspect then was sadly changed.

Some corrections have been made in the map—the full southward extent of the Meneth Scahas, for
example, is shown, and the eastward margins of the Ice made clearer. For completeness sakethe main
feature of the southeastern lands have been included, though they do not comeinto thistale.

FLORA AND FAUNA

Thelife of the Forest lands that dominate the Book of the Helm was undoubtedly much richer and more
varied than the Westlands, but for the most part it still resembled modern forms closaly enough to need
little comment. Alongside them, however, many older and stranger creatures ill dwelt, and not dways
by chance. At times, of course, the descriptions are not close enough to identify properly; for example,
theflock of small birds through whom Tapiau spoke were very probably some variety of warbler, but it is
impossibleto tell. In one or two cases, however, sometelling details can be picked ot.

DOMESTIC ANIMALS

Asarulethese are not described in detail, the authors no doubt assuming they would be familiar enough
to readers. Asthey are; but afew exceptions remain.

Ponies (Chapter 2) There were many distinct species of horse, smal and large, intheland at thistime; a
few, such as Kermorvan's warhorse, had been introduced from Kerys, but most were native, and only
recently domesti-

cated, if at dl. Such the company's mounts must have been, and unusually primitive to have retained the
small sde-hooves mentioned. In most horses of thistime these remnants of the ancestra three-hoofed
foot had aready dwindled to mere splint bones. It is possible that they were some pony-sized breed of
the older genus Hipparion, which was superseded by the more modern genus Equus at around thistime.

Musk-Oxen (Chapter 9) There seemsto be no significant difference between these creatures and their
modern descendants, the species Ovibos muschatus, either in appearance or behavior. They are
members of the subfamily Caprinae, or goat-antelopes, ahardy group which flourished particularly
during the Long Winters, and in the case of the musk-ox and its little-known cousin, thetakin, grew to
relatively giant size. It is, however, possible that this growth was a product of deliberate breeding by the
duergar, and perhaps even the species as such, descended from one or other of the varieties of

mountai n-adapted goats they kept. Certainly the musk-ox takes more quickly to limited domestication
than many other species.

WILD ANIMALS

Giant Horses (Chapter 2) The chance reference to these creaturesisin fact borne out by other books of
the Chronicles. Such beasts undoubtedly existed; dmost certainly they were of the species Equus
giganteus, one of thewild strains native to Brasayhdl, rather than brought by men from Kerys, and larger
than any horse now living. Once they ran wild over the grasdands of Morvan, and their strength,



fierceness and untamesability became proverbid; their herds must have been an awvesome sight. In latter
days some might still be found among other wild horsesin the Open Lands, where predators were few;
hence Kermorvan's confidence about the ponies.

Giant deer (Chapter 4) These were undoubtedly true deer Cervidae, but not the most famous giant form,
the so-cdlled Irish "dk" Megaceros; it was never found in these lands. From the description, particularly
the pendulous muzzle and cupped pamate antlers, the huge moose Cervalces isamore likely candidate;
itsantlers might have a pan up to 12 feet.

Daggerteeth (Chapter 4) These fierce predators are more fully described than before, so they can be
firmly identified as saber-toothed cats, and members of the long-toothed Machairodontinae rather than
the "scimitar-toothed” Homotheriini. They appear to lack the lower-jaw "sheaths' characteristic of
Machairodus itsdf, and their Size, if unexaggerated, istoo greet for the later form Me-gantereon; dmost
certainly they were the archetypa "saber-toothed tiger” Smilodon. If so, Kermorvan's courage was all
the more remarkable; Smilodon stood nearly four feet high at the shoulder, and far outweighed agenuine
tiger. It was the most recent of its speciesto evolve, and the lagt; this again argues arelatively recent date
for the Winter Chronicles.

Onehorn (Chapter 7) Thisis undoubtedly a species of the so-called "woolly” rhinoceros. The grest size,
long horsdlike body and single, straight horn suggest Elasmoth-erium, the largest known rhinocerine
species: itshorn donewas about Sx feet long. Its shaggy coat and mane— and the characteristic tuft of
"beard" below the jaw-undoubtedly gave this cresture a horsdlike appearance which is very suggestive,
Certainly memories of it would make amore credible source of folklore than modern rhin-ocerines.

OTHERS

The huge herbivore whose appearance so startled the company in Chapter 4 isnot difficult to name,
though it must have been near the north of its range. The shape of head and claws, the diet, and the
derma armor beneeth a shaggy pelt identify it as one of the family Mylodontidae, the later giant ground
doths, and probably of the species Glossoth-erium, because neither flourished in these lands. Specimens
of the skin have survived, complete with bony nodules which could well have turned arrowshot at long
range.

The beast that lurked in the Catacombs of Morvan is much harder to identify. In appearance and
behavior it seems closer to the Mustelidae than the bears, so very probably the travelerswereright in
thinking of it as somekind of giant wolverine. However, thisraises a problem; such abeast did exi<t, but
millions of yearsearlier, in the Miocene period. Thiswould make it astartling anachronismin the time of
the Chronicles, but not the only one. The Powers, and in particular the Ice, may well have maintained
many such divein their service long after their day had passed in the rest of the world, harboring them
perhaps on or around the nunataks. If thisisso, it raises an intriguing possibility for the akszawan, the
lizardthing that in the course of the Book of the Sword surprised Elof and Kermorvan in their camp. Its
reptilian aspect is hard to reconcile with its ability to survive and function in the cold climate of the
Northland mountains. It might, however, have been asyngpsid, or "paramamma,” atrangtiona creature
ancedrd to dl mammds, blending reptilian skeletd and body traits with the beginnings of mammdian
dentition and a"warmblooded" physiology. But thisfamily, whose best-known member isthe
sail-backed Dime-trodon, flourished aslong ago asthe late Permian—a period, interestingly enough, in
which there may aso have been severe glaciations. If it was a paramamma, therefore, itsline had been
kept divefor no lessthan 225 million years.

THE FOREST

The trees and plants of the Forest were, asfar as can betold, very like modern forms, and where



possible the modern names have been used in the text. It was the ecology in which they grew that was
different. The Forest might have appeared therichest land in al Brasayhal, so vast and so energetic was
the growth it bore. Y et, like the modern selva, thisgreat pyramid of life grew from a very delicate
foundation. Its ecologica cycle was based on swift transmission of water and nutrients, leaving the topsoil
beneath neither deegp nor rich. Tapiau's fear of the incursions of the Ice on one hand, and on the other
men, was therefore well founded. Once frozen, the ground could not support the Forest: once cleared,
the Forest could not easily reestablish itself. In northern areas grasdand swiftly took over, whilein the
south al too often the exposed topsoil smply dried up in summer and blew away. And to judge from the
dtate of those lands today, thisin the end wasitsfate. It may seem unlikely that so vast awoodland could
perish so easily; yet greeat aress of the Saharatoday were, not long since, the forests where Hannibal
obtained his elephants.

PEOPLES
THE PEOPLES OF THE EASTLANDS

At firgt sght it might seem from the Winter Chroniclesthat the folk who had remained in the Eastlands
hardly differed from their kindred in the west, whether in language or customs. Bryhon had had little
difficulty in passing himself off as one of them, and the travelers were easily understood and accepted.
But there are indications that this surface smilarity was deceptive; deeper differencesdid exist. For
example, the Penruthyatongue was the dominant language, asit wasin Bryhaine, but in avery different
diaect, more archaic and adopting many wordforms from the Svarhath. If the travelers had not aready
had to adjust to the archaic tongue of the Forest dwellers, and been native or fluent Svarhath speakers,
they would have had greater difficulty. Svarhath, as among the Forest folk, had changed much less,
perhaps because of its stronger ord tradition, but chiefly because of its"minority” status. Thiswas not
forced onit, asit wasin Kerbryhaine, but reflected the relative numbers of each people, and their
involvement in public affarrs.

Language thus points the way to an even deeper difference. The land of Morvannec maintained the
blending of racesthat Kerys had achieved of old; it had not fragmented into distinct communities, as
Morvan had begun to, or into separate countries, as did the Westlands to their own grest loss.
Northerners and sothrans, Svarhath and Penruthya, shared common communities throughout the land.
Within the community, though, the northerners tended to be clannish, living in their own digtrictsand
monopolizing certain occupations such as seafishing, smal farming and crafts. The Penruthya dominated
government, large landowning and trade, but such finance asthere waslay in the hands of the Goldsmith's
Guild, which was chiefly Svarhath. In generd the two kindreds existed in goodhumored mutud toleration
(though much of the good humor was at each other's expense). The disaster of Morvan had forced them
together as sharply asit had divided the west.

THE ANCESTRAL FACTIONS

One casualty of this processin Morvannec appears to have been the ancestral political factionsthat so
bedeviled the affairs of Kerbryhaine at thistime. If earlier Chronicles are to be believed, they originated in
the rise of Kerys, when, as so often happens, newly wealthy commoners found their interests conflicting
with the ancestral landowning classes who had built up the country, and in asense made that wedlth
possible. Many families became identified with one or another faction, and passed on that rivary to their
descendants. Thisisdl too credible; it was the same conflict that first divided the patrician and plebeian
classesin ancient Rome, and the lines of Guelph and Ghibelline at alater date. And aswith them, it was
handed down through so many generationsthat it lost Sight of its origins. Inherited wedth soon gave the
most powerful plebeians athoroughly aristocratic outlook; many peatrician families declined in wedth and
gtatus. And though the plebeian faction claimed to spesk for the common people, very often the patrician



faction was closer to them in spirit and interest, and enjoyed their support. The factions began among the
Penruthya peoples, but intermarriage and common interests soon spread them among the Svarhath of the
north.

Theroyd line of Kerys, the Y smerien, usudly remained aoof, striving to pacify and reconcilethe
factions, asthey had the two peoples. Sometimes they would succeed for many generations together, yet
sooner or later the old dissension would creep in once more. A younger son of the Y smerien left Kerys
for the new land of Brasayhd to found there a colony that would become Morvannec; his heirs
established Morvan, and took the name of its central city, Kermorvan, for their new line. But even there
they could not escape the old associations;, the factions followed them. However, throughout the long
centuries of Morvan's prosperity there was little serious cause for dissension, and the kings sternly
repressed casud feuding; the factionsfaded into little more than familid rivaries, and among the
Northerners died out altogether. But asthe threat of the lce grew, so the factions regained their meaning.
It did not help that when the kings needed strong support they would always find it more readily among
the patrician faction. Many plebeians sought to limit the royal power, or even substitute some " popular”
form of government. Y et when they had their chance in Bryhaine they created the Syndicacy, as
dependent on wedlth asthe old aristocracy and as autocratic as the kings had ever been.

The shifts of time and fortune ensured that no single family dominated ether faction for very long; some
even shifted from one to the other over the centuries. But for the Book of the Helm it isworth noting that
the Herens were always strong among the plebeians. Like the roya line they blended the blood of both
kindreds, but they were staunch populists and particular antagonists of the kings, in Morvan they added
the prefix Bry-, meaning free, to the family namein protest againgt the new kingship. By and largethey
seem to have been avery honorable family, and at times more humane and peaceful than the stern kings
they opposed. Y et undoubtedly it was within their kindred that the sinister cult of the | ce centered,
doubtlessit was passed on only to a carefully chosen and condi-

tioned few. Nevertheless, it is noticeable that it was Mor-vannec, where the Bryheren line was cut short
by accidental desths a generation or two after thefal of Morvan, that managed to produce the most
harmonious society in the land. The High Kingdom of Morvanha wasto continue thistradition; the
factions were forbidden by decree and common consent, and never again acquired any significance.

THE FOREST PEOPLE

No more need be said of the origins of these strange folk than appearsin the text, and of their eventua
degtiny littleisknown. However, some deductions are possible. If they used any name of themsalves, it
was alfar, but the duergar, with customary clear sight, named them the Children of Tapiau. For intruth
they had been reduced to children, dependent on him for al things. Though their bodies were well
adapted to lifein anaturd, primitive world, the picture of them in the Chronicles suggests that their minds
were not. For they appear to lack both the vices and virtues of truly primitive humans, that sheer raw
energy which alowsthem to survive and grow. They were dangerous warriors, but only at Tapiau's
behest; among themsalves they never fought, savein sport. This peaceable nature may seem avirtueto
civilized folk, yet even the most manlike apes may murder and wage triba war for no good purpose; it
may be an urge they need. Nor did the arts of peace fare any better among the alfar, to judge by
Mor-huen'sfate. How long could such apeople survive in the great changes that were to come? And
could they ever again climb up the samelong dope? If enough of them survived unaltered, it ispossble
they might manage to endure. Certainly in other lands there survive legends of arace of ageless,
supernatura beings a once sylvan, rustic and strange, yet with courts and kings excelling in splendor
those of common men. Perhaps Tapiau had been at work there also, with grester success. But where the
great forests of Brasayha once ran no such traditions endure, nor isthere any trace of the folk who
roamed them.



Perhaps in the end the fabric of men proved tougher and less apt to Tapiau's hand than he suspected, and
their descendants regained their manlike forms. But it may or may not be sgnificant that in the junglesthat
endure far to the south there are legends of aman-sized arboreal ape, though no apes have ever lived on
that continent; dl that has ever been found are peculiarly large and long-limbed monkeys.

THE DWELLERSUNDER THE TREES

The other strange beings that Elof and his compani ons encountered should not, strictly spesking, be
spoken of as people. They were as Tapiau described them, races of minor Powers. Y et their tasks and
natures confined them to bodily form, and in those forms they lived, and even perhaps bred; and they
undoubtedly had minds of some order, though very unlike those of men. In no account does Tapiau
volunteer any more information to Elof about them; but in some texts passages are added which name
them, apparently from duergar lore and traditions. |ls hersalf may have discovered these, though
gpparently she knew little or nothing of them at the time. The most human in shape, the creature who
took Ermahd, isnamed rhuzalkh in the duergar speech. They did not think her wholly malign, for shedid
not seem to kill; and of those lost from the company Ermaha aone did not regppear among Taoune's
shades. Y et they dreaded her, for she would ever provoke and strengthen dreams and illusionsin an
apparent need to share them, perhapsto feed on them. In doing so she would ensnare the dreamer
whally, luring him away down strange pathways from which few returned, and those lost and wandering
intheir wits. Always they were happy, which to the duergar seemed worst of al.

The monstrous lake-dwellers the duergar named vady-anei, and feared far less. In body they were as
described, not unlike massive sedl's, yet with grasping forelimbs and huge heads. Formerly their dams had
been found in many rivers and lakes, and it seems they were once set to watch and ward such places;
they were smple of mind and savage of temper, though seldom dangerous unless disturbed.

When the duergar waterways under the mountains were first made the vadyanei had often invaded them,
endangering ships and their crews, and been hard to displace; but for thousands of years no more had
been seen of them. Both these creatures were unknown to men, and had no namesin their tongues. Not
s0 the creatures of the Hunt; they were known in the folklore of Bryhaine as one of the principal terrors
of Aithennec, where Tapiau no doubt set them to ded with intruding men. Asagroup they were named
helgorhyon, probably meaning the Wild Hunt, but the individual crestures were caled gourviyth, which
means gpproximately the same as the modern word werewolf; the duergar name vrkalak meansas much
aso. That implies someidentity with men, yet by al accounts they were twice the Size of aman, and there
isno tae of them changing skin or shape; on the other hand, they were never seen by day. But it ismore
likely the name refersto their shape, and the mind that lay behind the brows of abeast. Certainly they
were of afearsomeintelligence, and once on a scent no ruse or guile could turn them aside; Elof and his
companions were fortunate in their escape that only alfar were nearby. Most probably the Hunt was il
west of the Meneth Aithen, to guard against Ekwesh incursions. Their original task was said to have been
countering the creatures of the Ice, and as such they were vaued, even worshiped by the ancestors of the
duergar, who had suffered from it once before. That men knew them only asterrors of the night and the
treeshade was perhaps unjust; it isworth noting that while they terrified the company, it was only Kasse
the wrong-doer they actually dew. And even his murderous bargain they justly kept.

THE CONFLICT OF FORCES

In the Book of the HElm, for thefirst time, the two gresat forces of the Long Winter come into direct
conflict-smithcraft in the hands of aman, albet an extraordinary man, againgt the controlling wills of the
Powersthem-

selves. And if thereisno doubt to whom the first honors went, still there is more to be explained.



THE POWERS

The events of the Book of the Helm brought Elof into far closer contact with the Steerers of the World
than any man in the memory of histimes; though in the Chronicles accounts of others may be found. He
learned much of their strengths and wesknesses, and, as the Chronicle suggests, he acquired much of this
from Tapiau. No doubt the wily Forest lord, sensing that here was one on whom hisusud alurements
would havelittle hold, and divined the thirst for knowledge that was one of Elof's ruling passions, and
sought to ensnare him with that instead. For though he might have held men by force, he preferred to give
them at least anillusion of choice; theillusions he had woven for himsdf were the less disturbed thereby.

Yetitisimprobablethat Tapiau would revea so much of crucid importance about himsdf and othersas
fredly asthe accounts have him do, and dl & once. Itismorelikdy that helet fall theinformationin
tantalizing morsd's, underestimating perhaps El of's formidable mind and memory, and his ability to smelt
and weld facts and truths as surely as he could metals. Also, many truthsthat Elof later learned from
Karamay have been placed here by later compilers.

For the sake of concision many interesting speculations that are put into Tapiau's mouth have had to be
omitted from the main text, but as one or two have abearing on the tde they are worth repeating here.
One concerns Louhi, and her need for the Tarnhelm. She was animmensdly greater creature of her kind
than Kara, and seemed able to shift in and out of human shape at will; why then could she not assume
others as easly? The answer seemsto lie chiefly in the greet strain the I ce put upon her; human form
came easest to most Powers, having the capacity of mind closest to their own, and she had little energy
to spare. Y et she now found she had to change, if only to keep up with Kara. The transforming powers
of the helm were of adifferent order, masking rather than recongtituting the shape, and the power in the
helm was not hers.

Another puzzling aspect of Louhi, or her true self Taounehtar, is her exact relationship to Taoune; by
some accounts she was his daughter, but by others his consort. That is put in the voice of Raven, and
cariesdl the more authority. That Taoune had long been reduced to an impotent shadow of hisformer
power, as Tapiau suggedts, is probably true. But the Chroniclestdll that Tapiau had less sharein that than
he made out.

SMITHCRAFT

The accounts of smithcraft in the Book of the Helm confirm that in those years the sheer science of
metalworking reached a height rardly if ever equaled—and not only in the remarkable person of Elof
himself. The technique he used in the creation of the crown-helm is unmistakably that now known as
electrolyss, or eectroplating. This— asthe account is careful to make clesr—he did not discover for
himself, but drew from the ancient lore of his craft. He was, however, probably thefirst to develop it for
fine plating of metds, thereisno evidence that the Elder folk had anticipated him. In assuming they had Ils
letsdip that patronizing attitude to men typica of even thefriendliest duergar. They did undoubtedly use
eectrolyssfor refining rare metds, whether human smithslearned this of them or developed it
independently cannot be said.

If it seemsimprobable to find eectricity known and used in such an otherwise untechnical culture, we
should remember that true smithcraft set very different va ues upon ordinary technology. Also, we should
consder the skilled silveramiths of the ancient city of Baghdad on theriver Tigris, who in the early years
of this century were found €l ectroplating with primitive batteries of copper and iron in ceramic jars of
acid; they were assumed to have learned the technique from the west. Thereis now reason to doubt this.
Among recent archaeologica discoveriesin the Middle East are smdl ceramic jars containing copper
cylinders plugged with asphalt and containing corroded iron rods—in effect, batteries of much the same
kind. They werefound in at least three Sites, al dating from the time of the Roman Empire, and dl around



the Tigris near Baghdad.

Thereisno doubt that the smiths of Elof sday understood at least something of the nature of ectricity,
though from avery different sandpoint. When Elof set out to reforge his strange inheritance with lightning
he undoubtedly knew what he was doing, though, encouraged by his mysterious visitor, he may have
underestimated the gppalling risk. But it islikely thet little e se would have dlowed him to sraighten so
curious a blade; the glimpse he had of its content is curioudy reminiscent of modern high-tensile materials
such as carbon-fiber, which may be highly resistive to heat and impact. He had studied with aduergar
magtersmith, and they, at least, had avery shrewd grasp of the forces at work with matter. Elof, in
describing his hammer, shows that he had learned much from them, and in the greatest trid of hislife,
when dl else seemed lost to him, it was this knowledge that wasto prove crucid.

THE CHRONICLES

Why the Book of the Helm was so named is hard to say, whether for the strange crowned helm that
broke the will of a Power, or the other, brought back into the world after long ages beneath the Ice, like
asymbol of renewa and rebirth. But dmost certainly it wasfor the Tarnhelm, second of Elof's youthful
creations that were to haunt him throughout histurbulent life, and shape it as he had shaped them. For it
was the Tarnhem that lay behind al the conflicts and struggles of thistime, that wrought for him both peril
and find triumph, and brought him in the end to the fulfilling of his promise and hisdesire.



